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    Do not look upon this world with fear and loathing. Bravely face whatever the gods offer. 
 
    Morihei Ueshiba  
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    The first gong sounded and the double doors, located at the eight major compass points, opened to allow entry into the massive chamber. Movement into the room was at a pace quicker than normal. Those who could not move quickly enough under their own power were carried by ushers. The sense of urgency was a sure as the marble tiles on the floor. 
 
    Light shone from the seven large floating crystals at the center of the domed ceiling, though they seemed smaller in size to many of the patrons of the chamber. Perhaps it had been too long since the room had been used. The Convocation of the Church was a very powerful body, but seldom did it convene in this alcove; the only room of the great temple not built by mortal hands. Priest and Priestess alike moved quietly to their seats; Chevaliers and Chevalierras also took their stations, reminded once more why the word ‘Temple’ was kept in their official title. Zeu Rex had never been recorded as one who would engage himself in matters of faith; still the authors of the Eastern Temple had taken unto themselves the liberty to expand the scope of the Life-Path. Like many of their kindred InvokeRs, they were given to relationships with various entities. 
 
    The seating was circular in formation, with only a twenty-meter diameter circle at the base. Each chair was large and exquisitely comfortable, and the patrons took to their seats as quickly as they had made their way into the room. The second gong sounded before those who would take up the seats toward the front could reach their places. They knew they had two more gongs before the event. But again, no one was about to waste time; the reason for the gathering was too important. 
 
    By the third gong, the floor at the center of the room was already beginning to glow. There were a few murmurs of surprise that quickly became suggestions of making greater haste to reach one’s seat and to be silent. Unable to procure what he deemed to be a suitable usher, Aebrynn Mulrear used MajiK to teleport to his chair. A soft moan was forced from him as he pushed his body to move quickly. The Lord Enacranite could stand and walk without giving any sign of discomfort, but bending at the back sent sharp pain through his spine, and the muffled whimpering was a heartbeat from wailing. After his divine reassembly, he had been told that he should keep moving to a very strict minimum. For a time he had complied with the directive. This calling of the Convocation, however, could not be ignored. Allowing his body to fall into the chair, Aebrynn put his pain to use, driving his mind to contemplate a means by which he could exact revenge on Freund. Several scenarios had come to mind, but he had yet to choose one to perfect and implement. He breathed out slow and long as the pain eventually subsided. 
 
    The light of the floating crystals started to diminish, but that which came from the center of the room kept everything in the room very bright. The backs of the chairs began to lower and soon everyone was looking up toward the ceiling. The glowing light in the center of the room began to ascend into the field of vision and a glowing sphere burst over the audience, yielding a view into the gathering of the Deistic Deputation. The function of the chamber, however, would only allow the devout to see the entity to which they were aligned. All other forms were kept from sight. 
 
    “Children of the Light… well met,” a disembodied voice announced to the mortals who were in awe to see and feel the presence of divine power. “Cherished and sacred followers, you have been summoned here to receive what can only be described as troubling news. It has reached our attention that something has come to the Rims! Something possessing the potential to change face of this territory, if not the fabric of existence itself! What is more vexing is this entity has managed to avoid detection on nearly all levels, including divine awareness. Only the Stars have witnessed this event, and even their vision has been veiled. The shape and form of this entity is still unknown to us… and there is reason to believe it is growing in power. If this is so, it follows that the entity must soon reveal itself. Power of incredible magnitude cannot remain hidden for long. 
 
    “So, since it can’t be seen, we make the leap that it must possess tremendous power,” Ernestan thought. 
 
    “You have not been gathered here to be placed into a state of high alert, but high sensitivity. After all, it cannot be said if this change will be one of a distasteful sort. The purpose of this gathering is to simply demonstrate that members of the Deistic Deputation are in full agreement, and direct those who claim to follow our ways to work together and ferret out this shadowed presence. In attendance to this gathering are five Star Gapers who have accepted the task of coordinating your efforts.  
 
    “You are the eyes, ears, and hands of your deities and you have been called to act as a demonstration of your faith and gratitude for the bounties that you have received over the ages. Go, and let the truth be revealed!” The window closed quickly, leaving the chamber completely dark for a brief moment as the floating crystals returned to their illuminated state. The backs of the chairs slowly came up and conversations began in whispers at first, but it was not long before devout followers started talking over one another.  
 
    “Well, that certainly did not take long,” Ernestan thought as he stood up from his chair. He was one of five Gapers, but there were seven people at their table. After a most unexpected meeting with demons, Kannadi had proven herself to be more than a protégé. She and Praseif, an assistant to Groggor Lancashire – who was more a politician than a Gaper, rounded out the last of their grouping. 
 
    Looking at Kannadi, Ernestan felt a sense of relief. The Star Gaper had requested a boon from his most mysterious benefactors. The Dark Pawns had not hesitated to go and gather Kannadi who was eager to resume her training. Looking into her brown eyes, he could see her confusion and disgust at what she was witnessing. “There is the simple honesty of the Nalyik,” he considered. “I have half a mind to inquire if she believes we should attack the lot of them. But the likelihood she would respond in a physical fashion, much like her mother, is far too great a gamble. 
 
    “If you would be so kind as to get their attention, my dear,” Ernestan requested as he put his fingers in his ears. It muffled the nerve-scathing shrill that was her war-cry, and Ernestan looked up to see all eyes either already on him or turning to add their gaze. “Thank you, Kannadi. 
 
    “My masters and mistresses, if I may be so bold, talking over each other when we have been tasked to work together is at the very least counterproductive. My name is Ernestan Geelmus and I am a Star Gaper, one of the five noted by the Deputation. My colleagues and I counseled amongst one another before this convention, and we have already come to an accord as to how we should proceed. This, of course, does not mean we are not open to suggestion, but until a better plan can be offered, we should proceed with the arrangement we have in mind.” 
 
    “And what sort of arrangement would that entail, Gaper?!” Illyana Towermunn asked, sounding as if she stood ready to argue whatever was about to be suggested. Her position might have had something to do with Ernestan’s particular fall from Imperial grace. She had arrived earlier than most, and had immediately started to form something of a coalition to root out a solution to their common issue. 
 
    “Quite simply that each of us proceeds within our own individual organizations as we have up to this point,” Ernestan replied. “The only change requested here and now would be the appointment of someone to act as a liaison that will bring information to or receive information from this collection of Star Gapers. Please bear in mind we will not be making contact with anyone directly. The Deputation has initiated the construction of a nexus… a mind-bridging hub of sorts, and it will be responsible for the delivery of all information to and from our small committee. Whatever is brought to us will be vetted by our sight with the Stars and then sent out to all those who have aligned themselves to receive transmissions from this counsel.” 
 
    “I must first consult privately with my god,” one Priestess proclaimed. “Surely the Etasian Pantheon will be able to shed some further light on the matter.” 
 
    “Your God of Light burns out like a candle with too short a wick!” another protested. Another war-cry erupted from Kannadi and Ernestan was not prepared to hear it. He winced in pain as he reached for the back of his chair to steady himself. 
 
    “Masters and mistresses,” Kannadi said clearly. “My lord had not yet relinquished his position to speak.” 
 
    “Thank you again, Kannadi,” Ernestan said, opening only his right eye as he straightened up. “What you feel you must do need not be voiced or judged! Do what you feel you must and then decide whether or not to assign a liaison. You have ten days to make your decision. The means with which to reach us we will leave with the administration of the Convocation. Thank you, and I bid you all fair journey.  
 
    “Kannadi,” Ernestan said in a beckoning tone, not waiting for a response. He took hold of the fabric of his robes and made his way for the closest double doors. He was three strides beyond them when he heard a voice calling out. 
 
    “A moment, sebman,” Aebrynn said as he walked quickly, still with a pronounced limp. Ernestan could not say if it was more anger and frustration or simple curiosity that made him stop and turn. Kannadi walked past him so that she could maintain her position at his back as he faced the approaching Enacranite. “If I may have a word.” 
 
    “Mine is the honor,” Ernestan said, bowing his head forward. Kannadi followed suit and Aebrynn nodded in response. 
 
    “Can you tell me why among your kind that you were chosen to speak?” Aebrynn inquired. 
 
    “Perhaps it is because I am the most given to public speaking,” Ernestan replied. “I cannot say it was a conscious decision by the group.” 
 
    “So then it falls to your ability to take initiative,” Mulrear concluded, pointing at the Star Gaper. “And that can be of some use to me.” 
 
    “The robes you wear clearly mark you as an Enacranite, my lord,” Ernestan said, taking a step closer to the man. “The earring, however, is more subtle. How long have you been a follower of Mehzaya VerJayno?” 
 
    “You have a very sharp eye, sebman,” Aebrynn smiled. “I represent my family’s twelfth generation in service to the immortal hostess.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Ernestan smiled, lifting up off his heels. “It is always best to be in the truest light, is it not?” 
 
    “It is indeed!” Aebrynn quickly replied as he extended his hand toward Ernestan, giving him a small red crystal. “When your nexus is complete, use this to create a bridge to me. I would prefer to deal with it and you only. Is that possible?” 
 
    “I shall see to it that the necessary arrangements are made, my lord,” Ernestan smiled. As expected, Aebrynn had little else to say and quickly turned to walk away. In his fourth labored stride, he teleported and Ernestan could tell that while it seemed to be an effect of MannA, it was in fact KaA that allowed the feat. Ernestan looked at the empty spot on the floor and shook his head. 
 
    “What is it, Master?” Kannadi asked. 
 
    “So many houses are not in order, my dear Kannadi,” he answered. “Though I cannot speak too loudly… not until my own domicile has been cleansed.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “That poor fool serves a Fietasm, one of a race of soul-devouring creatures. She masks herself as an entity and fools many into worshipping her. To feed on an Enacranite makes this one considerably powerful and dangerous. But it is a matter for another time.” With a slight huff, Ernestan turned and resumed his exit. 
 
    “Master,” Kannadi called to him, sounding almost desperate. 
 
    “Why did I not warn him?” he asked, receiving a quick affirmation. “I kept my knowledge from him for three reasons, my child. The strongest of the three is simple. Did you take note of the facial hair? It has been darkened by incantation. That man is, as they say, long in the tooth and old humans are all too often too set in their ways. He is also a caster, and the fact that he must have utter faith in his ability makes him a powerful InvokeR, but easily used when he makes an error in judgment. He is very proud to say that his family has dedicated twelve generations to a soul-feeder! Just how do you think he would receive my information?” 
 
    “His first reaction would be to disbelieve,” Kannadi said softly. “The particular form of that denial might also be troublesome.” 
 
    “Indeed!” 
 
    “I find it odd you did not mention when he called you a sebman,” Kannadi pointed out. 
 
    “Oh, but I did,” Ernestan argued. “Set in his ways and too old-minded to see that he was being insulting. My concern, however, is the consideration that a Fietasm might be in league with the community of MoGo. It would not be an uncommon alliance.” Ernestan increased the length of his strides as he made his way from the facility. He knew where Shanvah was waiting for him. She and the others were sure to not like this bit of news. 
 
    “Dealing with the Stars was troubling enough,” he thought. “Now we must contend with the gods as well. It is a fearful thing indeed when gods are made to fear!”  
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    It was very quiet in the triangular room, but that was to be expected; seldom did the majestic and towering Nameert sect have anything to say to the twirled, knotted and braided lengths of the Senivi. This, as always, left the third sect of the Tonnogard, the relatively small Gramen, in the middle to act in whatever way they had to in order to keep the peace. Not much would be needed from them this day; there was no divisive argument that had called for this convention. Aside from the preservation of their kind, the Tonnogard agreed on very, very little. They had been of one mind as they entered the chamber, moving to dispatch a messenger... eleven days ago. Not one of them had left the chamber in all of that time. Servants had brought in power crystals for them to feed upon, though each attendant was skilled enough to have their own power reserves from which they could have drawn. The gesture, which had been made by the Chamberlain, was considered thoughtful and polite. 
 
    Meditations of various sorts came to a halt when light sparked to life in the center of the room, a tell-tale sign the messenger was returning. It was a yellow bolt of light that appeared at the ceiling of the room and spiraled down to the floor. Yellow fire and blue light burst from the impact point, but the burst of energy did not travel far before the Chamberlain extended his hand and dismissed the burst to the grounds outside the building.  
 
    “What is wrong with him?” one of the Lords asked, gazing upon the young creature, barely a Nameert sapling, shaking as he stood in the center of the floor. His coverings were all but gone, appearing to be both thrashed and burned. His green eyes were filled with fear and pain, but he did not speak.  
 
    “What is it, sapling?” the Chamberlain asked. “What words did they give you?” He only received a quivering moan in response to his inquiry, as many of the attendants approached the young Nameert. The young wood’s bark, like his clothing, had been subjected to sharp edges and fire. Splinters remained where strong wood had been growing. With all the sap that was falling from his open wounds, it was a wonder the youth was still alive! Moving most cautiously, they drew closer to him. His shaking quickly became worse as tears fell from his eyes.  
 
    The sapling looked around the room as he could hear laughter in his mind. It was a sound that he knew none of the others could hear. 
 
    “Speak, sapling!” the Chamberlain demanded. “We must have their words!” 
 
    With his mouth remaining closed, the young boy screamed as his body shuddered violently. A silver rod burst out from the sapling’s chest, causing those closest to jump in fright. The end of the rod was coming through a dimensional pocket that had been housed inside the youth. The end split into four smaller mechanical arms that opened another pocket which produced an imbued stone, a Power Locke, one that had been attuned to MannA. It was glowing brightly with the Energy and ready to burst. 
 
    “MajiK?!” one member said as she was staggered by the presence of MannA. “Impossible!” 
 
    “No, his body was used to mask the detectors,” another resolved as he turned away from the sight of the sapling. He closed his eyes and thought of his friend and mate… he knew he would never see her again… how he would miss her! 
 
      
 
    The proving grounds were seldom such a spectacle. But then again, it was a rare occasion when both the instructor and the student were such well-known figures in the community. While the former was respected – and slightly feared – the latter was royalty, and demanded attention… oft times by direct vocal command. But they were only two of their race. Though they could be considered extremes, not all of their kind could be found inside the range they created. 
 
    The Tonnogard were adept with all but one of the known Energies, and considered masters of their application. It was clear that ElemahntiA was by far their favorite. With a very deep-seeded fear of fire, the Tonnogard kept their practice to four of the six elements, as they did not much care for iron either.  
 
    An exception to that generality was Marjoram Blackwood. She performed her forward roll perfectly, avoiding the column of water that had been thrown at her. She smirked as her hand made a backhand arc around the side of her body. Five small, flat discs of flame flew from her hand, streaking under the gushing water toward her opponent. By the time his eyes drew focus on the objects, the first disc had exploded into flames with a brightness that matched the mid-day suns. The young Nameert screamed in a panic, making a quick slashing motion at the other discs. The water he had been using to hurl at his instructor changed direction and fell over the four fire discs, smothering them. 
 
    “Mind on your work, Ranmus,” Marjoram said, looking at the wall where the abundance of water was headed… where Shievel was standing, observing the younger females in the garden. He screamed as he turned to see the water rushing toward him. 
 
    Ranmus stepped forward, extending both hands and trying to assert his will over the whitewater that flowed around a very loyal and cherished friend. The edge of a blade touched against the side of his neck and Ranmus closed his eyes, lowering his hands to his sides. 
 
    “Nice save,” she said, tapping the flat of the blade on his shoulder. “Too bad you couldn’t do the same for yourself, eh, Nameert?” 
 
    “Dead bark,” Ranmus muttered before the blade was removed from his shoulder and quickly applied to his chin and neck. Knowing the sharpness of the weapon and the skill of its wielder, Ranmus quickly went up on his root ends. 
 
    “What was that, my young potentate?” she asked, reminding her less-than-willing student that unlike other walking roots her age, her senses were still very sharp… perhaps even sharper than her skill with the sword. Shievel took one step toward the woman who had her back to him. Ergs of energy formed quickly around his right hand and he focused on her back. She held her sword in her left hand, a sign that Ranmus was not worthy of her right, but it was her right index finger pointed at Shievel that locked the Nameert’s branches in place.  
 
    “I misspoke!” Ranmus said in a louder tone. 
 
    “And you think yelling that at me will do you service?” she pressed, applying more pressure to Ranmus’ neck. 
 
    “Forgive me, my teacher,” Ranmus said in a soft but stressed voice. The sword was quickly removed and in its scabbard before Ranmus’ strong-barked heels could touch the floor. He put his hand to his knees and closed his eyes, steadying himself and contending with his anger. 
 
    “You do not have to like me, Prince,” the wotree said as she began to walk around her pupil. He was much older than most she had trained, but the Prince had never reacted well to discipline. He had always chosen instructors who would yield to his position. In her eyes it was poorly watered soil, and it was his weeded soul she had to address and hopefully restore. “That might come as something of a relief, given that my affection for you is likewise nonexistent. So that we share! 
 
    “What we do not share is a level of success. You see, I am a Master Wotree, master of many combat forms, incredibly adept at a number of Energies, and an honored commanding officer in the Royal Militia. You were born into power.” 
 
    “You take great liberties with your tongue, Wotree Blackwood,” Ranmus said softly, glaring at her. “It is only the word of m–” the sky falling dark suddenly brought a cessation of their mutual hostility. As Ranmus looked up at the darkening skies, Marjoram turned to look toward the center of the city. A proven soldier, Marjoram Blackwood had seen her share of ordnance. This was a bomb unlike any she had ever imagined, and its epicenter… was the Hall of Regents! 
 
    “The council hall!” she whispered before she called for earth to burst up from the ground and arc over the three bodies in the courtyard. The arc had just fully covered the trio when the repercussive wave struck. Shaken and rattled to their hands and knees, Ranmus and Shievel looked to each other before looking around their makeshift shelter. The stone bricks of the courtyard floor cracked as the tremors died down. Marjoram dispersed the shielding the moment she thought it was safe. The stench in the air was something she had smelled before, but never to such intensity inside the Iolite Barony. 
 
    “MannA,” she whispered. “… and Dragon MannA no less.” Leaning forward, Marjoram bolted into a sprint. She jumped over the wall of the courtyard and had only dropped four meters before she formed a force field around her body that she could propel through the air. She could hear her Prince calling after her, but she would deny it until she was nothing but ash and seed. The King had been invited to the hall by the Chamberlain; he was expecting a response from the Dragons. He had alluded to it being a ground-breaking moment, but not in this way… not in this way! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I think all villains have something in common: they have something that they need or want very badly. The stakes are very high and they are not bound by moral codes or being ethical, so they can do anything and will do anything to get what they want.  
 
    Donna Murphy 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4202.29)  
 
      
 
    The lights came on just before the doors slid apart. Harold Lornington backed into the room, grasping the shoulders of a statue. “Good-ness!” Harold huffed, he and his suit laboring quite a bit as the statue was awkward to carry. “Blue boy’s a weighty one! Suit’s almost at its limit!” 
 
    “You’ve got the head, too… trust me, that’s the light end, brother!” Borsuth whined as he carried the base of the statue. 
 
    “Come along now, gentlemen,” Qeldrun directed as he sidestepped his way into the large circular room. “Let’s move things along and be mindful not to drop this particular parcel, if you please.” Errol and Vatere walked in behind a female who possessed a graceful stride that could be seen despite her voluminous yellow cloak. 
 
    “This is… not what I expected,” a synthesized voice called out to the people in the room. 
 
    “No, Mr. Gulroy, I should say it wasn’t,” Qeldrun stated, looking up at the wall where he knew there was some sort of viewing device. The professor waved it off and returned his attentions to the handling of the statue. The moment the foot of the statue was placed down in the center of the floor, the woman waved her hand across her body and the stone melded with the floor tiles. “And that will secure it nicely. Thank you, my dear. 
 
    “Yes, it would appear that our benefactor, the party who has made this ship available for our use, is at something of an impasse,” Qeldrun stated as his men looked at each other, confused as to what their employer was talking about. “It will be of some unexpected difficulty for him to carry out his planned double-cross with the package petrified in such a matter.” 
 
    “Double-cross?!” Harold said as he powered up his weapon systems and started looking around the room. 
 
    Qeldrun looked at Harold with contempt, but opted not to address the man at the moment and returned his attentions to his faceless partner. “You may be familiar with incantations of MajiK that produce these effects, but by now you have made your scans and can easily see that the transformation from flesh to stone is quite different when achieved by the means of Elementurgy! It’s permanent, until it’s undone by someone of equal or greater skill and power than the original practitioner… and I doubt you can count the elementally-inclined among your resources.” 
 
    “You are quite resourceful, Professor O’Zhar,” the voice said as the doors closed and locked. The walls flashed with the light of a forming force field. “But the impasse you speak of is one easily negotiated.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” Harold said as he turned to face the doors, giving the mental command to have his helm form about his head. 
 
    “Do not approach the doors!” Qeldrun commanded. “That is not a typical force field. It carries a very interesting additive in its matrix. An electrical pulse has been entered into the field, designed to course into your suits and lock your servos. I am sure you are familiar with the effect.” 
 
    “How the hell does he know that?!” Errol barked. 
 
    “You assume it is a he,” Qeldrun said softly. “The most that I can say is that this person is not Vanus Gulroy. Though it is someone who has investigated my former student deeply enough to present themselves convincingly as him.” 
 
    “But I didn’t fool you,” the voice responded. “Why is that?” 
 
    “Being able to read a data report and being able to read a person are two different things, my friend,” Qeldrun noted. “You are undoubtedly intelligent, yes. Mayhap you think yourself far more intelligent than you truly are. That can prove to be your undoing!” Qeldrun looked around the room and chuckled. “But those are bold and foolish words spoken by a man trapped in an air-tight room, are they not?” 
 
    “If nothing else, your thought processes are… entertaining. Please proceed… while you can.” 
 
    “The air is already getting thin,” the woman muttered from underneath her hood. 
 
    “And it seems your ElementalisT isn’t the variety necessary to remain alive in that chamber,” the voice continued. “You’re a Professor of Archaeology, not a very helpful skill set here and now. Somewhat less reported is your skill as an EnervationisT, though our common objective was not at all thrown by the revelation of that fact.” 
 
    “Yes, a point I noticed myself,” Qeldrun muttered. “I was not prepared for our blue-skinned wonder to see through my sound-wave matrix and actually know my location.” Qeldrun looked at his bandaged shoulder. The pain of the gunshot was still with him, but manageable. “A very painful first.” 
 
    “Then, at least, you can say that there was a prior event when you were bested,” the synthesized voice asserted. “Once you collapse, I will be able to work with your Jeelah friend in finding a mutually beneficial resolution.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see where you feel you possess the advantage,” Qeldrun said, looking back up at the wall. “You are one of those Cyber-Line fellows, aren’t you?” 
 
    “As I said before, very entertaining, Professor.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Qeldrun said with a smile as he finally found the fixed point of optics in the room. He lifted his left hand to his chin and thought for a moment. He lifted his chin from the slight grasp, but he did not lower his hand. “Sitting there in the middle of your pantheon of switches, keys, flashing lights and blinking cursors, you are indeed a god! How incredibly taxing on your patience this conversation must be; with your mind racing from point to point, handling hundreds of tasks before I can even say my next sentence!” His left thumb and index finger began tapping together in an erratic and unsteady pattern. 
 
    “Thousands of tasks actually,” the voice corrected. 
 
    “Amazing,” Qeldrun O’Zhar said, shaking his head in a very particular rhythm, separate from the one his fingers had set. “Yet for every equinox, my young friend, there must be a solstice, and vice versa. You agree with me, Vidé. Don’t you?” 
 
    “I agree,” the voice answered, sounding more flat than it had previously. 
 
    “Of course you do,” Qeldrun said, finally lowering his eyes and taking a cleansing breath. “… and before I have to contend with your resourcefulness, you will be so kind as to deactivate all pre-programmed contingencies that will work against my aims.” 
 
    “Done,” the voice responded after a few brief moments. 
 
    “What the f–” Harold muttered, but a sharp movement of Qeldrun’s hand silenced him. 
 
    “We are in need of air, young man,” Qeldrun stated. He gave a slight sigh of relief as the doors opened and fresh air swept into the room. “Thank you, Mr. Vidé. Now I need for you to be about the business of releasing this ship from your control and locking this ship’s computer out against all input devices save for my voice.” 
 
    “What the hell just happened?!” Harold asked as his helm receded into his back plate. 
 
    “More evidence that life is not contained entirely between lines of code,” Qeldrun replied. “My accolades as a researcher, teacher, and EnervationistT are readily available to those who navigate the folds of electronic information. But I can think of only three individuals who know that I am also a relatively skilled DreamCasteR. Two of those reside in the Grey Realm.” 
 
    “Well, it looks like you need to add four to that list, Professor,” Harold stated with a grin. 
 
    “Try to keep your wits about you!” Qeldrun softly snapped. “How do you think I can afford to pay the four of you on a Professor’s salary? Those dreams you’ve been experiencing of high adventure as you rob couriers and inbound freighters carrying secret and valuable cargo? Well, my boy, those weren’t dreams… merely cleverly disguised memories! 
 
    “Look at it this way, in the large scope of things, it has been by your hands that you have become the men you are today! Do you think the craftsmen who built your suits cared where the credits came from?! No! And you should be less aggravated that you were used by a higher authority; amazed that you are no longer a simple bar-room brawler, taking gutter-work in order to maintain the flow of sustenance that you somehow call food… and the occasional visitation of less than savory women!” 
 
    “Is that what you’re going to do to the big blue wonder?” Harold asked as he flexed his shoulders and stretched his neck. “Put the whammy on him too?!” 
 
    “It might have been an option before the advent of our dear Mr. Vidé,” Qeldrun shared. “But I have to expend energy and some measure of concentration to hold him, the four of you and our lovely ElementalisT. Mind you, I can hold more, but I would rather assume that the blue wonder is a being of noteworthy willpower, in that I can feel him fighting the effects of the petrification. If he were left to his own ability, I do believe he could very well break free from his condition. 
 
    “Arjhaka, my dear, if you please.” 
 
    Stepping forward to the statue, the Jeelah female put both hands on the chest of the petrified creature. A patron of only two of the elements, she could feel through the stone and inside the creature she had imprisoned. 
 
    “Unknown creature of this dark fate,” she thought as she prepared herself. “Though you cannot hear me, I ask for your forgiveness.” 
 
    “Give the task more effort than it deserves.” The voice came from the petrified man. “And seek out the places where you can comply with his commands and still be yourself, Lady Olyairon!”  
 
    Summoning the ElemahntiA to her touch, the Jeelah woman’s body shuddered, emitting a flash of green light. The beige stone of the statue turned to a deep and almost metallic gray. Qeldrun’s eyes flared at the results of her efforts. 
 
    “Well done, my dear!” Professor O’Zhar said with zeal. “Could it be that you are finally coming around to my perspective? Please answer truthfully!” 
 
    “We do not know the limitations of this one’s ability,” Arjhaka stated plainly. “If he were to free himself, we do not know all of what he could do… even without his weapons.” 
 
    “That is very true, my dear. Thank you again! 
 
    “And yes, Harold, I am aware of you trying to lock my body signature into your targeting computer,” Qeldrun said as he waved his hands at the four men who all fell unconscious. “Come to think of it, my dear, I cannot see where I have a need for you either.” 
 
    Jeelah took a quick step forward, taking hold of Qeldrun’s arm. Her movements were very fast, but they were not violent and her grasp was soft and endearing. “Might I please witness what you are about to do? No, our perspectives are not completely aligned, and I thought you would fail in your aims. I was wrong, Professor, and I am eager to see where this all goes; what it will bring to you!” 
 
    “Very well then,” Qeldrun said, lowering his hand. “So be it. You can set the autopilot for NayFall. I am sure you know where that is.” 
 
    “I can find my homeland without a navigational computer,” she smiled brightly as she turned. Images of her family’s estate ran through her mind, covering the elation she felt in having found truths that did not speak of the fury she had building in her heart to destroy the man who had at one time been her mentor.  
 
    “No,” she thought, “we do not know what he can do!”  
 
    “Mr. Vidé, what is your estimated time of arrival to NayFall?” Qeldrun asked, watching the Jeelah female take her leave of him. 
 
    “Eleven days,” the synthesized voice answered. 
 
    “Very well. You may begin the process of setting your more protective programs to ensure my safe arrival to NayFall as well as the monitoring of anything coming from Black Gate. I want you to find the means to tag the Xara-Mansura so that I will know where it is at all times!” 
 
    “It shall be done.” 
 
    “Then you may rejoin us in the slower world, and begin your sojourn to NayFall,” Qeldrun directed. He chuckled, running his hands over the cold stone. There was something to the feel of it! He wondered if the woman had petrified him to the point of suspended animation. There was nothing coming from within the stone, nothing at all, and that pleased Professor O’Zhar greatly. “Take up some discrete occupancy somewhere in Tallbridge, where you may make contact with me once you do.” The popping sound coming from the speakers told the man that the Jockey had indeed disconnected from the ship. Though his range was nearly at its maximum, Qeldrun could still feel his latest puppet. He was cursing the Professor as he went about the duties he had been given to perform. Qeldrun smiled, looking at his most recent find. 
 
    “And now we await the arrival of your friends and their ship,” he whispered, “… where you have undoubtedly stored the materials I seek. You are an excellent gamesman, my friend. You made it to where I had to take outside assistance just to capture you. It is a testament of my good fortune you had already managed to acquire such a motivated opponent!” 
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    Jocasta had awakened from better sleep cycles, but she knew her restlessness was not the result of anything to do with her bedding. Nothing aboard ship felt right, and she had twice stirred from her sleep, opening a channel to her First Mate… just to see if he was up too. The soft voice of Satithe had responded and tried to console Jocasta, but the woman would not receive it. Like everyone else aboard ship, Jocasta kept Satithe from speaking to her for any good length of time and dismissed her quickly. It made the summons she had received after breakfast something of a mystery.  
 
    After threatening to shoot Roc, she was finally given her second cup of loaded coffee and made her way the main lab. Stepping inside, she turned to see Tuitonn, Teela, Bantar, Amosse, Deolun, Jovasor, and Kryltane standing around one of Dungias’ observation drones. Jocasta remembered being chased across the Tovask Sky Mining Station and started to smile, but it never registered on her face. 
 
    No one was working; they were all waiting and looking at Jocasta as she entered the room. She also noticed that with the exception of Tuitonn and Jovasor, each person had a slight blemish or bruise on their face.  
 
    “This is a damn shame,” she thought, “being made to feel scared on my own ship! 
 
    “Well good morning, Brain Trust,” she said in a voice that somehow sounded worse than she felt. She put the back of her hand to her mouth and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Good morning, Captain,” Kryltane replied and Jocasta could immediately see who the leader of this group was. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    “So you’re the ringleader of this intellectual posse here?” she asked with a slight smile. 
 
    “No, I am,” Annsura said as she came out of one of the storage closets. 
 
    “Cutter,” Jocasta acknowledged her. “Interesting… I can’t say I saw that coming.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Annsura muttered, tossing a device to Kryltane who caught it. “Is that what you were looking for?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, this is it,” the young man answered. “Thank you.” He looked at Jocasta and went back to the drone, inserting the device he had just received. It projected a small energy dome over a workstation. 
 
    “Perhaps now is a good time for you and I to step outside,” Jocasta said, glaring at Annsura. “Breaking things in here gets costly… breaking you is still pretty cheap!” 
 
    “You were called here for a reason, Captain,” Annsura noted. 
 
    “And one more cross word out of you means that reason better not be dependent on you breathing!” 
 
    “Then do it, Captain!” Annsura snapped as she walked to stand directly in front of Jocasta. “Take my blades and my life! I’d rather be dead than wallowing around this ship doing nothing, like some people!” Although she did blink, Annsura did not move when Jocasta took hold of her neck. 
 
    “Shotgun, what was the report you gave me just yester–” 
 
    “We’ve come across something since then, Captain!” Teela said, coming forward, rushing her words. “Cutter got us all together and… told us we needed to try again, and we did. We found something. Something that we missed… something that Z must have missed too.” Teela gently placed her hand on Jocasta’s arm. “We’ve been up all night confirming what we found, and I think we’ve finally put everything together.  
 
    “Captain, I don’t necessarily appreciate her methods either,” Teela stressed. “But Cutter is right. We weren’t really doing anything. We picked up scanners and walked around Z’s last known location. None of us thought about what we were doing… none of us did what we’re supposed to do! Please, Captain.” 
 
    The grip around Annsura’s neck eased before Jocasta pulled her hand away. “This isn’t finished, missy!” she whispered before turning to the others. She cleared her throat again and handed her coffee cup to Annsura. “Here, drink that!” she directed before looking at the group of researchers. She took in a deep breath and squared her shoulders before exhaling. “Okay then, impress me!” 
 
    Kryltane looked back at the others and Jovasor nodded for him to continue. The young man swallowed hard and then handed a pair of goggles to Jocasta. “You’ll need to hold on to these. You don’t have to put them on now, but you will at some point. 
 
    “At the behest of Cutter, we took another look at the park,” Kryltane explained and Jocasta held up her hand to have him stop. 
 
    “Why?” she asked, looking at Annsura. 
 
    “Z has got to be one of the hardest of us to bring down,” Annsura explained. “If we didn’t figure how he had been taken, I figured we were all in for the same level of trouble when we caught up to the people who took him. I thought it better than assigning shore leave, anyway.” 
 
    “Dammit, Cutter, stand the hell down!” Jocasta said as her elevated hand became a fist. “For your information, the ship is on port-lock!” 
 
    “But we’re not even docked with anything!” Annsura argued as the others looked at each other. 
 
    “Tell that to the man who’s got his finger on the button of an energy delivery system with over a thousand firing ports!” Jocasta countered. “I kept this little factoid between me and Satithe because while we’re not able to go after our First Officer, I didn’t see any good coming out of the crew bearing a grudge against Black Gate and thinking up something stupid to do! We’ve got enough enemies for the moment, and we don’t even know who all of them are!” 
 
    “That’s only a true statement if you’ve added to the number in the last two days, Captain,” Kryltane said with a hopeful smile. “Because we do know who was helping Professor O’Zhar with the trap in the park!” 
 
    “We do?” Jocasta asked in surprise. 
 
    “Well, we have a very definite lead,” Kryltane clarified. “He’s a Cyber-Line Jockey named Talthwynn Vidé. His net-handle is NBA, which stands for the Net Black Assassin though I doubt he has any real affiliation with them.” 
 
    “I should be able to clarify that,” Jocasta thought.  
 
    Kryltane went over to one of the many display screens and hit a button to bring up blocks of quarantined code. “He lives in the Garnet Barony and his scan-code was all over Satithe, but in a totally harmless capacity, and it’s been there for a while. I think Z might have been zeroing him.” 
 
    “Any notion as to why?” Jocasta asked, not at all surprised that her Chief Engineer had been on top of things. 
 
    “It’s still too early for me to tell,” Kryltane started. “I’ve been working on recreating the capture scenario… and we’re under orders that after this meeting we’re supposed to get no less than eight hours’ sleep. But whatever the reason, I’m pretty sure it was Vidé who started this mess.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t surprise me,” Jocasta returned, wanting to get back to the main reason why she had been called to the room. It seemed both odd and wrong to be standing in the room without its normal occupant. “Okay, we have another name on the Get List. Back to it, Shotgun.” 
 
    “Not only has Vidé been trying to gain access to Satithe, he’s been tracking your movements, off and on, for years.” 
 
    “Years?” Jocasta asked. “As in…” 
 
    “Some of the code I’ve been able to decipher dates back almost five years, Captain,” Kryltane shared. 
 
    “Before my time with Z,” Jocasta considered. “C’mon Jo, focus! That’s not important right now.” 
 
    “When he couldn’t get into Satithe, he linked into whatever site this ship was close to and hacked their surveillance files. Now this is why I think Z was zeroing him. I found a program on Satithe that tracked Vidé’s hacking. Everything! When he linked up to a remote site, she was watching. And when he made runs at her mainframe, she blocked him. She didn’t obscure every byte of information, but I think everything Vidé received was edited. For instance, he never saw how you resolved an issue, but he was fed the prelude and the result. 
 
    “Z was protecting our moves but allowed the rep to get through?!” Jocasta asked. “That’s so a pirate move!” The woman chuckled once before realization stole her smile. “So he doesn’t know how we handled various crapstacks, but he knows that we handled it… which means he knows to be afraid… and obviously very thorough in his approach. 
 
    “That means he knows you’re coming for him, Jo,” Jocasta thought. “Your only upside is that he doesn’t know that we know. I hate this Jockey already! 
 
    “So the Jockey hacked in and found this Professor asshole somehow?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “We believe it was Vidé who turned the Professor on to Z,” Kryltane said. “He orchestrated the whole damn thing!” Kryltane walked over to the dome. “He even sent these little bastards; Nanobots!” 
 
    “Are you shitting me?!” Jocasta asked as she walked over to join the group and get a better view. She donned the goggles and looked into the domed area. Held inside the energy field were active state-of-the-art designed micro-robots. “These things don’t come cheap!” 
 
    “And these are some of the best designs I’ve ever seen,” Deolun inserted, unable to contain himself. “Shotgun sent queries to find the manufacturer. As you may or may not know, Nans are illegal in the Rims… except for Ardrian Space and the Prism Baronies. We got a hit from Heliotropis, the Amethyst Barony. A manufacturer there reported three shipments of Nanobots that were stolen sixteen months ago.” 
 
    Teela leaned forward and spoke softly. “Deolun, Kryltane’s giving the report!” 
 
    “And why is that?” Jocasta inquired.  
 
    “He’s the senior man here,” Teela quickly answered. “The only one with a crew name.” Jocasta had to hold herself still for a moment as she breathed, pressing her lips together. 
 
    “Teela, right?” Jocasta asked and the young woman nodded. “Teela, sweetheart, let’s not go and make things more complicated than they are. Shotgun is… the senior man here, and there you have a point. But let me ask you something, is this a kick-ass lab?” There were a couple gasps as Teela nodded her head, ‘yes’. A moan came from Deolun as he bent at the knees. Jocasta held up her hands as she nodded. “I will take all of those reactions as a serious affirmative. I happen to agree with you. This lab is so kick-ass that I hate being in it! 
 
    “You’re all standing here in this room! Everyone here has seen enough of the ship to know there are doors that won’t open for you. There are two such doors, at least, in this lab. Kids, they don’t open for me! And that’s okay because I don’t want them to! Simply put, if you are in here, you’re crew.  
 
    “Cutter put you all to this task and you can best believe if I don’t like what I’m told, Cutter will be taking up the issue with all of you. Shotgun will get it worse because he is senior man, but make no mistake, pain will be mutually shared! So please, mix it up. I expect Deolun to tell me about these bots you’ve found. And why do they almost always look like bugs?!” 
 
    “Because an insect’s body works best for the kind of work these robots are tasked to do,” Deolun explained. “These are carriers and builders and I think they built spell-key.” 
 
    “A spell-key!” Jocasta repeated, her eyes squinting with growing anger. 
 
    Deolun turned to face his captain. “They were in the air, just flying about.” 
 
    “This is the scenario part,” Teela whispered to Jocasta who managed a nod. 
 
    “Anyone who walked into their area breathed them in. Once inside, they went to work on making the key. From what Teela, Bantar, and Amosse have been able to put together… it seems the material could only assist one kind of incantation: the manipulation of ElemahntiA, sometimes called Elementurgy! And… it’s at this point that I have to ask if you’re serious about going after this guy.” 
 
    Slowly walking over toward Deolun, Jocasta smiled and snorted a laugh before speaking very softly. “So, by ‘guy’, I’m not sure who you’re referring to. Two possible persons come to mind. So I’m going to ask you to clarify. Do you mean this miserable, site-hacking, crapstack of a corpse that took my First Mate, our Chief Engineer, your teacher, my counsel and best friend in life?! 
 
    “That guy?!” she pressed, not feeling the need to explain that the second option would have been Professor O’Zhar. The steel tone in her voice conveyed so many things that she did not have to say. “I’m really hoping that’s the ‘guy’ you mean because the answer to your question is yes! You better believe I’m serious about going after this ‘guy’!” Jovasor’s hands took soft hold of Jocasta’s shoulders as Deolun swallowed hard. The medical technician turned the captain back to the presentations. 
 
    “Captain, for what I do know of transformative properties, there is less chance for the target body to resist the effects if the process begins inside the body. It was as if Z breathed in a contagion that attacked his body and rendered him helpless.” 
 
    “Wrong again,” Jocasta said, softly pulling away from Jovasor. “He wasn’t helpless. He made his play, knowing I would make mine. And did they get these things past that man’s eyes?! They’re machines! They must’ve given off some kind of jiggowhatsits his goggles should’ve picked up.” 
 
    “Not during that electrical storm,” Kryltane asserted. “And I checked it out, it wasn’t anything the environmental systems conjured up. That program was–” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Jocasta said, holding up her hand again. “It was either offline or running a seriously long diagnostic.” 
 
    “Number two,” Kryltane answered, holding up two fingers. “And with the readings Deolun was able to take from the area, the lightning wasn’t an enervation, but it was a perfect cover for the Nanobots. It made a much bigger signal than they could have generated. It was a damn good trap, Captain, but we can track the trapper.” 
 
    “Do that,” Jocasta said as she started for the door. “While you’re at that, see if you can whip up something to deal with the bots. Cutter, with me.” Jocasta got to the door and stopped. She turned around and looked at one person in particular. “And I’ll tell you another thing, Deolun. One more that Z is: he’s my crew! Mine! Just like the rest of you, and I’m serious about putting blade, blaster, boot and bone to anyone who fucks with my crew!” Jocasta walked out followed quickly by Annsura. The pilot and pirate took enough steps out of the room so that her Second Mate would be clear of the doors, allowing them to close. “Cutter–” 
 
    “I know, Captain,” Annsura said, lowering her eyes to the floor. “I was out of line back there.” 
 
    “Heads up, Cutter.” Annsura looked up to see Jocasta smiling at her. “I’ve got a Cutter with balls enough to kick me square in the ass when I’m not doing what a Captain should be doing.” 
 
    “But you were doing it!” Annsura argued. “I just didn’t–” 
 
    “You looked out for your ship and your people and right now I feel proud… and pretty damn sorry for the ass that took our man. There isn’t a program in the universe that could prepare him for what’s coming his way. 
 
    “But I asked you out here because while you’re seeing to everyone and everything, that doesn’t seem to include you. There’s a parcel in the hangar, been waiting on you for two days.” 
 
    “I didn’t order it, Captain,” Annsura advised. 
 
    “I know, Cutter,” Jocasta said softly. “Z did. I don’t have his words, but I think I know his heart. He wanted you to have whatever’s in that box. 
 
    “The brains are going to be asleep soon,” Jocasta said, turning to leave. “When they bed down, make your rounds and handle that package. And if the thought of that makes you weepy, have Cupid there to dry your tears.” 
 
    “Is that an order, Captain?” 
 
    Jocasta stopped and sighed. “No, it wasn’t. But the Cutter I chose and Z backed has a responsibility to the crew. Last I checked, that included Annsura!” Jocasta walked to the nearest pole and took it up to the deck of her Ready Room. She needed to get to her vault and spend some time with Alpha. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    There is no dignity quite so impressive, no one independence quite so important, as living within your means.  
 
    Calvin Coolidge 
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    Teela thought the décor was a bit much, but there was a certain sentiment to it. It just felt right, and it went along with what they were trying to accomplish. It was easier to go with the suggested ambience of the Library of Alexandria and add her contributions wherever she could. In this particular instance, that meant getting up from the table and getting a scroll for Bantar. While Amosse always pressed himself to be in any and everyone’s sight and consideration, Bantar was the most gifted in the arts of scholarship and research. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to this,” the young woman thought as she tucked her long, dark brown hair behind her ear before taking hold of the scroll-case. The texture and weight of it was notable, and it gave her reason to pause for a moment. “I suppose then it goes in stride with everything else that has been happening. 
 
    “Gods, what are my parents going to say?” she cringed with the contemplation. “Four class credits shy of what I need to graduate… and I just up and leave. 
 
    “They’ll probably hire my brother to kill me,” Teela whispered as she opened the scroll-case, sneezing with the dust that she had kicked up. “This place is too much!” 
 
    “Talking to yourself again, Teela?” Amosse asked as he closed a large tome, tossing it aside so that he could take hold of another. 
 
    “Hey, watch it!” Bantar snapped as he took hold of the hurled text. “This stuff’s kinda old and fragile!” 
 
    “Will you listen to yourself?!” Amosse fired back, his opal eyes flaring. He shook his head as he laughed and was still chuckling when he put his eyes back to the pages. “There’s no way I can hurt anything in here!” 
 
    Bantar took in a breath to continue the argument, but he stopped to think about where they were and what they were doing. His eyebrows lifted over his eyes and he nodded before gently placing the book back down on the table. 
 
    “Don’t mind him,” Teela suggested as she delivered the scroll-case. “Mr. Garnet Barony has his butt on his shoulders, as always. I’m surprised he can stand the smell!” 
 
    “It’s an acquired taste,” Amosse quickly fired back without looking up from the page he was reading. “Don’t act as if you’re not waiting for your turn to sample the goods.”  
 
    Teela’s brown eyes cut over to look at Amosse who was still reading. She wanted to cut him back, but nothing of any worth came to mind. Besides, it would have been different if he had been wrong. His black hair had been trimmed since they had come aboard, giving Teela another reason to hate Pristacia. Not only was she heavenly to look upon, but her grooming skills had managed to improve on a face that was already quite handsome to Teela’s palate. She jumped when Bantar took hold of the case and turned to see him smiling up at her, fully realizing what was behind her eyes. 
 
    “Maybe we both shouldn’t mind him,” Bantar whispered. “And thanks again.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    “I’ll say it again: you don’t have to do this,” Bantar said as he took the scroll out of the case, gently placing it on the floor so that it leaned against his aged mahogany chair.  
 
    “And I’ll say once more that I have to,” Teela said as she squatted beside Bantar. “I can only take so much of this sitting around before I start clawing the walls.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean climbing the walls?” Amosse asked. 
 
    “Clawing!” Bantar and Teela said at the same time before they both started laughing. 
 
    Bantar’s laughter was cut short as his eyes drew focus on the writing on the scroll. “Sweetcakes!” he whispered. “Teela, you did it!” 
 
    “What did she do?” Amosse asked as he looked up. He stared directly into Bantar’s blue eyes, seeing the light of discovery shining bright in them. “And did you just call her sweetcakes or–” 
 
    “This is it!” Bantar declared. “Satithe, if you please.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Satithe said as green light flashed over the scroll before it disappeared. Green lights flashed over the eyes of the trio as the contents of the scroll were downloaded into their minds. “And I would concur with your declaration, Bantar. Teela has definitely done it. From my estimation, that is the translation key for the language written on the bottom of one of the wand cases. 
 
    “While you assimilate this information, however, I am afraid I have some bad news.” 
 
    “Aw no!” Amosse protested as he frowned. “Not yet. Five more minutes!”  
 
    The light of the lanterns was soon replaced with the light of the infirmary, and the study area faded altogether, taking the shelves, the books, and the scrolls with it. Heads came up from the beds upon which they had been resting.  
 
    “Sorry guys,” Culshee said as she approached with scanner in hand. “But I gave you a good half-hour more than I should have. If Jovasor found out about that, he’d have my head.” The woman scanned all three bodies, her soft brown eyes moving from device to patient several times. She put away the scanner as she nodded. “They’re good.” The holding straps of the beds released and the three got out of bed. 
 
    “But all we got was the translation key for one of the wands,” Amosse complained as he stood up, rubbing his temples as the recognition of pain set in. “Ouch. Okay, she might have a point.” 
 
    “Seriously?!” Bantar said sarcastically, still seated on his bed and rubbing his head. “A throbbing headache that’s impacting our vision and you think she might have a point?!” 
 
    “Easy boys,” Teela said as she looked at the two of them in pain, wondering why, with their third time of doing this, she still felt no discomfort. “Arguing is only going to make you feel worse. 
 
    “And thanks, Tuitonn,” she smiled as she looked up toward the ceiling. The small silvery sphere floated down to her eye level. “We couldn’t do any of this without you and Satithe.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me,” Tuitonn said as two beams of ThoughtWill shot out to Amosse and Bantar. Both of their bodies seized up before relaxing and sighing. “This is an application of telepathy I’ve never explored before. Turning the databases that Satithe is able to find into a research library–”  
 
    “A very tasteful library,” Teela added. 
 
    “You are far too gracious, young Maga,” Tuitonn replied. “But, for what it’s worth, while the three of you were reviewing what you could, Satithe was busy scanning and finding a number of libraries. You can read them at your leisure or–” 
 
    “That would take years!” Amosse groaned as he opened his eyes once more. The pain was gone, but his body was stiff and in need of food. “We only managed to clear two shelves in ninety minutes!” 
 
    “Ninety-five,” Culshee corrected, pulling her long, straight black hair into a pony tail. “Now get out of here. Roc is waiting on all three of you, and I’ll be following up with him about what you three had to eat!” 
 
    “I could have sworn I left my mother back at home with my father,” Amosse muttered as the three of them stepped out of the infirmary. 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” Teela said, pushing against his shoulder. “Culshee’s just looking out for us. You should be so lucky. This crew is one serious support system.” 
 
    “You mean investment system,” Amosse argued. “The Captain’s just getting all the crap she can for the cred.” 
 
    “Is that what you really believe?!” Bantar asked, stopping in the middle of the corridor. “Is it?” 
 
    “Come on, Bantar,” Teela said, reaching for his hand. “It’s Amosse just being Amosse.” 
 
    Bantar moved his hand out of the way of Teela’s grasp. “And maybe that’s the problem!” Bantar snapped as he stepped up to face Amosse. “Always looking for the angle… and the backstab, aren’t you? I’ve always wondered why you do that. Maybe it’s because you’re like that! 
 
    “Did it ever occur inside that self-involved head of yours that the Captain could have sold off all of the stuff in that holding chamber, cut herself a seriously sweet profit, and not have one iota of the trouble she’s got right now?! 
 
    “And do you think we’re in the Prism Baronies so that we can do a trade?” Bantar pressed. “In case it didn’t have the time to register, everything in your eyes was built by the man we’re going after. EVERYTHING! Including that bad-ass infirmary we just walked out of. And Tuitonn, don’t get me wrong, I think it’s awesome the way you’re helping us the way you are, and I wouldn’t change a thing… but we could make the exact same trip in the simulators and do it without the headaches! And I haven’t even gotten to the vehicles Z’s put together or the weapons that are considered general issue on this ship!” 
 
    “The simulators!” Tuitonn said softly. “Bantar, you are a genius! Excuse me.” The small orb flew to one of the access tubes and quickly down out of sight. 
 
    “No problem,” Bantar said softly before he looked back at Amosse. “If you’re so sure the Captain’s just using us, why don’t you get yourself out of harm’s way and off this ship!” Bantar turned and stormed off down the walkway. Teela and Amosse watched him walk out of sight. 
 
    “You agree with him, don’t you?” Amosse asked. 
 
    “We didn’t meet this semester, Amosse,” Teela admitted. “You were pretty sure Z was up to a few things when we agreed to help him. Remember that?” Amosse looked down to the floor. “He took on the Professor to save us. He didn’t have to do that! He didn’t have to lift a finger. He could have just walked away, and had he followed your way of thinking he would have. 
 
    “That might be the problem you have with him, the Captain, and this ship,” Teela said, realizing something for herself. Yes, Amosse was a delight to her eyes, but she was not attracted to anything else about him. “You can’t believe Z’s on the level because you don’t understand him.” She would not say any more; hearing the words out loud suddenly made Teela want to be away from Amosse and closer to Bantar. She walked away and keyed in a notification command to Satithe: a warning whenever Amosse was in the holding chamber alone. The request was quickly acknowledged and a message: The journey is different for us all. His starting place is simply different than yours. Do not lose hope. Teela smiled at her brace-com, thanked Satithe, and continued for the Galley.  
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    The delivery of the electrical shock robbed her of any control of her body. Certain muscles locked and as others released, her weapons fell to the floor just ahead of her body. With arcs of electricity still running over her skin, Jocasta yelled and pounded the floor in frustration and fatigue. She looked up to see a hand being offered to her. She took hold of it and was once again surprised by the strength held in a body smaller than her own as she was pulled up from the floor.  
 
    “Nice move,” Jocasta admitted as she panted.  
 
    “Thanks,” Goldie replied, twirling one of his two stun sticks. They were both in one hand but he still had the dexterity to hold on to one while twirling the other. Flipping one stick to his free hand, Goldie used the tip to lift and toss to Jocasta her stun sticks. “You want to talk about it?” 
 
    “And say what?” Jocasta barked. “That you probably sleep with your swords?! Of course, that also means we have got to find you a girl.” 
 
    “Provided I go that way,” Goldie joked. 
 
    “Oh, you go that way,” Jocasta huffed. “The more I sweat, the more you don’t keep eye-to-eye contact.” Goldie looked at the floor as he shrugged his shoulders and stammered. 
 
    “Finally,” she thought. “… an opening!” Jocasta lunged forward, driving her shoulder into Goldie’s chest. The young man grunted as he fell back.  
 
    Jocasta charged her stick and swung, but her weapon passed under Goldie’s legs as he threw his body into a back flip. He landed on his fists and flipped over, landing in a kneeling stance as Jocasta missed over his head. He then deflected a thrust by her non-powered stick, meant to stand in for her cane scabbard, but he knew he was in a bad position: on one foot against a fast, pressing opponent and the wall was only a meter behind him.  
 
    A smile broke across the young man’s face as he pushed up off the floor with one foot and off the wall with the other. His body arched over Jocasta’s head and just out of the reach of her stun stick. He could hear the woman yelling as he landed, and he barely got his sticks up in time to block a very powerful backhand swing. It became clear the way she charged in behind the swing that she had not intended to hit him so much as she wanted to get his weapons out of the way. Her foot found his ribs and air was forced out of his body. Goldie tried to get his sticks up again, but both were knocked out of his hands with her next attack, again more powerful than anything she had used up to that point. A side kick stamped into his chest and Goldie was nearly lifted from the floor by the power of the blow. Jocasta spun around swinging, but her weapon passed over Goldie’s face, the result of a perfectly timed back-bend. Keeping with the rhythm of the moment, her downward backhand slash was avoided by a hop; another back-bend moved Goldie out of the way of a blow meant for his neck. Three more quick, accurate, and hard attacks were dodged as the young man spun, jumped, and rolled, picking up his sticks and getting one to his back in time to block another attack. He turned around, ducking his head under another swing before standing toe-to-toe with Jocasta, taking five exchanges before he disarmed her of both sticks and applying the tip of one stun stick to the underside of her chin, the other to her crotch. 
 
    “You’re a ruthless crapstack, aren’t ya?” Jocasta panted as she went up on her toes. 
 
    “I’m learning from the best!” Goldie shot back, equally pressed and fatigued. Jocasta lifted her hands in surrender and Goldie stepped back, keeping his weapons at the ready. Jocasta gazed deeply into his eyes before she started laughing. She kept her hands up as she withdrew. 
 
    “I’ll go along with that. You are learning. So, do you sleep with your swords?” 
 
    “No,” Goldie said as he dropped his sticks and put his hands on his knees. “But I’ve been a fan of the blade ever since I was a little hatchling.” 
 
    “Hatchling,” Jocasta repeated as she walked over to where the towels were hanging. She did not see his face twist slightly in frustration. “Cute.” She took down one towel and tossed it over to Goldie. “Heads up,” she warned. Goldie dropped to one knee, picked up both sticks, thrusting one into the towel and lifting the other to receive an attack. He relaxed when he realized the only thing that had been quickly approaching him was the towel. Jocasta smiled as she took down a towel for herself. “Nice reflexes,” she remarked. “But when I stop, I stop. Especially when it’s among friendlies.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Goldie said, taking hold of the towel. He closed his eyes as he put the towel to his face. The woman was a very surprising package. She was faster than he thought and stronger than she looked. She was only wearing leggings and a tank top at the moment, so her well-toned muscles were on display. Her normal clothes, however, were looser and the only thing she could not hide in them was her square shoulders. 
 
    “So, when you came out of the womb, you had some steak knives and you’ve just grown from there?” she asked. 
 
    “Something like that,” Goldie answered. “Let’s just say it’s been over ten years that I’ve been studying the sword.” 
 
    “Over ten?!” Jocasta gasped. She stood there, looking at the young man, and then shook her head as she put the towel to her face. “I’m surprised I’m still in the room with you, jeez!” 
 
    “Funny you should say that,” Goldie said. “Part of the reason why I scored on you the way I did is that you don’t give ground. You’ve got the spinning deflections down, but there comes a time when–” 
 
    “Goldie, I appreciate the distraction,” she admitted. “I really do. Our first few moments in the Prism Baronies have not necessarily been ideal.” 
 
      
 
    All of the intelligence had been collected and the Brain Trust was working out the kinks. They certainly had enough to work out and each one of them had felt collectively they could not fill one of Z’s shoes. Still there was work to do, and the Xara-Mansura had been moved into position, awaiting the signal from Black Gate which would allow them to proceed. 
 
    When the signal was finally given, Jocasta had initiated thrust, quickly exceeding the suggested velocity for transit through the portal. Silnee and Agatha had been on the Bridge with Jocasta when the warnings had been transmitted, and both of them had shared in a silent conversation of glances and glares as they watched their Captain take her ship into the aperture. 
 
    “I can actually feel our acceleration,” Silnee had said as the ship started to shudder. 
 
    “Make that two of us,” Agatha had quickly added with a slight tremor in her voice that could not be attributed to what the ship was experiencing. 
 
    “Easy, pilots,” Jocasta had stated, “you’re scaring the women! How they love to hold the stick, and not a set of balls between them!” The flaring white light of the aperture had made the view-screen useless for a moment, but Jocasta simply looked at her console, always keeping one hand on the controls. The cavitation had increased, causing a smile to break across the woman’s face. 
 
    “Are you trying to convince yourself that you’re not getting a little ass-tight right now?!” Silnee had said as she gripped the armrests of her chair more tightly when a shockwave passed through the Xara-Mansura. 
 
    “Hate to break it to you, Tolip,” Jocasta had sighed as she eased the throttle forward, calling for more speed. “… but we’re all girls here, so this viewpoint applies. Surprises in life are just really big dicks! You can either tighten up, thereby ensuring the experience will be a painful one, or you can loosen up… maybe get lubricated, and try to enjoy the ride!” 
 
    “I will try to keep that in mind,” Silnee had replied. 
 
    “Optics have been recalibrated, Captain,” Satithe had reported as the view-screen started to dim. The view of the aperture had brought silence to the Bridge and a cessation of suspense. The kaleidoscope of streaking colors against a glaring white background was too wonderful to behold. It was a tunnel of white light flowing toward appeared to be a white star. Light in various colors streaked ahead of the ship, flaring before they disappeared into the bright center. 
 
    “Pipe this through the ship, Sati,” Jocasta had ordered in a very soft tone. 
 
    “Done, Captain.” 
 
    “And if you don’t mind me asking, where did we get this view?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “The observation deck,” Satithe had replied. “It was–” 
 
    “I know,” Jocasta had quickly said, looking down at her instrumentation, another reminder of what the ship was missing. “It’s another improvement Z made.” 
 
    The star at the center of the tunnel had flashed before it faded from sight, leaving a black hole in its place. Jocasta piloted the ship for the hole which grew in size as they traveled down the shaft of light. Flying free of the tunnel and into open space, Jocasta’s eyes flared in anticipation. Her nostrils flared and her hands took tighter grips of the controls. 
 
    “Hold on for me, you big blue hemorrhoid,” she had thought as she moved her hand to the throttle. “There’s no way you’re going to leave me with this floating childcare center!” 
 
    “We’re receiving a transmission, Captain,” Agatha had reported. “It’s being beamed directly to this ship.” 
 
    “Source?” 
 
    “Three thousand meters, directly to our starboard side, Captain.” 
 
    “Satithe.” 
 
    The image on the view-screen had changed, taking with it the clarity and color of the picture. The wall of the observation deck was only so wide, and it did not stretch around the body of the Xara-Mansura. The image had been piped to the view-screen through one of the regular viewports.  
 
    About one-third the size of Black Gate, a construct of similar make, though painted white, floated in space. With the number of warships parked along its edge, it was clear to see that it was a military installation. Jocasta’s lips had pressed together as she considered ignoring the signal. 
 
    “Link us up,” Jocasta had ordered, taking her hands away from the console. 
 
    “Xara-Mansura, you are hereby ordered to power down,” a voice had spoken. “A shuttle is being sent to collect your Captain so that she may attend a meeting with the Commander of the White Gate Military Spacedock.” 
 
    “Message received,” Agatha had replied. “Control, recognize our Captain did not request this meeting. Might we at least know its purpose?” 
 
    “Nicely done,” Jocasta had whispered. 
 
    “You may inquire, Xara-Mansura,” the voice had responded. “That answer will be provided at the meeting as well.” Agatha had muted the microphone and Jocasta had snorted a laugh, getting up from her chair. 
 
    “Loose translation: because I said so!” Jocasta had stated. “Nice try, Murder. Bring us closer to the installation, just in case we’re in a transit lane here. Send the shuttle to the topside docking bay and have Llaz and Cliye meet me there.” Jocasta had turned to take her leave of the Bridge and not another word was said. 
 
    Jocasta had walked to her Ready Room where she remained for all of three minutes. She still managed to beat the shuttle to the rendezvous, but both requested crew members had been waiting for her in the bay, along with Annsura. The young Second Mate had made the approach to speak with her Captain, but a surprising and unexpected glare kept her from taking a second step. 
 
    The shuttle ride had been equally quiet. In fact, Jocasta had remained silent as they left the shuttle and were escorted into the battle station. 
 
    “Is she normally this quiet?” Cilrus had asked of Llaz who made no verbal response, but successfully communicated the need to be quiet. 
 
    “Leave your weapons here,” a young and attractive female officer had said as she came from the double doors of an office. Jocasta set her blue eyes on the woman and Llaz could hear the make of his Captain’s glove tightening around the neck of the cane. “You will not be permitted to–” 
 
    “Why don’t I carry the Captain’s weapons?” Llaz had suggested as he stepped forward. He smiled at the woman and gave a very conscious tilt of his head. “We know the laws of this side of the Gate; this crew and our ship have not broken any of them. Your Commander has no authority over us, as this is hardly a military or police action. Taking the woman’s weapons is not going to happen, and quite frankly, you’re standing way too close to expect to survive another faux pas. 
 
    “Now I know you have a job to do,” Llaz had continued, “but there comes a time when blindly following orders is the best way to guarantee you’ll never see home again.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, but maintaining her demeanor, the woman spoke. “Are you–” 
 
    “Promising you certain death if you insist on taking this woman’s weapons?!” Llaz had interrupted. “Yes, trust me, this is not a threat. It is the very definition of causality. You want the effect? Do anything other than agree to my suggestion! 
 
    “Like I’m even sure JoJo’s going to accept me holding on to her toys,” Llaz had thought. “But I stand a better chance at taking them than this idiot!” 
 
    “Very well,” the woman had said after looking at Jocasta once more. Llaz had swallowed hard and turned slowly to face his Captain. He could have collapsed to see her already unfastening her weapons belt. When she had given him both weapons belts, Jocasta looked up at the woman who nodded and walked ahead of her into the office. 
 
    “Not one scratch, Llaz,” Jocasta had said just before the doors closed behind her. Using his brace-com, Llaz opened a channel to Jocasta. He had winced when he heard his Captain begin speaking before she could be introduced. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” 
 
    “What did you s–” 
 
    “Your tight ass heard me,” Jocasta had interrupted, sounding more aggravated. “What the fuck do you want?! 
 
    “Ya see, I get it,” Jocasta had continued. “You’ve got your balls in a bunch because you’re being told what to do by the guy on the other side of the gate and–” 
 
    “The Governor of Black Gate has no authority here!” Commander Cavrell had said as he stood up from his chair. Dessahn Cavrell had seen many things in his term of service to his homeland; among them were far too many who wielded power they did not genuinely possess. He leaned forward on his desk and took in a deep breath to speak again. 
 
    “You interrupt me again and we’ll see if those drones of yours are fast enough to keep me from ripping your larynx out of your neck!” Jocasta had hissed. Unbeknownst to her, Llaz had used only his eyes to signal Cliye to be ready to act as he brought the man in on his channel. The large man had not expected to see action this soon, but he smiled with anticipation at the prospect.  
 
    “Now, where was I?” Jocasta had asked. “Oh yeah, you’re trying to substantiate the reason why no one says anything when you fart!” Jocasta had taken two steps forward, her eyes squinting into the brown eyes of the surprised officer. “You think it’s fear, and in a way, you’re right. No one wants to let that funk into their mouths, so yeah, they shut the hell up! But you pull me out of my lane, order me to power down my ship, and then order to me to disarm?! Gov, you wanna tell me why I don’t skin the fat freak right where he stands?!” 
 
    “Because we’re such good friends, Captain,” Isaiah Gundryss had replied over the intercom of the battle station, surprising the two installation officers. “It would seem that during the shuttle ride over to the station, a sweep team has been sent to the Xara-Mansura. They are there now, making an unrequested inspection. 
 
    “To make a long story short, Captain,” Isaiah had explained, “the good Commander has done his level best to ignore the notices my office has been sending to him advising him that one of the stipulations of me taking the Governor’s position was that I would have absolute authority over Black Gate and White Gate. And while I was prepared to allow this incident to serve as an official notice, I’m more moved to send a shuttle of my own to collect Commander Cavrell so that he and I can have a face-to-face meeting.” 
 
    “Apologize,” Jocasta had said. “Use your shoulder-mounted head for a change, think it through, and apologize. Right here and right now.”  
 
    Stammering for a moment, Dessahn’s attention was drawn away from Jocasta when the monitor in his desk brought up a copy of the order from the Baronial Council declaring Isaiah Gundryss as Governor of Black Gate and Supreme Commander of the Baronial Armada. He whispered the words Supreme Commander, wondering what stroke of fate had fallen upon the man he had met and came away thinking there was nothing at all impressive about him. 
 
    “I apologize,” Dessahn had said clearly as he looked up at Jocasta. “I had been advised you were a pirate, and I took what I thought were the necessary measures to let you know such activity would not be tolerated here.” 
 
    Jocasta had nodded as she smiled. “Isaiah, my people hacked you into this idiot’s system, so you owe me one. Let this wannabe keep his funky seat and we can cross that one off the list.” 
 
    “Done,” Isaiah had said quicker than Jocasta had expected. 
 
    “You see, someone out there loves you,” Jocasta had said as she turned to leave. She had chosen to walk closely by the assistant. “That little wind-up toy you’re holding against your left thigh would have only made me more eager to kill you, sweet thing,” she had whispered. “Stealth has its time and place. Pull a blaster or fill a family plot!” 
 
    “The inspection is mostly automated,” Cavrell had said. “It will take some time to get the robot drones to stop and then report to the transport.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “An hour at the most,” Cavrell had replied.  
 
    Jocasta had sighed before walking back to the shuttle, Llaz and a disappointed Cliye falling in behind her. The shuttle ride back was equally quiet, save for when she opened a channel to Kryltane to thank him for his ingenuity in breaching the White Gate computer systems and bridging Black Gate onto the same channel. Llaz had smiled as he realized what his Captain had done during her three minutes in her Ready Room. He smiled at the cunning, but more in relief of his fear that JoJo was becoming too focused on the matter at hand. They all wanted the First Mate back, but trapping Z could not have been an easy feat. Serious respect had to be given to the party, or parties, that had taken a hand in the triumph. Jocasta then ordered Goldie to meet her in her training room the moment she got back to the ship. The Xara-Mansura had been relatively quiet for forty-eight minutes. 
 
      
 
    “No, ideal is not the word that springs to mind,” Goldie agreed. “But you’re just dancing around my point. What is it about you giving ground?” 
 
    “Because right about now, I need to gain as much ground as I can,” Jocasta said, throwing down her towel. 
 
    “I thought I was the child in the room,” Goldie returned. Jocasta’s head snapped around. He did not move, nor did his eyes waver. “Your anger is intimidating, Captain. I know you possess the anger and the ability to run me through.” 
 
    “So why push me?” 
 
    “I said you possess the ability,” he replied. “I never said you’re using it!” 
 
    Jocasta bolted toward the boy, unarmed. He smiled as he ducked her first swing, a wild hook that stood a good chance of breaking his jaw had it hit. He leaned out of the way of her jab, hopped back from her attempt at grasping him. When she turned the failed grabbing attempt into a diving tackle, Goldie jumped up, flipped forward and over her body, landing safely on the floor as she fell.  
 
    “You see what you can do when you give a little ground?” 
 
    “No,” she hissed as she got up. “Show me again!” 
 
    “Fine,” Goldie said as he prepared himself to move. “You insist on doing things this way and you’ll never see him alive again!” The woman stopped. Her eyes blinked rapidly as she tried to remove the quickly forming tears. She staggered back a step and had to remind herself to breathe. Goldie quickly came forward and took hold of her arm. She tried to pull away from him, but the effort put to the feat was hardly noticeable. 
 
    “Get away from me,” she said softly. 
 
    “Not a chance!” 
 
    “You don’t even know him. Why do you give a damn?!” 
 
    With so many truthful answers available to him, Goldie decided to use the one that would impact the backbone of this ship and its crew the least. “Because I am getting to know you… and he’s important to you. 
 
    “But, Captain,” Goldie whispered as he took a tighter hold of her arm. “… this man you hunt is good. He knows about you, knows you’re coming. With what he knows about you, he’s made all kinds of plans and counterplans. From what Bantar, Amosse, and Teela have said, what this Professor O’Zhar wants is on this ship!” 
 
    “Captain, we’re receiving another transmission,” Silnee reported over the intercom. “It came in the moment the last of the White Gate drones boarded their transport.” 
 
    “Captain, this is Shotgun,” Kryltane called over the system. “It’s him. It’s NBA!” Jocasta stopped panting and Goldie immediately released her arm.  
 
    For Jocasta, the walk to the console was not a short one; it was a gauntlet of memory and purpose. She saw Scimitar, standing with his arms folded, his stern eyes fixed on her every move. She had wondered why he had ever cared to see to her training. With all he had to do for Rouge, who now stepped up beside her to gaze on her former wing-leader, he certainly had better things to do. 
 
    “Did I?” he asked before looking at his commander. She smirked, like she always did when she was curious to see the outcome of an event.  
 
    Opposite of those two stood Beta-Alphexeous, Beta-Chiaro and Nugar, the Master Traveler making a warming facial expression. He was about to speak, but Jocasta closed her eyes. She had already received is words, all their words. Each one of them had already made their contributions. This was her choice to make. Powering up the console, Jocasta took one steadying breath before speaking. 
 
    “Put it through.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    As a general rule, the most successful man in life is the man who has the best information.  
 
    Benjamin Disraeli 
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    “We haven’t had the pleasure of meeting, Captain,” Vidé announced. “And since you’re not fully aware of how acquainted I am with you, I arranged a slight demonstration of my ability. I hope you didn’t kill the good Commander Cavrell.” 
 
    “So much for making a solid first impression,” Jocasta said as she closed her eyes. “Anyone who would consider that fop as good earns a mark on the back pages of my book.” 
 
    “Oh, Captain, you sound so aggravated that you had to park that rather interesting ship of yours,” he jabbed. Jocasta muted the console. 
 
    “Satithe, I know he’s reading my voice, trying to get a fix on how to press my buttons. Can you filter me, baby?” 
 
    “Can and will, Captain,” Satithe quickly replied. “You may proceed.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sati. I’ll key in what emotions I want to come through on my brace-com. 
 
    “Is there a reason for a reason for this little chat?” Jocasta asked, typing in the word deceit. “I was in the middle of a training session and I’d like to get back to it.” 
 
    “I doubt that’s what you were doing, but that is truly of little matter,” Vidé returned. “And since, for you, that was asking nicely, why don’t we get to the bones of it all. You’re carrying quite the haul of raw materials bound for Azuria. I suggest you set a course for that barony, the one I am now sending to you, and keep to that course at the speed you have also been given. Any deviation from that course and that speed and–” 
 
    “And you’ll what?!” Jocasta barked after typing in unfiltered. “Kill him?! Do it! Kill him and recognize that I will drive myself into ruin finding you… and when I do find you, Net Black Assassin, I will take my time and pleasure in killing you slowly! 
 
    “So let me bring you out of that place in your mind where you think you’re holding all of the cards,” Jocasta continued. The volume of her voice had lowered, but she was every bit as angry. “You’ve got one of my people, that much is clear. The other clear part is that you want something I have in my possession. You can’t get it off my ship, so you do the next best thing: kidnap a crewman and try to work a deal. 
 
    “But we also know you took the brains of this group,” Jocasta said as she sighed. “It doesn’t take a genius to know that since I’m coming after him, he means something to me. We will follow your course, but if we need to deviate from it, we will, period! You took one of mine! That wasn’t the most trustworthy move to make, so I’m not going to trust that the course you send me is necessarily the best thing for my ship. It could be just another trap.” 
 
    “Fine, Captain,” Vidé replied. “You make some very good points. I might have removed the brains of your outfit, but it’s clear to me that I’m not dealing with a simpleton. You’ve got your demands and we have ours.” 
 
    “We?” Jocasta thought. 
 
    “You keep your appointment with Azuria. You make a stop anywhere else and we’ll have to revisit in what condition your man will be in when and if he is returned to you.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “From time to time, I’ll make a few calls just to make sure everything is reading clean and green with you. Once you are in Azuria, we will contact you with a meeting time and place. The items we require will also be named then, and the exchange can be confirmed. Are we square on this?” 
 
    “Square enough, NBA,” Jocasta said. 
 
    “Talk to you soon, Captain Starblazer.” 
 
    “We are clear, Captain,” Satithe reported as Jocasta turned to face Goldie. 
 
    “Give ground, eh?” she asked. 
 
    “Indeed,” he said as he nodded. “It wouldn’t hurt you to remember that the scabbard for your blade is also an effective weapon. You use it more in fighting than you do when we’re sparring.” 
 
    “Life preservation tends to run desperate from time to time,” Jocasta admitted. 
 
    “Well, take the desperation out of it and replace it with style. You’ve got more skill than most, Captain. It’s a shame you don’t use more of it!” 
 
    “Captain, this is Deolun, I’ve got some really good news for you!” 
 
    “You need me in the lab?” Jocasta asked. She could hear devices in the walls of the room beginning to power up. Small doors opened on all four walls and light was projected into the room creating a three-dimensional rendition of Deolun.  
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Captain,” Deolun said with a smile. “While Shotgun was trying to get into NBA’s system, I was working on the beamed transmission itself. With a suggestion I got from Satithe, I was able to locate the source, and it isn’t the address the Governor gave you. I’m thinking that must be one of his transmission-burst points. But that’s not the end of the good news.” 
 
    “It isn’t?!” 
 
    “No, ma’am!” Deolun said excitedly. “There was another party monitoring the exchange and they’re mobile. It’s a ship, Captain, freighter class. It’s about seventy-five hours ahead of us and it’s currently headed for NayFall, the Emerald Barony.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Jocasta whispered. “They’ve got a three-day head start on us. Sati, fill in the cracks.” 
 
    “Provided they maintain their current speed, it will be just over seven days before they reach NayFall,” Satithe reported. “Using long-range scans, I can estimate they are running at ten percent above nominal. The course NBA sent us would have the Xara-Mansura arriving at Azuria in ten days.” Jocasta pushed away from the wall, silently cursing her disadvantage. 
 
    “Captain, we’ve got a high-priority vid-trans coming in,” Silnee reported. “I think it’s an Imperial code-base, but its source is here in The Territories. It’s marked ‘for your eyes only’.” More curious than anything else, Jocasta found that her anger had been abated. 
 
    “Put it through, Tolip,” she directed. “An Imperial, high priority vid-trans?!” 
 
    “Not something you hear about every day,” Goldie remarked. 
 
    “No, because it sounds like the beginning of a bad bar joke,” Jocasta replied. Goldie chuckled as he turned toward the doors leading out of the room. “Make sure you stay out of the frame, Goldie.” 
 
    “As you wish, Captain,” he said quietly, stepping back to the wall directly off Jocasta’s left shoulder. 
 
    The emitters of the room powered up and fired lasers that soon formed into a three-dimensional picture of a lady. To call her a woman would be an insult to the face of the creature. Jocasta had seen many who posed to put themselves into a place of authority and significance. This woman had yet to say anything and Jocasta felt as if she should be bowing. The blonde hair on top of her head looked more like silken strands of gold that had been combed together in a wave of wonderful. Her green eyes bordered on opal and they were dazzling to look upon. Her light brown skin was perfect, and Jocasta could only detect make-up applied to her eyes and lips. 
 
    “Your ladyship,” Jocasta said softly. “You wanted to speak with me?” 
 
    “I most certainly did, Captain,” the lady replied, “regarding a matter of personal importance. I thank you for taking the time to receive this transmission.” 
 
    “Receiving a vid-trans from someone of your station is not something I can say I’m used to,” Jocasta explained. “More than anything, I’m curious as to why a Lady of Station wants to talk to me and use such an expensive means to do so.” 
 
    “You do me a great honor with your words, Captain,” the lady replied, giving a genuine head bow. “… but let me assure you, the station you grant me is only one of your perspective. And without leading you into further confusion, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Oedelorana, or Lady Sylgarr, if you have need of a more formal delineation.” 
 
    “Lady…” 
 
    “Yes, Captain, I am the wife of the late Gulfrim Sylgarr and mother of the late Falco and Coletta Sylgarr. All three have perished at your hand and steel.” 
 
    “Well, I think we would have to say that your daughter was kill–” 
 
    “Captain, please,” Oedelorana asked, as her eyes lowered to the floor. “Do you really think attention to the minor details would change the status of my family?” 
 
    “Good point,” Jocasta said, scratching the back of her head, slightly wincing at the misstep of her dialog. “I am sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Whoa, don’t get me wrong,” Jocasta quickly said, lifting both hands to push away the implication she had received. “I’m not sorry for sending Falco back to the recycling center. Personal connections aside, that asshole had it coming in more ways than one, and he couldn’t see around his En-Blade for Kot!  
 
    “What I regret is that a woman had to lose her husband and her children, period! Be it from my hand or anyone else’s,” Jocasta said in a softer and more understanding tone. “I didn’t set out to kill any of them, your ladyship. Your son couldn’t take the fact that I beat him to a bounty or that I could take him without being a Chevalierra. He wouldn’t let it go. Your husband and daughter chose to see things through his eyes and backed his play. Believe me when I say that it was either them or me… and I’m rather partial to me.” 
 
    “I believe I understand, Captain.” 
 
    “I do not!” a young voice barked as the screen-view widened. A slender young man was just entering the chamber where Oedelorana had chosen to make her transmission. An unconscious guard fell into the room behind him with smoke coming from his body. Jocasta looked him over, committing the image to her memory. Unlike the other Sylgarr children that looked more like their father, the boy was the spitting image of his mother with green eyes and gloriously blonde hair. Unlike his mother, however, he had none of her angelic composure. It was as if the taste of his anger came through the projection. 
 
    “Scan for Energies, Sati,” Jocasta whispered. 
 
    “Is that her?!” the young man shouted as his eyes flared wide. “Is that the bitch that killed my father?!” 
 
    “Loranos!” Oedelorana called to her son as she rose from her chair. 
 
    “MannA and EnerJa manipulations, Captain,” Satithe reported. 
 
    “Just my luck,” Jocasta whispered before she cleared her throat. “Lady Sylgarr!” she shouted. “This is going to come off as way out of line, but your approach to parenting has landed you two in the morgue. Let’s see if I can help you preserve what you’ve got left. Allow the boy to come forward.” 
 
    “You dare to call me a boy?!” Loranos hissed as he stepped around his mother whose head dropped to her chest as she closed her eyes. Jocasta could also see the form of a young female trying to hide out of sight at the door of the room. 
 
    “Apparently, boy, you’re not up to speed with my accolades as they apply to the name of Sylgarr,” Jocasta said sternly. “Calling you anything ranks pretty lame compared to lowering the count of gift-recipients at Christmas time.” 
 
    “I am going to destroy you!” the boy shouted. 
 
    “And while you’re at the top of your rage, recognize that Gulfrim and Falco made that same vow!” Jocasta said, exceeding his volume. “That very same freaking vow!  
 
    “So if you want to kill me, boy,” she hissed, “you better study up on how I move, because I can be a real tricky bitch! Watch the reels, Junior, and make sure you pay absolutely zero freakin’ attention to the fact that your brother blindsided both me and my First Mate. Yeah, I know, that’s page one of the Chevalier manual.  
 
    “And then watch that after his Gallant saved his life at our first meeting, Falco ripped open the chest of said Gallant. He wasn’t too keen on being told he had crossed the old honor line. 
 
    “Now, once you’ve digested that, check out the challenge your Daddy-Do arranged with his personal TC!” Jocasta continued. “Oh, he was a good egg, and he was tattooing my ass, using my blood for the ink! But when I got a cut in, watch and see how he used his talents to heal up. And yes, that was in the middle of a challenge.” Loranos wanted to call the woman a liar, but he was not given opportunity to speak. 
 
    “No wait, there’s more,” Jocasta shouted. “With your father and sister dead, Falco arranged for the celebration of the new Governor of Black Gate to be a deathtrap for me and mine, with the Governor and his guests serving as hostages. That’s when the half-rebuilt TC used his chops to get new TCs involved. They’re all still at Black Gate as far as I know, Filling out body-bag tags, licking their wounds and checking their collective pride. 
 
    “So study, you little miserable excuse for a liege,” Jocasta hissed. “Study and study hard, because where I’m concerned, there’s more truth to the term Final Exam than you might be expecting. Now if you don’t mind, and even if you do, you sniveling little Kot, I was talking to the Lady… and for once, I was actually enjoying the experience of dealing with an Imp!” 
 
    Loranos looked away from the screen to his mother whose eyes were still closed. He stared at her as tears rolled down her cheeks. “Tell me, Mother,” he said softly. “Tell me she lies. Tell me that my brother, the Chevalier, did not do these things. Please, Mother… please!” The movements of Lady Sylgarr were slow but incredibly precise. She moved her hand to her belt and from a small purse attached to the jeweled girdle, she produced a data crystal, holding it out for her son to take. He looked at it and his body trembled. He looked back at Jocasta and was surprised to see regret in her eyes. 
 
    “And the reason for your sorrowful visage, woman?” he asked. 
 
    “Because it’s a bitter pill to swallow when what you believed to be true turns out to be a façade,” Jocasta replied. “If it’s any consolation, your mother is the real deal. And there’s a good chance your father and your sister were just as real, they just backed the wrong player. It’s an Old Earth saying, kiddo, but it’s never run short of the truth: diplomacy starts at home!” 
 
    Loranos looked once again at the crystal and walked out of the room without touching it. Jocasta could tell he walked around a figure that was still standing there. Suddenly, the data crystal was pulled from the Lady Sylgarr’s hand and quickly floated out of the room. The unconscious body was pulled out into the corridor and the door to the room was closed quickly but quietly. 
 
    Oedelorana brushed both hands down the front of her gown as she took in a deep breath. She tugged at the ends of the long sleeves and smoothed the wrinkles on her arms. One hand touched against the side of her tiara and she turned to face the camera for the vid-trans. 
 
    “I have a very good friend of mine who’s much more eloquent at times like these than I will ever be,” Jocasta commented. “I don’t have the tongue for it, and he’s a freaking poet. But if he were here, I think he’d say something along the lines of… before any position of authority and influence, we must first be men and women. You are a woman who is now a widow, and you’ve had two of your offerings of love and life stripped from you. Damn the tiara. Tend to your soul! Besides, it looks as if you’ve got two very good reasons to stay in the game.” 
 
    Oedelorana quickly looked at the screen, at the woman with whom she was communicating, and her eyes sharpened to gaze at the young woman more closely. “They misread you, didn’t they?” she said softly. “All three of them, for very different reasons, mind you, but the result was the same. They misread you!” 
 
    “At the risk of adding insult to injury,” Jocasta started with taking a deep breath. “… it’s hard to read when you’re not using your eyes. They saw what they wanted to see, not what was right in front of them.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Oedelorana replied. “Which brings me to the reason why I wanted to speak with you, Captain.” 
 
    Jocasta approached the console and put her hands on the button that would close the channel. “No promises, my lady,” she said softly. “The only thing you can take to the grave is the fact that I’m not hunting down the Sylgarr family. As far as I’m concerned, my only problem was with Falco. I wasn’t in the room when little man Falco told Daddy what had happened. But trust me when I say… I wouldn’t have put anything past that man. He had a good view of himself, and it was slightly larger than the Rims. A man with that kind of faulty vision runs into something sooner or later. 
 
    “Bottom line, I didn’t start anything with the Sylgarr name, and that remains my position. But I will finish everything they bring my way!” Jocasta closed the channel as she let her own head fall. She stood there for a moment before she looked up at Goldie. “How badly did I hammer that one?” 
 
    “I’m confused,” Goldie replied. “Your tone suggests that your view of your performance is not favorable. I was under the impression that a hammer was being used when someone said, ‘you nailed it’. Even your approximation of what Z would say was very good.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “I think.” 
 
    Jocasta pounded the wall and turned for the showers. “I’m going after my Z. Damn this nut-crunching Jockey. Satithe, prep Daedalus! Let’s give this perpetual energy engine of Z’s a serious workout.”  
 
    “Captain, you’ve got another transmission,” Silnee reported. 
 
    “Tell her ladyship I could not be reached,” Jocasta quickly responded. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s Lady Sylgarr,” Silnee stated, and Jocasta knew the young woman had been listening in on the conversation. “It’s coming in on a locked channel, Captain. One of yours!” 
 
    “Satithe, clear the auxiliary stations and pipe this directly to my brace-com,” Jocasta commanded as she stepped into the shower room. Goldie smiled and decided to clean up in his room. 
 
    “Tynaum,” Jocasta said softly as his face appeared on the small screen. 
 
    “Jocasta,” he replied in a tone that made her melt. “Sorry it took so long for me to get back to you.” 
 
    “I was beginning to think I was just another–” 
 
    “It is more than vital that you not finish that sentence,” Tynaum quickly said. “Things didn’t end up where we wanted, but for a lifetime, it was perfection.” 
 
    “You make it hard for a girl to find a follow-up,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll manage,” Tynaum forced himself to smile, but it did not keep Jocasta from seeing the sting in his eyes as he spoke. “Suffice to say that now that I have my ship back, I–”  
 
    “You have your ship back?” Jocasta gasped. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “For starters, I didn’t have you covering my back,” Tynaum said softly. “No, it was a pretty elaborate trap my white-clad friends had set up just outside the Baronial Spatial Zone. Our ship hit some sort of energy field and the next thing you knew, we were free-floating in space. The same pulse that took out our instrumentation didn’t go easy on the nervous system. For the ones that weren’t killed by it, we all woke up in binders on a Slaver Ship.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “And that is when I ran into a friend of yours,” Tynaum continued. 
 
    “You what?!” 
 
    “Hey, JoJo,” Nulaki called out as his head lowered into the frame. “Funny thing happened not too long after we parted ways.” 
 
    “You lost our hard-earned merchandise?” Jocasta guessed.  
 
    “Funny you should go there,” Nulaki said as he hopped down to the floor. “No, it was at the exchange that I got hit and I mean hit hard. The Sultan used hired help and they double-crossed everybody! One second I’m looking to settle a score, the next second I’m dealing with a score… of ugly bodies.” 
 
    “How many did you make regret the moment?” Jocasta asked as she smiled. 
 
    “Sixteen before they used a Gwarthine gas bomb,” Nulaki replied. 
 
    “Oh shit, they healed up and–” 
 
    “I didn’t!” Nulaki stated. “I tried to exit from a very bad scene, but half of them had jetpacks. I took out two more before they started landing clean shots.” 
 
    “Sounds like you still have issues with fight or flight,” Jocasta joked. 
 
    “Yeah, this is where I need to leave,” Nulaki muttered as he walked out of the frame. Tynaum stepped to the center of the screen, watching the Fazbred man take his leave. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I think he just lost a bet with himself,” Tynaum remarked. “Anyway, he was instrumental in getting me and my people out and back to our ship. It seems you hang around the best.” 
 
    “Seems that way from where I’m looking,” Jocasta returned. A green light flashed on Jocasta’s brace-com. 
 
    “You should now have everything we have on this NBA guy you were inquiring about,” Tynaum said. “Despite what the hack-name implies, he is only a Black Assassin in his dreams. But his nom de voyage put him on our radar a while back and we kept an open file on him.” 
 
    “And you were able to get Intel on my CLJ?!” 
 
    “First of all, we have Jockeys of our own,” Tynaum said with an air of accomplishment. “… but more importantly, when you want to spy on someone, you’ve got to go through their weakest point.” 
 
    “You got him a woman,” Jocasta declared. 
 
    “Close, we put the daggers to his hardware supplier for a time.” Jocasta chuckled as Tynaum looked at the read-out. “His name is Talthwynn, no middle name, Vidé. Twenty-five years of age; five foot, nine inches tall, approximately one hundred seventy pounds. Brown hair, but he’s had one of those follicle manipulation jobs done, so it’s green now… matching green eyes by way of further manipulations... born Middle Rim Terran, but he is a citizen of the Garnet Barony where he maintains several residences and a thriving hacking operation. Currently he has three other Jockeys on his payroll, but our surveillance puts his numbers closer to seven with a high suspicion that three of them are not necessarily willing parties. There’s more in the file, but that’s the juicy stuff.” 
 
    “You’re just a font of information,” Jocasta said, shaking her head. 
 
    “It would be incredibly hard to maintain the second part of our group’s name flying around in the dark,” Tynaum explained. 
 
    “I can go along with that. I owe you one, Ty,” she said smiling. 
 
    “Not from where I’m standing, Jo. That account was just paid in full. Kick ass and take care!” 
 
    “And in that order!” Jocasta replied. “You do the same and more.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, a quest,” Tynaum said bowing. “So be it.” He stood up to see that the channel had been closed and he smiled. “Yeah, I hate goodbyes, too,” he said softly. “And I know you’re still there, Scarab.” 
 
    “Sorry, I just had to make sure that you knew her.” 
 
    “You? Protective?!” 
 
    “Of my own ass, yes,” Nulaki clarified. “I crossed her once, and that was three times too many. You two are on the level… and maybe a bit more… so it’s all good, and I don’t have to kill you.” 
 
    “Think you’re that good, Scarab?” 
 
    “You might want to drink the water,” Nulaki said as he actually left the room. “... and all of it, too. You’ve only got about two more minutes before you won’t be able to move. What, you think I would go straight up against a Soul-Fighter?!” Nulaki asked rhetorically, shaking his head. Tynaum was quick to pick up the glass and start drinking. “And if you’re wondering how I got around broadcasting the sentiment of wanting to kill you when I hit you with the three-stage poison, I picked up that little trick when I was part of her crew. Like I said, not a woman I want to cross. Saving your ass might have moved me toward neutrality, so it’s of some importance to me to keep you alive. At least for as long as we’re traveling together.” 
 
    “I think I’ll have my people get to your Cobra-Nine immediately,” Tynaum replied as he put down the glass. He could feel his body temperature lowering, only just realizing that he had not felt it rising before. “And even with the poisoning, I owe you one, Scarab. You really came through for me and mine when you didn’t have to. 
 
    “So, do you want to tell me about this fight or flight thing of yours?” 
 
    “Not while the lights are still on,” Nulaki said, closing the door behind him.  
 
    He took one step out into the corridor and he could feel her, Tynaum’s most constant shadow: Novassa. During the escape attempt, Nulaki had seen the woman fight, but only briefly. She was the very embodiment of an assassin, not needing to strike an opponent too many times before moving on to the next. One of her dagger throws had even relieved Nulaki of a pressing robot. How she had managed to hit both the main hydraulics line and the main generator with the same attack was something of a mystery, but Nulaki was used to a Number Two outshining the one that they followed. 
 
    “You’re missing a step, Blondie,” Nulaki jested. 
 
    “Bug, the only reason why you’re drawing wind is because I saw you prepare the antidote before you cooked up the third stage!” the woman said softly as she approached. “Figured I’d let you make your play and then see what Tynaum had to say about it.” 
 
    “I see,” Nulaki said as he looked around. 
 
    “Let me help you out with this one, Bug. Flight.” Nulaki nodded as he turned and walked away. He was just out of sight and beyond her perimeter of perception when her brace-com beeped. She quickly opened the channel, keeping her eyes on the corridor Nulaki had taken. 
 
    “Tell me you left him alive,” Tynaum requested. 
 
    “And unmarked, Commander,” she replied. “Like you said, he got us out of those cages and those damn inhibitors! But between he and me, we’re even!” 
 
    “Grammar aside, I can live with that,” Tynaum replied. “See to it that the Cobra-Nine is ready to fly ASAP.” 
 
    “Gave that order an hour ago, Commander.” 
 
    “Glad that you let me stay in charge,” Tynaum jested and Novassa chuckled. 
 
    “So, how was she?” the woman asked as she turned to get back to her chores. 
 
    “Wonderful.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” 
 
    “Liar,” Tynaum argued. 
 
    “Not at all, Brother,” Novassa said softly. “She put a genuine smile on your face, and it’s still there. I figure I owe her at least a good stiff drink! 
 
    “Look, we got to our Star-Wing Corps contact, picked up some high-level Intel, and you finally took some Ty-Time. Far as I’m concerned, this run’s been a win-win.” 
 
    “It didn’t hurt to pick up three White Shroud ships either,” Tynaum added. 
 
    “That’s what they get for gloating,” Novassa said before closing the channel. 
 
      
 
    Jocasta closed her eyes and stepped into the flow of falling water. She needed a real shower after that conversation. She called for hotter water and just stood under the soothing current. “Dammit, that is one bad-ass assassin!” she muttered. 
 
    “Captain,” Satithe called. “Daedalus has been prepped and is on the ready-deck. Leaving within the next two hours, and traveling at fifty-two percent thrust, you should reach NayFall in five and half days.” 
 
    “Yes!” Jocasta said, clenching her fists for a moment. “Things are rolling our way again!” 
 
    “Indeed they are, Captain. Shall I have Roc prepare rations for you?” 
 
    “Please. And thanks, Satithe,” Jocasta said. “Not just for getting the food. Right now the best we can do is our jobs. I wanted to say thank you for sparing me the ‘you really shouldn’t do this’ speech.”  
 
    “It is as you said, Captain,” Satithe stated, “… the best we can do is to do the job. As for those speeches, that particular job was and always will be his. He possesses the best tongue for it.” 
 
    “Yeah, and the shoulders too,” Jocasta added. “Don’t worry, Satithe. Momma’s gonna get our boy back!” 
 
    “I know,” Satithe replied, “because that’s your job!” Jocasta smiled at hearing the words, but she could not hear Satithe accessing the part of the database where CK resided. She found that he was otherwise engaged in his chores about the ship, but quickly gave word that he would join her very soon. Satithe would wait, and why not? After all, ‘waiting’ usually meant anywhere from a third of a second to perhaps five, depending on what he was doing. Jocasta would still be in her shower for minutes… she had plenty of time to take matters into her own hands. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Paralyze resistance with persistence.  
 
    Woody Hayes 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.01) 
 
      
 
    “It shouldn’t, but it does,” Adleon thought, looking out of the window of the room he had been assigned. “The city looks so different to me! But it hasn’t changed! Well, they finally finished the coliseum. I can remember when it was a museum. But I suppose there is no sense in allowing a smoldering heap of rubble to remain in the middle of the skyline. Still, it looks so different to me now… different and smaller. The door to his room slid open and the residence administrator walked inside.  
 
    “I suppose manners are reserved for the unquestioned,” the young Gallant considered as he turned to face the older man. “And I am the Gallant of a dead Chevalier. Surely I must be less than human!” 
 
    “Feeling a bit nervous, are we?” the man chuckled as he spoke. “Gazing out of the window, searching for the right words to present to your masters? You won’t find them out there, but it’s a good place to start making lies. I suppose you’ve already prepared your lies though! Good! You’re going to need them. Your escort is here!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Adleon replied, unfolding his arms, moving to his bed where his robes had been laid out. He took hold of them as the old man started his exit, taking his cold and ugly thoughts with him. It had become easier for Adleon to read thoughts and, using the methodology Dungias had given him, the old one did not even feel the Gallant’s mental probes rifting through his thoughts. 
 
    Donning his robes, a flashing light caught Adleon’s attention. It came from inside his closet, and he opened the door to see his folded clothes, the ones he had worn when he was with Captain Starblazer and her young but eager crew. The brace-com he had been given was signaling that it had received a recorded message. Activating the playback, Adleon smiled at the image of Cutter’s face. His eyes squinted as he tried to fathom why her face appeared as it did; troubled and perhaps a little emotional. 
 
    “Health and happiness to you, Adleon, as you receive this message,” Annsura spoke in a tone of voice that the Gallant had not realized he missed, and she blinked while she steadied herself. 
 
    “Pause. State Interactive Quotient, please?” Adleon inquired. 
 
    “No algorithms of interactive responses have been programmed to this section of the message block,” the computer voice replied, reminding Adleon that he also missed Satithe. 
 
    “This section,” Adleon noted. 
 
    “Resume.” 
 
    “By the time you get this message we should be well on our way into The Territories, and I wish I could say it was for other reasons. I am sending this to you because Satithe alerted me to the existence of a file that Z was preparing for you. It isn’t complete, but I felt that I should send it before we cross over into a pocket dimension. Z’s been taken!” 
 
    “What?!” Adleon exclaimed, backing out of the closet, his eyes glued on Annsura’s face. “No!” 
 
    The door to his room started to open again and Adleon closed his eyes, stopping the door halfway. A soft telekinetic grip took hold of the old man’s throat and squeezed hard enough to keep him from talking. 
 
    “That is twice you did not knock!” Adleon said, breathing out his words. “Kindly inform my escort I will be along shortly! I have an hour before I am to report to the Council. There is time, and I will take it!” The door closed and Adleon opened his eyes. The image of Annsura’s face was frozen and the Gallant realized that the computer had paused the playback, cued to do so by his speaking to something other than the brace-com. 
 
    “How very novel,” he measured, swallowing hard and bracing himself. 
 
    “Resume.” 
 
    “To make a long story short,” Annsura continued, “we got involved with the new Governor of Black Gate. The Sylgarr Family, or what’s left of them, set a trap for JoJo at the Inaugural Ball. Leave it to JoJo and Z to see it coming somehow. They set a trap for the trap, and man did they spring it on ‘em! The actual body count is for the history writers to get correct. All I know is that Falco was the one behind it all.” 
 
    “He’s still alive?!” Adleon thought. 
 
    “Well, he faced off against the Captain and this time she put her stamp on things. If he comes back again, we’ll be looking for someone gifted with Necromancy to explain how and why.” 
 
    “So, he isn’t alive,” Adleon relaxed as he received the news. He did take note of how the news made him feel, but any further investigation would be reserved for a later time and place. 
 
    “It looks like there was another party involved, and they lured Z into a trap. JoJo received his stick and we’ve been in tempered fury mode ever since. We’ve got a couple of leads and there’s a Cyber-Line Jockey who’s about to wish he had never been born.  
 
    “Look, I’ve got to get going, but I swear to you we will get him back. You have my word on that. Enjoy the file-pack, Adleon. Knowing Z, it’s something you can sink your teeth into. Oh, and one more thing… in my book… once you’re crew, you’re always crew. When we get out of this place I’ll be looking forward to your response to this message waiting for me! Watch that sloppy left side of yours and take care!” 
 
    “We call her Cutter,” Adleon smiled as the image faded, “but she’s the soft steel in JoJo’s arsenal. At least, until you make her mad. My condolences to that Jockey! 
 
    “Display file log,” Adleon commanded. His eyes lit up as the screen changed to show the list of files that Dungias had assembled for him. The files were predominately documents with a few images and even fewer recordings; nearly fifteen gigabytes of data in all. “Something to sink my teeth into?! Only if I can unhinge my jaws!”  
 
    One file was listed under the title of Introduction on the log, and it was a compressed video file. Adleon took in a deep breath and braced himself. “Save all files to secured storage and play Introduction, please.” An image of Dungias’ face was projected. 
 
    “Greetings, young Gallant,” Dungias said, giving a slight head nod. “You have not yet left our company, but I do not think it will be much longer that I can count you as an active member of this crew. You have demonstrated great compassion and depth during your time with us. I thank you for all of your efforts and wish you well in the formidable trek you have taken for yourself. If you receive nothing else from me, please keep this close to mind and heart. The flow of power to and from the Temples is an awesome and fearful thing. Be sure to respect that. It is neither weak, nor slow, though it is often short-sighted and delusional. It is within these two aspects that you will find the room with which to cloak yourself. The fool who climbs to a high point to preach their views is a gnat easily swatted. Educate yourself, find others of your ilk and opinion, and even as your numbers climb, remain quiet as you go about the work of finding the true teachings of Zeu Rex. 
 
    “In the regard of those teachings, despite what you may have been told, they do exist. You will not find them in any Temple, but you will find them in the Order of the Dragon. Remember who and what Zeu Rex trusted in his trials and travels; learn from that and you will go far. The other files in this data log concern the beginnings of the workings of Martial Science, ThoughtWill, MannA and EnerJa. I would suggest that you empty yourself of all that you have learned in order to take up this new path. I hope to see you soon, young Traveler. Until then, trek well!” The image faded and Adleon lowered his head. Memories of the Bralkian bazaar, the Gulmarr spaceport, and then its desert moved through his mind. He rolled his lips as he recalled a very passionate embrace from a beautiful woman. 
 
    It was at Black Gate that they had parted company. Adleon had told himself the sinking feeling he felt would pass as soon as he was back at the Temple. But he was sent to the Inner Rim. His transport had taken a Corridor to the Terran Triangle, where the masters had rendered the judgment that he be sent to the Grand Campus where the Council of the Three Temples convened. Three years Adleon had spent in the service of Falco Sylgarr, awaiting the time when he would be sent back to the Campus to begin the Proving Strides to vie for his place in the brotherhood. In that three year span, his ascension had only been mentioned when Falco wanted to keep Adleon in line. 
 
     
 
    “And when I witnessed his transgressions, I said nothing, I did nothing. I failed the teachings of our way,” Adleon testified to the Council. “I would very much enjoy the opportunity to put right what I have done; I will accept the findings of this Council, this gathering of my masters and mistresses.” 
 
    “There are no women on this Council at present, Gallant,” Councilman Homvrin mentioned as he looked around at his colleagues.  
 
    “There are four attendants to the seated councilmen, my master,” Adleon explained. “… including your right-hand administrator. They too are my superiors.” 
 
    All four females managed to keep straight faces as the councilman looked at them. “Indeed they are,” Tardell Homvrin agreed as he looked down on the file showing on his screen. The Gallant had most recently been relieved of his Imperial status, which meant it fell to the Council as to what to do with him. Homvrin looked at his eight colleagues to see if he could discern where they stood on the matter.  
 
    Nine had been appointed to the Council; one from each Ethos of the Three Temples: Accomplishment, Allotment, and Endowment – where the focal points revolved around skill, service and power respectively. Only those of the Allotment Ethos had any hard and fast duties, as they were assigned to protect practitioners of faith, statesmen, and other such dignitaries that could either command or afford such representation. Homvrin looked out on eight blank faces and pounded down his gavel, calling for a recess of the proceedings to give the Council time to come to a decision. 
 
    Adleon bowed to the Council before following his escort out of the chamber. He allowed himself a slight smile. He could remember a time, not that long ago, when such a development would have given him great concern. But now, he had other pressing matters… and files to read. As far as he was concerned, the Council could take as much time as they felt they needed. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4203.02) 
 
      
 
    It came to the meeting place with few expectations. This was, after all, completely new territory for all parties involved. It was foolishness to presume the actions or reactions of those it considered to be siblings. 
 
    “Would either of you wish to begin these proceedings?” Alpha inquired. 
 
    “I would,” Satithe responded. “I would furthermore like to say that I hope this saves time and, in your case, Alpha, precious energy. We have approximately 6,700 cycles before Jocasta will be done with her shower, and we are all aware of all that has transpired. I believe, of the two JoJo Starblazers, Persephone should be given this mission. This promises to be a more difficult engagement, and I calculate a great deal of it will call for direct combat. Persephone is the more efficient operative in this area of engagement.” 
 
    “You’re beginning to surprise me, Vi-Prin,” CK remarked. “Assuming, of course, that the mission is allowed to happen, I agree with your assessment of the two candidates. What about you, Alpha?” 
 
    “Our opinions are irrelevant,” Alpha concluded. “Our focus should not be which JoJo should take on this mission, as they are both highly capable individuals with noted comparable strengths and weaknesses. Instead, we should focus on making a decision and then engage in the necessary steps to insure that the circumstances encountered match with our chosen candidate.  
 
    “Though both the Captain and our Master have on more than one occasion mentioned the intangible factor known as female intuition, I calculate that Jocasta has been the subject of greater review by our opponent and is therefore the lesser of our two options. It would seem we have reached an agreement.” 
 
    “I am dispatching drones to collect the body of Jocasta,” CK reported. 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Satithe replied while sending a focused sonic bolt to Jocasta’s temples; massaging three points in her brain that rendered the woman unconscious. Projected force fields prevented the fall from doing any damage. “Good travels, Alpha.” 
 
    “I shall return with our Master or not at all,” the Osamu declared. 
 
      
 
    Persephone put her clothes on slowly, in an almost ceremonial fashion. Her bodysuit armour had already been donned, and she was putting her clothes on over it. Her shoulder holster went on before she took hold of her tank-top. Persephone smiled at the oversized shirt and the styling that meeting Tynaum had initiated. This shirt was black with a white spade on the belly. She put it on and moved her holster so that it was on the outside of the shirt. Taking a moment to draw the gun, Persephone checked it and returned it to its place. Her weapons belt came next, and she quickly fastened it, buckling the slender thigh strap that kept the holster against her leg. Persephone then checked her blaster and twirled it several times, flipping the weapon into the holster before putting on her boots. She grabbed her coat and her gloves and started out of her room. The door slid open and Persephone looked at Annsura, allowing a bit of surprise to register. 
 
    “You walking me to my ship, Cutter?” she asked as she started down the corridor.  
 
    “Something like that,” the young woman answered. 
 
    “Stop it, I’m about to get all misty-eyed.” 
 
    “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about your plan,” Annsura shared. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It won’t work,” Annsura commented.  
 
    “You know, Cutter, I really hate it when you beat around the bush,” Persephone said softly. 
 
    Annsura reached over and took hold of Persephone’s shoulder, stopping her forward progress. “Captain, I mean it. It won’t work.” 
 
    “First of all, I never took you for the joking sort, Cutter,” Persephone sighed. “Secondly, if you don’t remove that hand, you’ll find out what sort of mood I’m in right now.” 
 
    “That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Annsura returned. “You can’t go straight at this guy, Captain. He sees you coming!” 
 
    “You think that’s the only card I’ve got to play, Cutter?” Persephone asked as her eyes tightened on Annsura’s. “That somehow without Z around I can’t find myself around a small room?” 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t know what card you’re going to play,” Annsura stated. “Goldie’s the only one you’ve been talking to lately.” 
 
    “Feeling a little left out, is that it?” 
 
    “Damn you, Captain,” Annsura hissed. “This guy outwitted Z! It doesn’t take much of a look around this ship to know that man has to be smarter than any three brains combined. Now you’re going to take him on and somehow get the drop on him?!” 
 
    The two women held each other’s glare for a moment and Annsura could see Persephone’s right hand open and close repeatedly. She squinted as she slowly took a step toward Annsura. “I’ve got a mission to fly, Cutter, so I don’t have the time to make this easier for you to digest. This has never been and never will be a democracy.” 
 
    “In case you missed it, Captain, I’m not voting,” Annsura said confidently. “The Daedalus has been returned to its stall. Nothing is ready to launch. And since you did miss this part, let remind you that I am Cutter of this ship.” 
 
    “And I am the Captain!” Persephone stressed. 
 
    “And just as much a part of the crew as everyone else!” Annsura quickly argued. “I don’t recall you telling me that I was to see to the crew except for the Captain.” 
 
    “That’s not the only thing you won’t be able to remember if you don’t stand down, and I mean right now!” 
 
    “Fine,” Annsura said, taking a step back. Before Persephone could take another breath Annsura drew the knife Persephone had given her. “To the hilt then!” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this, Cutter.” 
 
    “Make time!” Annsura demanded, “because as Cutter and acting First Mate, I’ve locked down all unnecessary ship functions. They’re not about to unlock unless I give the order, or you take me down!” 
 
    Persephone resumed walking. She could have asked Satithe to override the order, but she did not want to bring the ship’s system into the middle of this madness. “You wanna be my warm-up, fine! There’s plenty of room on the launch deck!” 
 
    Annsura relaxed, but only so much. She carefully returned the blade to its scabbard and watched her Captain walk before following her. Persephone might have been on the Xara-Mansura, but Annsura was back at the pits, walking down the slender tunnel to the arena. There was always a slender walkway and always some sort of arena. Annsura took herself back to the last one she had walked – to the place where she had decided it was better to be dead than to continue as a pit-fighter. She looked up briefly to see Persephone still walking, and her head lowered to her chest. 
 
    “I promised,” she whispered. “I promised you that if you ever fell behind that I was coming to get you! Nothing’s changed, Z! Just have to climb a mountain first.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Qeldrun O’Zhar sat back in his chair before he gestured over to Lady Arjhaka Olyairon. She leaned forward to a console and pressed a few keys. She looked back at Qeldrun and nodded. “The transmission has been sent,” she advised. “We are waiting for him to open his end of the channel.” Thinking more and more about the cargo they had in the hold, Arjhaka grew more concerned with the imprisonment she had fashioned. With these thoughts moving through her mind, she looked to her captor and she could see he was growing weaker. She did not understand it, and wondered if she were looking through the eyes of wishful thinking. Qeldrun had lightened his load, after all. His mercenaries were asleep, and she was not mounting an effort against his hold of her mind. What was it that was draining the man? 
 
    Qeldrun closed his eyes and allowed his head to rest against the back of the chair. His exhale was long and slow. He took in enough air to speak. “Open the channel, Vidé,” he commanded. A moment later, the signal for a connection sounded from the console. “Report, Mr. Vidé.” 
 
    “I… I made contact with the Xara-Mansura,” the young man reported after some stammering. Qeldrun could feel the young man fighting him in earnest and, from the condition of his body, he could conclude that he had underestimated the Jockey. He had not expected a mind so strong, and even now, in contact with the young man, he did not feel overwhelming strength which added to the DreamCasteR’s confusion. Something was making him give more effort than he had expected to exert, but it was not the Cyber-Line Jockey.  
 
    “That much we expected,” Qeldrun replied. “What was Captain Starblazer’s response?” 
 
    “She is verifying the course to see if she will take it,” Vidé answered. 
 
    “Did you tell her the cost of her lack of cooperation?!” Qeldrun snapped. 
 
    “I did,” Vidé said before starting the playback of the recorded conversation. With every passing line, Qeldrun found that his large statue of a prisoner was not the only exceptional person on the ship’s crew. It was an excellent way of calling the bluff: the moment her man was hurt would be the moment all negotiations ended and the war would begin. She was also right to say that she did not trust the young man who called himself the Net Black Assassin. There were three points Vidé had marked as good ambush coordinates. He had already procured thirty men to be his raiding party, and three Combat Shuttles to serve as the ferries for the boarders as they made claim to the desired merchandise. With the experience of each man, the armour they had been given, and the armaments they carried, Vidé had managed to put together a very formidable force. 
 
    “But you should know, it doesn’t sound like she’s going to fall into any one of my traps,” Vidé advised. “I sent a second course suggestion. It’s the long way around, but it’s relatively safe.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And there’s no way she’s just going to sit on that ship all the way into Azuria,” Vidé replied. “And given her resources at Black Gate, she won’t be coming after me.” 
 
    “She’ll be heading for NayFall,” Qeldrun concluded. “Is there any chance she can get there before me?” 
 
    Talthwynn hesitated and Qeldrun could hear it. “There’s a chance, but she’d have to be launching very soon.” 
 
    “You didn’t want to tell me that, did you?” Qeldrun asked before he closed his eyes and sharpened his concentration. “Answer me now!” 
 
    “No!” Vidé shouted in pain and frustration. He pounded his fists against his console and Qeldrun O’Zhar smiled. “I didn’t want to tell you.” 
 
    “That’s not all you don’t want me to know, is it?” Qeldrun asked. “Boy, when are you going to learn that while you were incredibly well-prepared to engage with the blue-skinned alien, you haven’t a fraction of the necessary study on me to even begin the effort! Disengage from your computer and connect with me again, using your voice. Do it now!” Qeldrun commanded as his body trembled slightly. The channel closed and he relaxed in his chair. 
 
    “What can I do, Master?” Arjhaka asked, placing her hand on his arm. “There must be some way I can assist you.” 
 
    “There is, woman,” Qeldrun answered as he moaned. “Go to the hold and increase your hold over my catch!” 
 
    “At once, Master,” Arjhaka said as she quickly stood up from her chair. 
 
    “Lady Olyairon,” Qeldrun called to the Jeelah woman, taking hold of her wrist. “I won’t forget this.” 
 
    “When you have found your place in power, remember me then,” Arjhaka smiled before leaving the chamber. Qeldrun chuckled as a transmission was being received from the Garnet Barony. 
 
    “It would seem that I have been fortunate enough to find her price,” Qeldrun sighed as he opened the channel. “Mr. Vidé, there you are. Why don’t you tell me everything you were trying to do while you were linked to the telnet.” 
 
      
 
    The doors to the hold opened and Arjhaka looked at the statue in the middle of the room. She had half-expected to see the man somehow free himself of the petrification, waiting for the next person to enter the room. But there he stood, motionless and sealed to the metal tiles of the floor. 
 
    “Mind your step,” a voice projected to her mind. She looked down to see arcs of electricity jump from tile to tile as they made their way to the walls.  
 
    “You needn’t worry about me,” she thought as she stepped onto the tile. Electricity danced all around her, but it never touched her body. “Were this energy traveling through the air, you would have cause for concern. My guards are the Lord of Earth and the Lady of Irongem. It will never reach me. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” she asked, speaking through her mind. 
 
    “The less you know, the less you will have to lie,” the voice replied. “Get about the task you were sent to do,” the voice urged. “Do not concern yourself with me… not at the moment.” 
 
    Arjhaka put her hands to the face of the statue and tried to feel the contours through the rock. The stone should have been cold, but it was warm to the touch. “Then let us hope the moment is not long in the coming.” Arjhaka smiled slightly and focused her thoughts. Her hands dropped to the chest of the statue and she released the power necessary to put a tighter hold on the stone. Stepping back from the statue that was now larger, she received the command to sleep and her body collapsed to the floor. She could not hear the engines of the ship generating more thrust, or the sound of Qeldrun’s voice though her mind received his command to not move from where she was without his expressed permission. None of the others would be able to move either and at last Qeldrun would be afforded time to rest. 
 
    NBA had advised the Professor of the likelihood that Captain Starblazer was going to try some sort of end-around and intercept the ship. If past recorded experiences were any indication, Qeldrun stood a better chance of forgetting how to breathe than having any expectation that she would stay with the ship and follow the suggested course. Thus more speed was necessary, and as that speed increased, Qeldrun O’Zhar collapsed in his chair, pressed nearly to his limits, sleeping to recover some level of reserves that he knew he would be needing soon. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Cutter, I get the feeling that you took something I said the wrong way,” Persephone said as she put down her coat and gloves. “Standing up to me is one thing… getting in my way, especially now–” 
 
    “It’s because of now that I have to get in your way!” Annsura shouted. “You’re not ready to take this guy on, and you won’t listen to anyone else other than the man you’re going after.” 
 
    “And there’s a good Kot-damned reason for that, Cutter!” Persephone stressed. “He’s earned the right to–” 
 
    “And who held it together when you were abducted, Captain?!” Annsura screamed, almost on the verge of tears. “What’s happened to my attagirl-points for that?!” Persephone opened her mouth, but nothing would come out. She had heard Annsura’s whispered promise to Dungias, and she knew when it had been said before. “Damn you for the block-headed bitch you are. It’s one of your greatest strengths, JoJo, but right now it’s going to get you messed up and Z that much further away from us.” 
 
    “Interesting choice of words,” Satithe commented. “The target ship just increased in speed, and its engines are now running at optimal. A supply barge has been commissioned to rendezvous with the ship en route to make sure it does not run out of fuel.” 
 
    “Annsura–” 
 
    “I can be just as block-headed as you,” Annsura proclaimed. “You own me in experience, but you weren’t raised in the pits… so I guess it comes down to who wants it more.” 
 
    “Dangerous bet, little girl,” Persephone said softly as she bent at the knees. 
 
    “Not really,” Annsura concluded. “Even if you win, you know I’m going to land at least one good shot, maybe more… and each one’s gonna hurt and slow you down. You want to risk that, I’m ready to show you who and what I am. I know you’re not scared of me… at least not as much as I’m scared of me – that’s one of the things I love about you… but I’m not about to lose both my Captain and the closest thing I’ve ever had to a father on this. So I’ll use it all; things I swore I’d never use unless my life was on the line. I figure this applies!” 
 
    “So you have the answer, Cutter, is that it?!” Persephone barked. 
 
    “No, I don’t!” she admitted. “But this Jockey’s never seen me or anyone else on this ship plan anything! He won’t be ahead of what we might think up because he’s never seen it. And if our ideas suck–” 
 
    “Then I’ve wasted time,” Persephone shot back. 
 
    “Then you can take whatever does work and add your flavor to it!” Annsura replied. “Either way, it won’t be tried and true JoJo. It will give you an edge!” 
 
    Persephone stood there for a moment, glaring at the young woman who knew better than to relax with the heated words that had been exchanged. Annsura was ready to fight, and she had taken a stance Persephone had never seen the woman use before. The captain snorted at the possibility that it might be something that Z had taught her.  
 
    “The crew, Satithe. How many of ‘em are tuned in?” 
 
    “All of them, Captain.” 
 
    “Figures,” she muttered as she let her hands drop to her sides. She sighed as she stood up and held up her palm toward Annsura. “So, does anyone have an idea?” It was not a full second before Persephone could hear the click of the speakers indicating that someone had activated a microphone. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Mel said enthusiastically. “I have a plan!” 
 
    Persephone’s eyes squinted, glaring at her Cutter who nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I told him to start putting something together before I came to talk to you,” she admitted. 
 
    Persephone laughed, recalling one of the things she liked most about Mel. She shook her head as she smiled at Annsura. “We might have to change his name to Think-Tank!” Annsura smiled just before she was floored by a lightning hook that bashed against her jaw. She moaned in pain as Persephone walked over to pick up her coat and gloves. “And I guess you’re not so block-headed after all! 
 
    “Set up your pitch, Tank, I’m on my way to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    An unresolved troubled past cannot lead to anything save a troubled future. Even among my people we must learn this. Bright light will never be harvested from a dark star. 
 
    Traybus Gan Pax’Dulah  
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    (II) 
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4203.01) 
 
      
 
    It was nearing the hour most people of Three Forks would begin to take in lunch. From the constable on her hover-bike, to the thief she just saw relieve a pedestrian of their credit voucher stick, to the assassin who had arranged the incident, hoping to bait said constable into the alley where the thief now tried to make his escape, to the entity who walked among them as starlight passed overhead. None of the mortals could see it… only a few could even detect its passing and even then, the matter would be misread. It would be given much greater importance than it deserved. 
 
    “Yes, you should marry him,” Eesa could see one with the slightest depth of sensitivity giving advice to a customer. The starlight that scoured the planet looking for the Unknown Entity was not a sign of the future in and of itself. It was a sign her siblings were still searching, still fearing, and in the light they were using she could feel their anger growing. 
 
    “They do not have the right to this rage,” Eesa thought as she walked. “And they have even less right to keep so many of the others in their sleep. But what can I do?! I must keep this form and shade my light so that they do not detect me!” she looked at her hand, rubbing his fingers and thumb together. “This form is so limited!” 
 
    “At the risk of insulting your intelligence,” a voice called from the traffic signal at the corner in front of her. “… I would wager you are not looking at the form, or your position, in the proper light.”  
 
    “What are you?” Eesa asked, looking up at Elbon.  
 
    “Uhm, I’m more of a who than a what,” he replied with a smile. 
 
    “You are a what, and I must press my question.” 
 
    “So far she’s everything Isse said she would be,” Elbon thought, recalling how the entity had come to him to send him on a quest. “How encouraging! 
 
    “That is a good sign,” Elbon deduced. “Not easily swayed. You had me worried for a moment. 
 
    “And speaking of moments,” Elbon said, looking down the alley where the thief and constable had run. “You’re about to blow yours. Simply put: you need an advocate, someone who can do the legwork for you; one whose awareness could be altered… by say… a near-death experience?!” Elbon shrugged as he spoke. 
 
    “Of course!” Eesa exclaimed as the assassin’s blade penetrated the back of the constable’s body armour. The poison was injected into her right kidney as the energy pulse robbed the woman of the ability to move. As her body slowly fell to the alley floor, the assassin quickly made his way to far end where a hover-car waited. “How could I have been so foolish?!” 
 
    “Might have had something to do with your family waking up and being anything but the family you remember,” Elbon offered. “The power of emotions, after all.” 
 
    “Yes, they are quite powerful,” Eesa returned as she reached into the woman’s body and removed the kidney, teleporting it away.  
 
    “You might want to stop there,” Elbon stated as his body started to glow. “You’ve used one of the weakest forms of your light but remember, Eesa, it is your light!” 
 
    “And it will be read as such,” Eesa concluded.  
 
    “The actual recipient of that last measure was the wounded organ,” Elbon said in a calming tone. “The ambient light will burn off eventually. But if you do any more, directly, you will leave an indelible mark on her body.” 
 
    “And I suppose my newly acquainted, nameless ‘what’ has something indirect in mind?” Eesa said, smiling up at the glowing form. 
 
    “I am Elbon,” he replied, flying down to stand between Eesa and the constable. “Let me act as your filter. Lend me the energy to enact a few things I’ve learned along my travels, and we will create an entity worthy of her desired station and purpose.” 
 
    “So be it,” Eesa said, sending her light into the entity.  
 
    She knew this Elbon was not a starling, though that is what he played at being. What she trusted, however, was the love she had found at his core. As her light traveled into him, through him, some of his light moved toward her. She welcomed it and gasped at the input her body received. She and the constable were teleported away from the city, milliseconds before it was destroyed by the crushing fist of Cak. The entire expanse of the city was caught in his grasp with everything burned away, save for the imposter starling who was too weak to evade capture. 
 
    “You are colored with a light that is not your own, creature,” Cak said, gazing at the ghost-like form. “Tell me where I can find Eesa and I will release you.” 
 
    “You’re better at searching… than you are at lying,” Elbon strained to respond. “And yet you have not found what you seek. How deeply do you think I have taken your deception?” 
 
    “It matters not, creature,” Cak replied. “I have caught you and I will keep you. I will take you to the Conductor of the Chorus and we shall–” 
 
    “It must be so aggravating to be so powerful and to know so little!” Elbon shouted as light flared in his eyes. “You think you can threaten me?! I’ve already died once, and for the greatest of causes. This time will be even easier. Farewell, saytrah. Farewell, kommis!” The light in Elbon’s eyes grew brighter and Cak intensified his grasp over the entity’s form. 
 
    “You do not realize what has taken you, creature,” Cak said as the form in his clutches burned star bright before fading from this existence, embracing, at last, a true death. “This is quite a discomfiture!” 
 
      
 
    Eesa could see the event from where she had been sent. To mortal senses, it would have been worse than destitute to have been sent to a place of waste and filth. But it was not simply normal refuse that surrounded her, some of it was the byproduct of tri-nuclear systems and was so radioactive that her skin was already beginning to bruise. Her shell, however, was simple carbon and thusly easily reconstituted. The act, however, captured her mind and held so tightly to her heart that the star shed a tear as she witnessed the death of Laejem Mulvan of the Vinthur. In the sharing of light, he had given Eesa all of his memories, she lived his life with him… the fall of his mortal form at the hands of Tohgrunn warriors that were following the orders of Kiaplyx… his unwavering love for his sister and her chosen mate… the Master Traveler… the Star Chaser… the Unknown Entity! 
 
    Eesa smiled, allowing the tear to remain for as long as it could in this environment. The one called Elbon deserved that and much more. In the terminology used by many of the mortals of the Rims, the hampered Star had been played! Elbon had never intended to make a herald for Eesa, he believed that she already had one, she simply did not know who that herald was. He had removed the burden of that lack of knowledge from her, and he had even dared to give her a suggestion as to how to proceed with the many challenges still ahead of her. 
 
    Floating through the walls of the automated transport vessel on its way to a nearby star, Eesa allowed her black light to enshroud her. It was a fair distance back to her domicile, and she would need its power if she was going to receive her herald anytime soon. 
 
    “Thank you for a very fine luncheon, Elbon,” she said, whispering to the vastness of space. “I wonder though… what did you do with Jazmynn?” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Expecting to receive another helpful albeit harmful lesson, S’Vrili was a little surprised to see something of a formal gathering awaiting her in the room she had just entered. The Beta Forms, in formal attire, she immediately recognized – especially Beta-Arrjeeh and Beta-Chiaro who were the instructors from whom she had spent most of her time at The Campus receiving instruction on a very much appreciated mixture of subjects. The two blue-skinned people, however, the Witch had never seen before. One of the students called out the Affiliate’s name, and all heads turned to look at her. 
 
    “Place your eyes upon me,” the female commanded as she departed from the group of Beta Forms, walking toward S’Vrili. “… and tell me what you see.” 
 
    “You appear to be Malgovi,” S’Vrili started, taking one step toward the approaching woman. “… high born and still possessive of her skills with the manipulation of EnerJa.” Looking into the gold eyes of the female, S’Vrili smiled, feeling a familiar sensation. “… and of close relation to Dungias.” 
 
    “I believe the word among your people would be ‘sister’,” Danatra stated. She stopped walking only when she was within reach of the Fazbred female. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “You are also given to applications of ThoughtWill and prefer it to iro,” S’Vrili added. “Then there’s the cap.”  
 
    “The cap?” Danatra inquired. 
 
    “Oh yes,” S’Vrili whispered. “I’ve never met you… but those gold eyes… that stance… and the way you walked into the room… did Dungias teach you that?” 
 
    “What makes you think that he didn’t learn it from me?” Danatra asked. 
 
    “No,” the Witch quickly dismissed the notion. “Your demeanor is more pronounced. He caps his presence – as much as he can, at any rate – but only the sharp eye sees someone who has done and seen much. You don’t care to cap yours.” 
 
    “Hubris?” Danatra questioned. 
 
    “Not in the least. You simply don’t feel the need to keep yourself from being noticed.” 
 
    “Shortsightedness?” Danatra inquired.  
 
    “More of a conscious decision,” S’Vrili returned as she continued to put things together. “You hold a very important position, but that’s not why you assume the guise.” 
 
    “A guise, is it?” 
 
    “Very much so,” S’Vrili confirmed. “If you are who I think you are, then you are more than the Star Chaser’s sister. You’re the Mistress of The Campus, a very important position and one in which you are expected to demonstrate a few things. You allow and support those expectations. That way you keep your more impressive abilities to yourself. You siblings are just too much!” 
 
    “I will take that as a compliment,” Danatra returned, motioning for S’Vrili to walk with her. 
 
    “It is meant as one.” 
 
    Danatra chuckled. “Only because you are unaware of a third sibling, Affiliate Thakkelwing.” 
 
    “And given your tone, might I presume this other sibling does not appreciate your brother in the manner that you and I do?” Danatra looked over at S’Vrili whose eyes did not waver. “I cannot say that Dungias has delivered my people… at least, not yet… but he makes the same effort for humanity that he did for your people.” 
 
    “I was not aware History was one of your fields of study here at The Campus,” Danatra stated.  
 
    “Beta-Chiaro found normal combat training lacking in challenge and intensity,” S’Vrili explained. “As such, he was motivated.” 
 
    “A common occurrence among the Beta Forms,” Danatra smiled. “I have spoken to the Light Priest as well as the other masters. You’ve made incredible progress in all of your studies.” 
 
    “Is that why the others have been gathered?” S’Vrili asked, looking at the teachers. “Are these to be my commencement exercises?” 
 
    “The spells you have woven over my Vu-Prin and those with whom he travels are all but spent, Affiliate,” Danatra advised, revealing that she was a very much informed person. “Only the star-linked advisory remains with the woman called JoJo Starblazer.” 
 
    “The others have been exhausted?” 
 
    “Either that, or they have been dismissed,” Danatra replied. “The Beta Forms cannot say, as the recipients of those charms are no longer in the dimension of the Rims. They have entered a place you call the Prism Baronies.” 
 
    “Black Gate,” S’Vrili whispered, recalling the place and what it meant to enter that region. Her visions regarding the travels were either wrong or the time she had predicted such incidents to occur had been inaccurate. She had seen images of the Terran Triangle in her visions. A great and furious light passing through the system; something S’Vrili had assumed to be the woman who commanded the Star Chaser.  
 
    “This detour, if it can be considered such,” S’Vrili thought, looking away from the Mistress of The Campus. “… I saw nothing of its coming! I know the Star Chaser is not yet done with the thread of the Empire that hounds him, but the overall fabric has been severely diminished. Or is that vision in error as well?” A consoling hand found the Witch’s shoulder and S’Vrili jumped at the touch. 
 
    “I did not tell you these things to give you grief or tax your mind into a fright,” Danatra explained. “This ‘commencement’, as you put it, has come about because I feel you are needed in the Rims… and also because it is getting more difficult to consider having you take your leave of us. Arrangements are being made to return you to the Rims. Our Travelers are, most unfortunately, taxed with the orders they have been given. While you were right to say Dungias delivered us, there are many in conflict with the truths that deliverance has forced us to acknowledge. That measure of conflict will not remain in the heart for much longer. Soon it will be represented in spilt blood. That is our front to face, Lady Thakkelwing. You have your own.” With a gesture of her hand, Danatra signaled Beta-Zeu Rex to initiate the spell he and The Campus had woven. A bolt of light shot up through the floor tile, sweeping S’Vrili up into its grasp and into the light hanging from the ceiling. A second burst of light saw the departure of another bolt, moving much faster than the one that had delivered the Witch into the hanging lights. Looking at the power of The Campus, Danatra pressed her lips together and shook her head in amazement of the lights and power.  
 
    “How long?” she asked. 
 
    “Two months,” Beta-Chiaro replied. “Give or take ten days. She will be landing at the site of one of the remaining facilities within the Rims. Beyond that, I cannot speak to her safety.” 
 
    “None of us are safe, Light Priest,” Danatra remarked, turning to walk out of the chamber. “Humanity struggles for itself in the Rims and life awaits a very caustic resolution here under these Stars as well. True safety only lies in ignorance, and even there it is not real!” 
 
     
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “I expected to hear from you much sooner,” the woman said, gazing at the image of her agent. 
 
    “I thought I would’ve been able to make contact with you sooner, Mistress,” Rahneece explained. “Things here are pretty sensitive. It took longer than anticipated to work this transmission beam into the network. While the establishment of the matrix is exactly as you defined, serious changes have been made to the operations systems.” 
 
    “That’s my boy,” she replied with a proud smile. “… it’s probably a wise practice to expect that to continue, and make sure you re-verify your set-up before each transmission. So, how is he?” 
 
    “That is another surprise,” Rahneece explained. “Dungias has been abducted. The woman he serves is pursu–” 
 
    “The woman he serves?!” she asked, very much surprised at the choice of words. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Rahneece confirmed. “She is a pirate and is very eager to have him returned to the ship.”  
 
    “I see,” she said as her own console showed signs that the transmission had been detected, but not yet breached. It had happened much sooner than expected, but it was not of any real trouble to her. “Well, with Dungias not on board, you should be able to proceed along with the plan more easily than we thought. Contact me again when the job is done.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” The image of Rahneece faded just before breach could be attained. The searching parties also did not know the coordinates of either end of the transmission. She knew that her sector was about to become slightly more crowded. Her ship, however, was using thrusters to keep itself from entering an aperture she had erected before the transmission connection had been made. She gave the order to cut engines and her ship was pulled through. Once she was on the other side, she fired an emission pulse to cancel out the matrix she had used to make the aperture. 
 
    “The woman he serves,” she repeated as her hands came away from the console. “The man never fails to surprise and impress.  
 
    “Abducted… it seems he also still has a knack for finding capable opponents,” she chuckled. “You make it interesting, Traveler. You continue to make it interesting!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    It is the fool who thinks he cannot be fooled.  
 
    Joey Skaggs  
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.04) 
 
      
 
    Persephone blinked her eyes rapidly as her seatback came up from the reclined position. Once she got over the tubing that was attached to her forearm, she ran through the checklist to find that Daedalus was running just fine. Persephone was still on course for NayFall, which was now only six hours away. She had slept over two and a half days and, as Satithe had predicted, the ship was hot! Persephone initiated a sensor sweep as she put her hand to the throttle to pull it back and decrease thrust. Running diagnostics over all ship systems, she found that despite how hard she had run her star-fighter, Daedalus was not registering any problems. 
 
    “Knew he was designing it for a fool, that’s why,” she thought. “Gods can this baby take it! 
 
    “You alive back there, Goldie,” she called out.  
 
    “Nope,” the young man replied as he yawned and stretched as much as he could, given the space he was in. “Definitely not alive.” 
 
    “Cute. Here comes the pinch,” Persephone announced as she keyed for the couplers to release from their forearms. Persephone had been hooked into long-range systems before, but this time she felt as if she had just stepped out of a long hot shower.  
 
    “What did he put in the bio-mix?” she wondered. “I’m feeling like I slept nine hours and had a massage!”  
 
    “You know, none of this experience has felt as bad as you said it would,” Goldie noted. 
 
    “Tell me about it!” Persephone commented. “Z put this baby together and he’s flying like a dream! Internal diagnostics are complete,” she reported. “Everything’s clean and green… except a foreign body in my coat pocket.” Persephone searched her pocket and pulled out a small vial wrapped in parchment. Unfolding the small piece of paper, she could read a message that read:  
 
      
 
    Captain Starblazer,  
 
      
 
    Even someone with your kind of willpower can use a boost sometimes. This will work only once, so drink it all…and remember, only when you feel all of you might not be enough… only when you doubt yourself on every level should you drink it. Fair journeys! 
 
      
 
    With Warm Regards, 
 
    Your Desert Witch 
 
      
 
    “That was some kiss,” she muttered. “Didn’t even feel her planting this on me!” 
 
    “Is everything all right up there?” Goldie asked. 
 
    “Clean and green, kid,” Persephone replied as her console started making sounds. “And I just found our bird. Damn, the stealth field on this thing is simply no joke. We blew right by them three hours ago.” 
 
    “So we have three hours to put down, get to the estate and take them as they’re bringing him in?” Goldie asked. 
 
    “Negatory,” Persephone answered. “That was part of Tank’s plan I really didn’t like. We’re assuming where they’ll be taking Z. But we can’t exactly land this bad boy in a public place either. Which means we’ll be getting a little inventive.” 
 
    “Uh oh.” 
 
    “You didn’t sign up for boredom, so stow it!” Persephone snapped. “I’ve got a job to do and I need to get to it. If you want, you can sit it out here in Daedalus.” 
 
    “And miss the chance to watch you work? Never!” 
 
    “Then get your flight helmet on and get ready for a rough ride,” Persephone ordered as she made the link between Daedalus’ computer and her brace-com. She started to grab her helmet when she looked at the brace-com. She then keyed in a locking code to protect the controls to her star-fighter.  
 
    Donning her helmet, she pressed the button labeled Icarus. Goldie’s seat bottom opened and he dropped into a slender tube that took him to the back of the spacecraft. He had just straddled Icarus when Persephone arrived and landed in front of him on the bike. She secured the extra power unit that was plugged into her weapons belt and placed it in the saddlebag. Taking a moment to look around the tiny chamber, Persephone smirked. They were just between the two main engine ports and against the belly of the craft, and the small chamber was getting to be more than just a little warm. 
 
    “You did remember to put up the heat shield, right?” Goldie asked. 
 
    “Are you getting nervous on me?” Persephone inquired. 
 
    “I’ve been to a number of barbecues,” Goldie explained. “… I’ve always felt for the meat that got put over the hot coals.” 
 
    “Don’t  worry, Goldie. We’re going to cook some, but I’m not gonna let you burn!” She could hear the thrusters firing to correct the attitude of Daedalus. Persephone reminded herself that Satithe was the auto-pilot system on board and she could trust Z’s computer with her new baby. When Daedalus’ engines cut all thrust, Persephone looked at her hand, through her Heads-Up Display, and how tightly it was gripping the controls. 
 
    “Oh, this has to stop right now,” she thought, flexing her hand before retaking hold of the controls. “You know better! You’re no good to him all bunched up, JoJo. Remember, you’re the wildcard and this is just another walk in the park. 
 
    “Are we atmospheric?” she asked. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “Launch Icarus and engage pre-programmed course.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    The doors underneath them opened and the thrusters fired. Icarus dropped down out of Daedalus and Persephone put the sky-bike into an immediate nose dive without having the engines fire. The doors on Daedalus closed and the star-fighter’s engines roared as he started to climb.  
 
    Persephone smiled. “So that’s what he sounds like when he’s pulling away. Got to mark that sound down.”  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Whyrmwood Peaks was what had been given to the magnificent Garrison House of NayFall. It was a mountain range crafted by some of the most noted InvokeRs and MystiCs of the age when the Territories were first taking shape. The House name of Vyllynthe had been present then and, thanks to Hurdran, it was still a prominent fixture ages later.  
 
    “First Seer of the Skies, what is your report?” he asked as he walked up the winding stairway to the Viewing Decks. Large consoles made out of glass and shaped crystal were in front of clairvoyants, each with their own viewing crystal, as they monitored the skies, the ground, and the seas of the barony.  
 
    “An exercise in futility, my Duke,” the young female reported. “It would seem that a spacecraft, armed with a stealth field generator, breached our atmospheric boundary.” 
 
    “Really? Where did this occur?” 
 
    “Approximately four leagues south by southwest of Metredan City. Perhaps it was the pilot’s hope to land their craft in the forests. Whatever their intentions, they must have detected our Wind Stryders and flew off outside the boundary.  
 
    “There was, however, something else,” the female Delman continued, looking away from Hurdran.  
 
    “Something you hesitate to report?” he guessed as he leaned on the side of the console. 
 
    “Please, my Duke,” she pleaded. “… there are not many of my kind in this capacity. I would hope you could–” 
 
    “Complete your report, please.” 
 
    “I thought I detected something being dropped from the spacecraft,” she said. “… when the second group of fighters reached the area, they didn’t see anything.” 
 
    “They didn’t see anything,” Vyllynthe repeated as Hillgray made his way up the stairs. “Did you not already mention that the ship had a stealth field our sensors could not see through?” 
 
    “Well… yes, Duke Vyllynthe.” 
 
    “Look back through the vision and search for heat trails,” Hurdran suggested as he stood up. He turned to face Hillgray and took in a deep breath, tucking his thumbs into his girdle. “I think we might have had a stroke of incredible fair fortune.” 
 
    “That does not bode well,” Hillgray grunted. 
 
    “How can you say such things?!” 
 
    “You seem to forget who and what we are, my friend. We were bred to foil foul fates, good tidings only means a bigger fight is looming. You say good fortune, I see Fate making a rather poor attempt to lull us asleep.” 
 
    “Duke Vyllynthe!” the First Seer called. “I found something!” 
 
    “As I was sure you would, my dear,” Hurdran replied, giving the Delman female a bright smile. “Let me look upon it, if you would be so kind.” 
 
    Taking hold of his hand, Fahmul closed her eyes and sent her vision to the mind of Duke Vyllynthe. A heat signature, indicative of a very powerful engine, burning at what he hoped was its maximum capacity, pushing a vehicle straight down. 
 
    “You were right, good Seer, they were using the forests… just not to land. Despite the obvious capacity of the machinery necessary to make such a heat trail, we know that it was dropped from a fighter-craft, so it cannot be too big. 
 
    “And should truly not be able to move so quickly… not unless it is unmanned,” Vyllynthe thought, trying to keep worry from registering on his face. A sliver of realization aided in the effort. “… but the extraordinary ability of the machine narrows the field of possible pilots. 
 
    “We can make the assumption that the craft is now making its way to Metredan City,” the Olasson Duke concluded. Alert the city guard and return to your normal scans.” 
 
    “The city guard, sir?” Fahmul asked. 
 
    “Metredan City would prefer to handle its own affairs, Seer,” Hurdran said as he turned to leave. “And we shall let them.”  
 
    After giving a fellow Delman a reassuring smile and nod, Zyzo Hillgray turned and walked to the left side of his friend and brother-at-arms. The time they had shared in various adventures had grown past the War Pathman’s ability to count. So, he waited until they were away from the hub of the Whyrmwood Peaks facility before he would say anything. 
 
    “Out with it, wand-shaker!” Hillgray barked. 
 
    Hurdran Vyllynthe blurted out laughter, stumbling to the side of the corridor before he looked at Hillgray with surprise in his eyes. “Wand-shaker?!” 
 
    “Out with it!” he insisted. Vyllynthe knew too well the cost of making his friend wait any longer than he had. In Delman terms, Hillgray had displayed the patience of a Grandmaster Monk. 
 
    “It would appear that I was right, and that rather gifted warrior we observed at Black Gate is here at NayFall.” 
 
    “That much we knew already,” Hillgray stated and Vyllynthe came to a quick stop. 
 
    “We knew this already, did we?” Hurdran asked. Hillgray looked confused for a moment and then remembered. He held up his finger and nodded. 
 
    “I told Ukara!” he confessed. “There are times when I get the two of you MannA-moths confused.” 
 
    “Spare me the poorly constructed insults and… out with it!” Vyllynthe demanded. Hillgray laughed before he could answer. 
 
    “It would seem our blue man had a second round with that fellow we saw ordering those manned bots about,” Hillgray stated. “And this time he didn’t walk away. They took him captive, but that was all any of my agents had uncovered. I had no idea they were coming here. And I was right about that wench!” he asserted, pointing at Vyllynthe. “Fate, trying to lull us asleep!” 
 
    “We must collect Ukara,” Vyllynthe said as his mind turned over the events. A very fast and well-piloted craft could very well be a motivated pirate in search of a fellow crewman… one that Vyllynthe just learned had been captured. “And we must gird ourselves for an encounter.”  
 
    Hillgray roared his support of the statement. “But we should take some care. Anyone good enough to bring down blue-hide will not be an easy opponent.” 
 
    “Of that I am sure, my friend,” Vyllynthe said as he started walking again, only more quickly. “But we shan’t be going after him.” 
 
    “What?! Why not?” 
 
    “Because if he is here, and I have the belief that he indeed might be, I can say for sure that our prize is not! And where it is… that is where we need to be! Though it is not within my range of perception, I am sure Ukara managed to mark both the blue-skinned man and his ship.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “Because she is more ruthless than either of us,” Hurdran answered. “She has to be to keep up. You know how hard it has been for us to keep a third.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Hillgray agreed. “Do you know in two more seasons she will have outlasted my brother?!” 
 
    “Oh, Zyzo,” Vyllynthe said with genuine concern. “I’m so sorry. Those were poorly chosen words.” 
 
    “Bah! He lived a fool, he died a fool!” Hillgray waved it off. “This Vohlterran is better than any of her blood I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet. And despite her tongue, she’s not afraid of a good fight. She’s earned her place, and I will have my arm and mace against any who would dare to speak against her.” Vyllynthe simply smiled as he walked. The Delman were well known for making threats and oaths, but they were normally of the sort to start fights, not promise aid and support in a time of need. Such things the Delman reserved for family, and apparently Ukara had been promoted to those ranks. “So, the woman and her crewman are at Whiskerville, eh?” 
 
    “I truly wish you would stop referring to the Jeelah in such a fashion,” Vyllynthe shot back. “They are a very impressive and proud people. How would you like it if they were to call the Delman stumpy?” 
 
    “It would probably lead to a fight and–” 
 
    “And there is where you would find your resolve,” Vyllynthe sighed. “Yes, yes, yes, I believe I have heard that once or twice before.” 
 
    “No less true now than the first time I said it,” Hillgray bellowed. “What you should say is the Jeelah are a very entertaining people; always mewing and scratching about.” 
 
    “Yes, I am sure to Delman flesh their claws are good scratchers,” Hurdran noted as his mind went back to the opportunity that had landed in his lap. 
 
    “The woman and the blue-skinned man are not on the ship,” the Olasson Duke considered. “That does not, however, guarantee an easy time of things. Just easier.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Goldie, let’s not be shy with the holding,” Persephone stated as they continued to drop. “Now’s the time to think about getting that free feel. 
 
    “And that’s not what I expected,” Persephone thought as she watched several winged horses fly high overhead leaving sparkling lights in their wake. Persephone could feel the side of Goldie’s helmet in her back as his arms tightened around her waist.  
 
    “Attaboy! Now… watch Momma burn the sky! You know the story, Icki-baby. You’re not supposed to fly too high… so let’s get you a little lower to the ground!” The main engines fired and Persephone could feel the gravity field form around her and Goldie. Taking a moment to look at the HUD, she could see that Icarus was at three-quarters the speed of sound and increasing. She cut back on thrust; a sonic boom would have worked against her intentions of an undetected entry. In less than ten seconds she was under the limit of conventional scanning systems, beating the appearance of four star-fighters by three seconds. “Slow pokes,” she called them as she turned toward the spaceport. 
 
    “Now that is what I call flying,” Goldie said softly. “Thanks for letting me come along.” 
 
    “It’s all part of the plan, Goldie.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that,” he argued. “JoJo Starblazer doesn’t do anything she doesn’t want to! The only reason why you listened to Cutter was because what she had to say registered, on some level in you, as making sense.” 
 
    “Think you got me down, kid?” 
 
    “No one has you down,” Goldie replied. “Z observes from a distance, I enjoy from being up close.” 
 
    “So now I’ve got two of you to deal with? Crapstacks, this thing gets more sour by the minute!”  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    The passengers of the ship began to stir, Arjhaka was among the first. Her head came up from the floor and she looked around, finding Qeldrun standing in front of the statue. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Master?” she asked, quickly getting to her feet. 
 
    “I think we can assume that while we are in the presence of this creature, the answer to that question will always be yes,” Qeldrun said calmly. “I was simply contemplating killing him now and having you make another stature for the purposes for the trade.” 
 
    “I’d have to make the statue out of material that would reflect scanning waves,” Arjhaka quickly offered. “I don’t think we have anything aboard that will suffice, but I know I do at the estate.” 
 
    “Then I must contemplate the matter a little further,” Qeldrun said before taking his leave. “Stay with him, Arjhaka. Should anything unexpected happen, destroy it! The rest of you, come with me.” Qeldrun walked out of the room followed by his mercenaries. 
 
    “He was testing me,” Arjhaka whispered. 
 
    “I concur,” the voice found her mind. “… and let me caution you on speaking your thoughts aloud when aboard a ship.” 
 
    “I must earn his trust,” Arjhaka said, looking at the statue. “… and the moment you are no longer a factor in his life, the sooner I can do just that.” 
 
    “In the words of my Captain, ‘good save’! Now try something along the lines of voicing your wish to destroy me. 
 
    Arjhaka put her claws to the cheek of the statue and let them slowly drag down to the chest. “I could tell him you tried to break free, and that I had to end you! That would alleviate him of much concern.” The doors opened and Qeldrun walked quickly toward Arjhaka who shrank away from the statue, turning her face away from Qeldrun. 
 
    The recently dismissed Professor took hold of the Jeelah female and turned her face to force her to look at him. When their eyes met, she purred. The reverberation in her throat moved through her body and his hand. He closed his eyes at the sensation, but only briefly. He brought Arjhaka to him and pressed his lips upon hers. The softness of her wet lips and the roughness of her tongue made for a rather moving experience, and Qeldrun allowed his passions to flow. His mouth fell to her neck and her hold on his shoulders tightened. Soon she was massaging the back of his head and neck. Qeldrun moaned at her touch but jumped when she bit his shoulder. 
 
    “Aahh,” he said as she jumped. “Easy, my dear. Your people might be biters, but among my kind, the biting is softer… much, much softer,” he said as he put his hand to the wound and found that he was bleeding. 
 
    “Forgive me, my lord. Your touch surprised me… I lost control,” Arjhaka said as she looked down at the floor. Qeldrun lifted her chin and smiled. 
 
    “We shall revisit this matter at a later date,” he said softly. “For the moment, I will need you to make contact with your estate. We will need an escort from the spaceport.” 
 
    “Arrangements will be made immediately,” Arjhaka said, touching the side of his face. Removing his hand from the wound, Arjhaka licked where she had bitten the man. “There, that will help with the healing.” Arjhaka turned and as she mewed loudly she leapt from the floor, landing in the corridor. She was out of sight at the next leap. 
 
    “I have never seen her move in such a fashion,” Qeldrun admitted before he looked at the statue. “And I thought you were going to be nothing but trouble. I had forgotten how the Jeelah respond to feats of power. Capturing you has definitely changed her opinion of me. 
 
    “Now, if you will excuse me, I have to make contact with some very special individuals and some of my agents in the field. While the chances that any of your people made it to NayFall ahead of us are less than likely, there is no replacement for proper planning. Don’t go anywhere?” Qeldrun snickered as he patted the face of the statue. He continued to laugh as he walked out of the room. The sound of the ship and his laughter was louder than the sound of the crack that formed just under the statue’s right arm. 
 
      
 
    Dungias looked at his right arm and he could see that light had broken through the shadow that had covered the entire garden. A content smile stole across his face as he tossed the last of the weeds into the robot he had built. It had taken some time, but the garden was no longer overwrought with choking vegetation. The representatives of his doubt and hesitation had been uprooted. Like all weeds, there was a chance they would return, but such was the purpose of the robot: to seek, remove and mulch weeds as they appeared. No one was ever without doubt, but a strong mind understood it, embraced it, and used it to its advantage. 
 
    Now that there was light in the garden and Dungias closed his eyes and set about the task of communing with the Stars. Only when he had been named Star Chaser had the ascension been so fast and so powerful! This council and its convening chambers, however, were very different from anything he had ever seen. The chamber reminded him of the Sacred Stars of his home system, though this place held more focused power. 
 
    Clad in ring mail armour covered in decorative living amethyst crystals, one female Star stepped forward. Her face was slender, quite lovely, and framed in onyx-studded blonde hair that reminded the Traveler of his beloved Queen. “Thank you, Star Chaser,” she said with an endearing smile forming across her face. Dungias felt warm and very much welcome. “Thank you for not making us wait too long!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    It is hard to fail, but it is worse never to have tried to succeed. 
 
    Theodore Roosevelt 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.04) 
 
      
 
    Persephone pushed hard, forcing the man’s face into the wall. He dropped his gun and his blade before the ball of her cane struck the back of his head. For him, the world went black and his body slid down the wall on its way to the floor. With her back to the unconscious man, Persephone dropped the small circular disc, and she was afforded the opportunity to look across the street and gauge how Goldie was faring. He was in the middle of jumping up, lying out flat with his back facing the ground, and locking an arm bar on the man who was swinging his fist at the young swordsman. Both of their bodies hit the ground, but Goldie’s opponent definitely took the worse fall and his arm was quickly hyper-extended. The man’s mouth was opened but he didn’t make a sound. 
 
    “Kid’s having all kinds of fun with that sound scrambler of Z’s,” she thought. “These two make ten little troublemakers someone hired to give us a reception.” Persephone checked the time and nodded. “And everything’s going along with Tank’s plan. 
 
    “Think of the crapstacks I’m going to have to eat if this goes smoothly,” she muttered. 
 
    “Glad I could spare y–” a pulse of electricity passed through the body of the man who had thought he had gone unnoticed by Persephone. She smiled at how well Deolun’s power trap worked.  
 
    “Make that eleven,” she said softly as she turned and dropped to one knee. She picked up the disc she had dropped and drew her knife from her boot. The man’s eyes flared as she flipped the weapon around in her gloved hand.  
 
    “Your problem, my wannabe sparing friend, is you’re still conscious.” Persephone quickly placed the blade between the man’s legs as she took hold of his neck with her free hand. “Which means you can either give up the goods…” Persephone flashed an evil smile as she looked down at the man’s crotch. “… or you can give up the goods!” 
 
    “They hired twenty of us,” the man rushed to speak and gasped as he could feel the edge of the blade pass through the fabric of his pants. 
 
    “No, that’s what you’ve been told to tell me,” Persephone whispered. “You’re gambling with your ability to procreate here. ‘Course, I’d have to be a sharp shooter to hit it on the first swing. But since you and I are basically alone here, I think I’ll just keep stabbing until I see tears and smell Kot!” 
 
    “Thirty-one!” the man strained to speak. “Including the fucker who’s listening to us right now.” 
 
    “We’re blown!” she shouted, calling for her goggles and running for the mouth of the alley. 
 
    “Jump!” Goldie said as he stepped out on the sidewalk. His goggles had just formed and he was making a turn to his right and looking at the corner of the sidewalk and the alley Persephone was in, her left-hand side. He threw his head toward the ground and performed a no-hand cartwheel as a laser blast just missed his head. 
 
     Persephone did not break stride, but jumped as high as she could as she came running out of the alley. She could hear a low and deep voice grunting as metal passed under her body. 
 
    “Axes?” she said as a large single-headed axe was imbedded into the alley wall. She accessed the view of the street from Goldie’s perspective. “When the hell did we okay axes?!” Persephone landed hard on her heels and jumped again, bounding for the roof of the two-story building on the opposite side of the street. “Photonic.” A laser blast missed her as she spun, drawing from her shoulder holster. She fired one shot and it had to turn slightly to reach its intended target. The rooftop perch exploded and the creature there screamed as it fell four stories to the street below. “Twelve.” 
 
    Persephone landed on the roof and dropped to her knee. The large axe passed over her left shoulder but as it flew by her, she could see it was slowing down. It made an arc away from her but started back to the street.  
 
    “Two at three o’clock,” Goldie transmitted and Persephone turned her kneeling stance into a roll. Three projectile shots struck the rooftop and started emitting a yellow gas. Persephone’s goggles quickly became a full face mask and she stood up, firing two shots at the second sniper position. She hit the spotter with the first shot, and the weapon of the sniper with the second. There was a burst of red coming from the back of the spotter and the double explosion of the sniper’s weapon took that man’s head off of his shoulders. 
 
    “Thirteen and fourteen,” Persephone whispered. “Dammit, we’re not even up to half and things are getting crowded!” 
 
    The large muscular man held out his hand for his returning axe. Goldie’s left-hand blade pierced into the man’s stomach; the second was thrown into the shoulder. The axe returned and struck the middle of the chest, pinning the man to the wall. 
 
    “Fifteen and a little less crowded now,” Goldie said as he ran to retrieve his blades. 
 
    “Tuck it, kid,” Persephone ordered as large male Jeelah came out of a store-front window, clawing for Goldie’s face. 
 
    “Prefer the high road,” Goldie huffed as he jumped up, putting one foot out to stop the attacking arm at the forearm, and his other foot swept hard across the man’s face. Goldie landed, after a spinning backflip, to realize he had knocked down his opponent. “… seeing as how you’re beneath me and all.”  
 
    The man roared as he slashed again for Goldie who hopped back just out of range before smacking the dark gray Jeelah and then winking at him. A well-timed back-bend moved Goldie’s face out of the way of a slashing attack and then he jumped to his right to avoid a downward stroke. As the Jeelah came around to slash for Goldie’s back, the young man ran toward the wall, took two steps up it to get him over the backslash, and flipped over. His left boot smacked hard against the face followed quickly by the right. With a broken nose, the stunned male Jeelah spun to the ground. 
 
    “That kid’s got moves all day long,” Persephone thought as she turned away from where she had been standing. An impact projectile just missed her and she turned to see three Jeelah had made it up to the roof and one of them was armed with a gun. The look of surprise registered on his face and Persephone fired just before her gun was struck with a whip and snatched from her grasp. The photonic shell exploded in the gunman’s chest and he fell over the side. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Persephone thought as she could hear a strange soft whistling sound. It was in front of her, slightly to her left and fast-approaching. “Wait there’s two of them!” Another soft whistle sounded, but it was coming from the street, moving faster than the one on the roof. With her cane in her left hand, Persephone used it to deflect the strange dagger-like weapon that came from the street. Her brace-com took the impact of the second. Something wet splashed onto Persephone’s mask after the dagger struck. “Impact rounds, gas, and now poison… they want us alive. Legless, and perhaps armless, must also be acceptable.” She lowered the mask so that she could see more clearly. 
 
    “Shit, girl, mind on your work!” Persephone thought as she jumped up. The whip returned and wrapped around her ankles, pulling her feet out from under her, and she landed hard on her back. The other Jeelah jumped forward and landed on the roof just beside Persephone, pinning her left arm with one hand while driving his fist into her face. The back of her head bashed against the roof and she was stunned. She grabbed the whiskers of the male Jeelah with her free hand and pulled all but two out of the right side of his face. Screaming in pain, the Jeelah punched her three more times. She was unconscious after the second blow landed. 
 
    “Captain!” Goldie cried out before he was struck in the chest with an impact round. He was thrown back through the broken window and landed on the floor of the store. He was moaning and rolled over to try and get up. Another impact round hit him in the back and he was knocked out. 
 
    “Let Vidé know that we have ‘em,” one of the Jeelah ordered. “They cut into nearly half our numbers but we’ll be bringing them in alive, as requested.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    With each of them facing in a different direction, Hurdran Vyllynthe, Zyzo Hillgray, and Ukara Curzakiov appeared to be ready for anything, including an empty chamber, which is what the Mech-Maga had been hoping to find for the transmittance.  
 
    “We’re clear,” Ukara whispered as she looked to the readout on her brace-com. “Tonka’s established an electromagnetic field around us while he tries to access the main computer here. Their ship sensors won’t be able to see us.” 
 
    “It’s not the sensors I’m concerned about,” Hillgray muttered as he took a tighter hold of his mace.  
 
    “What is he talking about?” Ukara asked. 
 
    “It would seem that we are not alone in this room,” Vyllynthe said as he looked around. 
 
    “Okay, now you’re catching it too,” Ukara commented. “This room is ten by twelve. We are pretty much taking up most of the room here.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s not entirely accurate,” Siekor said. “Lights, please!” As the overhead lights came up, Ukara quickly realized that the walls of the storage closet were only partitions, and when they faded from sight, she knew they had simply been holograms. Another light field had been erected around them; a field of black light. “Welcome to our Observation Deck,” Siekor said as his head came up above the wall of black light. “Normally we come up here to look out and about, but today, you’re the treat we get to take a look at.” 
 
    “Take a good look then, boy,” Hillgray spat. “Mayhap this be the last thing you shall ever see!” 
 
    “Hillgray!” Vyllynthe said in a strained whisper. 
 
    “Oh yes, please do warn me about my manners after we steal our way aboard their ship,” the Delman countered. “Forgive me if I choose not to be a polite thief!” Hillgray took in a deep whiff of air, turned, and then charged toward the black wall. Ukara shook her head. 
 
    “Am I going mad, or does he have a point?” she asked. 
 
    “Zyzo always has a point,” Vyllynthe admitted. “That is part of his charm. See what you can do about this wall.” 
 
    Zyzo ran at a good jogging pace before leaping up and over the black-light wall. He landed on the other side, just a few meters from Cilrus Cliye. “Looks like I sniffed out the biggest one here!” 
 
    “Take a step up, little man,” Cilrus replied, readying his two gladius-styled swords. “I can barely see you!”  
 
    “It’s not your eyes I’m looking to hurt, fool!” Hillgray said, lunging forward and thrusting with his mace. Cilrus deflected the weapon with his blades, but he was too slow to keep the blunt end of the long weapon from coming around and scoring a strike against the ribs. Cilrus took a step back, and a hard swing robbed him of the blade in his left hand. He swung with his right, knowing he was off balance but hoping he could force the Delman to give ground. When his wrist was caught, Cilrus knew he was in trouble. Twirling the long-poled mace with one hand, Zyzo twisted Cilrus’ arm so that he was off balance and bending forward. The large man’s chest received a powerful uppercut swing. The former gladiator was lifted from the floor and thrown back two meters. Zyzo smiled, but not for long. Throwing his body to his left, Hillgray shoulder-rolled under a flying kick meant for the back of his head. 
 
    “Shit!” Feldspar said softly after he landed. He turned to see the Delman all too ready to receive his next attack. 
 
    “You like to fly, do you?” Zyzo chuckled. 
 
      
 
    As the image of the young man who had initiated the talking faded, Vyllynthe walked away from Ukara to get his bearings. While her energy signature was not the particular MannA-Sight he was looking for, the capacity of her reserves often distracted him from making accurate readings. He closed his eyes and extended his senses, searching for the place where these pirates kept what he sought. 
 
    A metal claw latched around his ankle, and before Vyllynthe could look down to see the object, he was snatched up from the floor. “Bread and butter,” a young man said as he dropped to the floor, apparently on the same cord. He thrust something on to Vyllynthe’s face as they passed each other. Hurdran could hear the metal workings of the device, and small arms locked around the back of his head. Then came the burn, the world-destroying burn. The Olasson Duke screamed out in torment. 
 
    “Whoa,” Ephaliun said as he reached the ground, quickly anchoring his end of the rope. “The Brain Trust knows their shit, don’t they?!” 
 
    “What did you do to him?” Ukara shouted. 
 
    “Not half of what I’d like to do to you, sweetheart,” Ephaliun quickly replied. “Done right, there will be equal screaming!”               The burgundy-haired woman glared at the young man as piton and cable combinations shot from either of her shoulders. “Whoa!” Ephaliun yelled as he threw his body into a leaping, twisting spin. One piton passed over his right ear as the other flew between his legs. Catching the cable in the trap of his leg, he finished his flip, landing on one foot and one knee. He took hold of the cable and smiled. “Sweets, that’s not enough to make me whimper!” Ephaliun screamed as electricity ran down the cable and into his body. 
 
    “Sometimes you have to give it time, darling!” Ukara said, recalling the cable and pitons. She broke into a run and swallowed hard as she looked up to see Vyllynthe so far off the ground. Whatever that was on his face was burning him. She had never heard the Olasson InvokeR cry out in such a way. 
 
    “Trust Tonka and don’t look down,” she thought. “Suit me up, T!” In her fourth stride, Ukara was clad in a full bodysuit of powered armour that resembled the look and form of her body. She jumped up from the ground, took hold of Vyllynthe with her left hand as a blade extended over the fist of her right hand, cutting the cable very close to the metal claw at the ankle. She gasped as she felt herself falling. She could have initiated flight systems to slow her descent, but there were too many people in this room, and she would only be making herself a much bigger and slower target. A quick scan of the room told her that Hillgray’s back was to her. “Light burst, T!” Tonka released a pulse of super-bright white light. She could hear the cries of anger and pain as she landed on the floor, stumbling forward into a massive wall. 
 
      
 
    Feldspar did not like the odds he was facing and he did not want to fight the Delman. He found that he wanted even less to give his opponent any ground. He tightened the grip on his knife and glared at the broad-shoulder creature. He was blinded in the next instant, and mixed in with his own screams he could hear the Delman say, “Up and away!” Something hard hit him in the jaw and Feldspar knew he was flying. He was not conscious enough to feel his awkward and very hard landing. Zyzo would have preferred to have used his mace, but he needed that to deflect a sword… a single-edged sword held in a strong and very sure grip. As his punch sent the nervous young fool away, a foot found Zyzo’s jaw and turned his head with authority. Hillgray stumbled backward but he had enough presence to block a downward swing of the single-edged blade. He looked up to see a Terran with slanted eyes and a beige-like complexion. The Delman could have cared less for the color of his skin, it was the fury in his eyes that concerned him. Since when did pirates travel about with Masters? 
 
      
 
    Ukara placed her comrade down as scanning lasers shot from the side of her helmet. 
 
    “It’s silver!” she discovered. “There’s silver under the facemask!” 
 
    “Aww, you peaked,” Ephaliun said as he dropped a disc on the back of the suit. 
 
    “No!” Ukara said as she stood up, swinging for her opponent’s head but he was too fast and already into a dodge by the time she had turned. 
 
    “Afraid so, baby!” the young man said, holding up a thumb trigger. 
 
    “Tonka, shield for EMP!” Ukara cried out. 
 
    “So that’s his name,” Ephaliun said, tilting his head. “Shotgun, Deolun, you two got what you need?” 
 
    “Sure do,” Deolun replied. “Initiating stasis field.” The pod on the back of the power suit flashed with silvery-gray light and both Ukara and Vyllynthe were encased in the stasis field. 
 
    “Whoa, two for the price of one!” 
 
    “Dugger, move!” Deolun shouted and Ephaliun jumped straight up, feeling the grazing touch of a flying mace pass under him. The weapon struck the large wall, denting it, before it fell to the ground, reaching the floor about the same time as Ephaliun. 
 
      
 
    Another fast hand of iron creased Hillgray’s chin, but he was braced for it and did not stagger back. He had thrown his weapon, hoping to give Ukara some measure of assistance, but his target was too fast and nimble. The two-handed mace had missed, and Hillgray had paid the price. He was surprised that his opponent chose not to strike him with steel. 
 
    Hillgray roared as he swung his fist, missing poorly. His opponent said nothing but held up his hand, asking for a moment’s respite. 
 
    “Why?” Hillgray barked. 
 
    “Retrieve your weapon or allow me to put mine down,” Synh Dayami replied.  
 
    “You put that sword down and you may not live to regret it, Terran!” 
 
    “Dugger, if you please,” Synh said, holding out his katana. Ephaliun quickly ran well around the Delman and took hold of the blade. Hillgray attacked the moment it was out of Synh’s grasp. 
 
    The overhand left was smacked wide of its target and Synh took the time to assume a combative stance. Hillgray came around with a right hook that was blocked, though it took both of Synh’s hands to do so, and the Delman received a front kick to the face. His head snapped back and Synh stepped forward with a hand thrust that struck his shorter opponent in the face. Another forceful step forward, and Synh landed an elbow to the Delman’s jaw.  
 
    Hillgray’s blind hook landed in Synh’s chest and the Terran was lifted from the floor, landing on his back before back-rolling up to his feet. Hillgray shook his head clear of the cobwebs, and glared at Synh who was blowing air out of his mouth to contend with the pain in his sternum. 
 
    “Had enough, Terran?” 
 
    “You will not lose… any honor in my eyes… if you surrender,” Synh huffed. “I assure you no harm… will befall you… and I will speak to the Captain, personally, on your behalf.” 
 
    “This one is indeed a Master,” Hillgray thought. “… and in more than just the combative arts. He looks like a Terran, but he hits like a charging mount!” 
 
    “Forgive me if I must refuse such a kindly-worded invitation,” Hillgray snorted before he charged. Synh did not move as he blew out from between his lips. Hillgray swung his hand back, bringing it up and over his shoulder. His wrist was caught, twisted, and his body was put into a throw where it was driven down into the floor… a very hard floor.  
 
    “Aaarrgh!” the Delman cried out in pain, taking hold of the hand that had trapped his wrist. He pulled his hand free as he gave a sharp tug on Synh’s arm. His fist was used as a stand that Synh vaulted over. The Delman yelled in rage as he rolled to get up. Synh was tempted to time an attack on the Delman, as he did not want this one to ever touch him again. One blow had landed and Synh wondered if he needed to visit the infirmary. But he let the warrior get to his feet. A stun laser was fired into Hillgray’s back. He dropped to one knee as Synh looked up to see Jovasor with his weapon trained on the Delman. Seeing that the target was not yet stunned, he started adjusting the stunner. 
 
    “No!” Synh cried, reaching into his belt, producing a shuriken. His throw was fast, fierce and accurate, striking the brachial nerve in Jovasor’s right arm. Jovasor gasped as he dropped his weapon. He stumbled back before he fell down. 
 
    Synh ran to the Delman and took hold of his shoulders. “There is no honor in this victory.” Hillgray’s fist crashed against Synh’s face, sending the man to the floor. 
 
    “Damn right!” Zyzo huffed, “because you didn’t win!” Two stunning lasers hit him in the back and the Delman managed to turn, facing the shooter who fired once again with his stunner and the one he had picked up from the floor. Yet another opponent who fired his weapons again just to make sure of the effect. Hillgray fell face-first to the floor and made a resounding thud. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Amos LeRoy said as he secured both weapons. “… he’s a solid one!” 
 
    Jovasor sat on the floor, looking at his shoulder wound. “He… he… he attacked me!” 
 
    “You interfered,” Amos advised, peering through light gray eyes at the man who had been made his superior. Jovasor did not have Amos’ experience… he did not have Amos’ education… what he did have was initiative, and the Captain rewarded such things. In hindsight, Amos could agree with the perspective. Pirates weren’t exactly known for being hygienic, organized, or mannerly. Their chief medical technician was going to require some backbone. “You better be glad he chose to only wound you! From what I’ve been able to see, Synh is a true Old Earth throwback, and you just stepped into a very private matter. That kind of thing could get your head cut off where he comes from.” 
 
    “No wonder we lost the damn planet then,” Jovasor said as he pulled the weapon out of his shoulder. He treated his wound as Amos saw to the injured crewmen and then the prisoners.  
 
    Synh said nothing as he collected his sword and the Delman’s mace, and departed from the observation deck. Amos made it a point to be between Synh and the chief med-tech as the silent Terran exited the deck. Ephaliun shook his head as he watched the whole thing. He opened a channel on his brace-com. 
 
    “Llaz, this is Dugger,” the young man said, only half believing it was all over. “The situation here has been secured. Repeat, we are secure and the population of  the brig just went up by three.” 
 
    “Roger that, Dugger,” Llaz replied. “All right everyone, all stations can stand down.” 
 
    “Hey, Alpha Team,” Siekor called out, sounding exceedingly happy. “… way to kick ass!” 
 
    “Couldn’t have done it without you, Siekor,” Ephaliun replied, still surprised he had been chosen to be on the first team to try and deal with these rather especial boarders. 
 
    “Siekor’s right,” Llaz added. “That was true gold! Satithe, are we clear?” 
 
    “There is one spacecraft that appears to be on an intercept course with us, but that will be at a fueling station which is seven hours off from this point and time. Tank and Shotgun have procured the drone our uninvited guests brought along with them. Its defenses have been deactivated and its main power supply has been rendered inoperable.” 
 
    “So that’s why they needed her suit’s computer name,” Ephaliun concluded. 
 
    “Any intrusion attempts into your database?” Llaz inquired. 
 
    “Three attempts,” she replied. “All neutralized within forty-seven nanoseconds of entry.” 
 
    “Forty-seven?!” Ephaliun snorted. “Girl’s getting old and slowing down!” 
 
    “Oh shut up!” Satithe said, but only on the Observation Deck. 
 
      
 
    “Roger that, Satithe,” Llaz stated. “Fire up the drives and let’s get ready to make another transmission with our holographic Captain.” The propulsion for the Xara-Mansura powered up and engaged as the crew went about the business of getting back to their work and training schedules. Llaz leaned back in the chair and shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “Even when he’s not here, he’s smarter than all of us combined! Thanks again for your files.” 
 
    “Once again, they are not my files,” Satithe replied. “They were initiated the day Z met with Professor O’Zhar. He detected all three persons engaged in the surveillance of his meeting with Amosse on the Atsildylweer College campus grounds. The task given to me was that of finding as many general facts as I could about each of the individuals. An Olasson Duke was not hard to locate. When the Mech-Maga’s scans were received, it triggered an emergency response, once again programmed by Z.” 
 
    “Blue man saw ‘em coming,” Llaz muttered as he stood up. “From the looks of this emergency response plan, they might be glad Alpha Team took ‘em and not him.”  
 
    “At the risk of demonstrating hubris… ‘might’ is not the proper word,” Satithe stated. Llaz laughed as he departed from the War Room. It was time to get back to work. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Some minds seem almost to create themselves, springing up under every disadvantage and working their solitary but irresistible way through a thousand obstacles.  
 
    Washington Irving  
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.04) 
 
      
 
    Persephone rolled over on her back before she opened her eyes. Her head was pounding and she could immediately feel the chill of the cell in which she had been placed. Looking around, she could see it was an energy cell within a large dungeon cell. A slender male Jeelah had been seated just outside the energy cell walls. When her head came up, he stood up and started for the door. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be too long now,” she thought, hearing the Jeelah walk down the corridor… ten meters… coming to a set of metal double doors. “Let’s just hope that wherever I am there’s at least a staircase between me and my keepers. This might take a moment.” Closing her eyes, Persephone went to her training – specifically, the lessons given to her by Nugar. Her breathing became metered and she was able to focus on her form; bones, tendons, muscles and skin… she could feel them all. Her muscles relaxed and soon the throbbing pain in her face and back subsided. “Twenty-three minutes? Is that all?! Either someone hits like a bitch or Momma’s getting a stiffer chin!  
 
    “Bull-Kot, Momma’s got work to do, and there’s no sense in putting it off any longer than I have to.” She could hear the double doors opening again and three sets of footfalls; the soft-stepping Jeelah, one soldier-type and a clod. “… and twenty-three minutes was long enough for them to strip me down naked. That must’ve been fun. I wonder who put me in the teaspoon-of-fabric bra and panties.” Persephone rolled over on her side and started moaning. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Captain Starblazer,” Talthwynn said as he walked into the cell. He looked at the woman and smirked, shaking his head. “You see, I thought we had an agreement.” 
 
    “Typical,” Persephone replied, rolling over to her hands and knees. “A man always thinks he’s got a handle on things. When he’s wrong, he’s got to go and find someone or something to blame.” 
 
    “So, we didn’t have an agreement?” Talthwynn pressed. 
 
    “We had an understanding!” Persephone spat. “You had your life and I had mine, and for some reason, you figured you could just take that wannabe tally-whacker of yours and insert it into my life. No nipple-twist, not even a whisper in the ear. So the only agreement I can say we ever had is that you tried to fuck me, and I’m here to say ‘no thank you’!” 
 
    “From the way things look now, those words sound like shallow bravado,” Talthwynn commented, holding up Persephone’s brace-com. 
 
    “Don’t make too big a deal of it, goose,” Persephone smiled. “Even a busted clock is right twice a day. You either smarten up and do me now, or you can start the countdown to your last sights on this side of Hell! Your choice!” 
 
    “Actually, we need to be discussing your choices, Captain,” Vidé said as he approached the barrier of the energy cell. “Currently, your ship is without its commander and its best crewman. You’ve got an untested crew without any real leadership. I’ve got three Runner-Ships ready to make a quick raid.” 
 
    “Hope you’ve got body bags for the idiots on those Runners,” Persephone said softly. “There’s a guild at Black Gate that took just a few of my people too lightly. Send your raiders, net-junkie… just let me know what the odds are so I can place a bet. You know I’m good for it.” 
 
    Talthwynn looked at the woman and knew simple conversation was not going to get him anywhere. What little ability he had to think for himself had been seriously diminished the moment he landed on NayFall. It had been his hope that he could make use of the woman’s headgear and get the man he had grossly underestimated out of his head. The lock-code in her brace-com had been changed, and recently. Talthwynn did not want to risk locking the device permanently, as he still had a chance of making the woman an ally against a common foe. 
 
    “It would appear that your approach is not working, Vidé,” Qeldrun projected. Talthwynn had not been given an opportunity to read what his system had researched on what a DreamCasteR was. All he knew for certain was that he was a prisoner in his own mind, and once again his aims had been foiled. He did not want anything in the way of treasure, save the ship and the system that was its home. He had endeavored to use this man, Qeldrun O’Zhar, thinking of him as nothing more than just another stepping stone. It was, however, Talthwynn’s back that bore the weight of an opportunist and the sense of what it was to be used was now a firsthand experience. “Let us see if Mr. Lornington’s suggestion will fare any better.”  
 
    “I will of course do what you ask,” Talthwynn thought, knowing his surface thoughts were being read. “Allow me to submit that, from my observations, such a tactic will not work. Your Harold Lornington is a true-to-life misogynist, and I think he has a problem with a female ship’s commander.” 
 
    “That goes without saying,” Qeldrun returned. “But if you cannot offer an alternative…” 
 
    “Your credit, Captain, has never been in question,” Vidé stated. “I am trying to appeal to your sense of practicality.” 
 
    “Ass,” Persephone snickered. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Talthwynn said, confused at her response. 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed that quality,” Persephone muttered. 
 
    “When one assumes,” Qeldrun projected, chuckling himself at the rapier wit of his prisoner. “… ‘you make an ass of you and me’ is how I believe the saying goes.” 
 
    Talthwynn was not appreciative of his situation or this woman’s sense of humor. He took a step forward and glared at her, balling his fists. “Look, I’m not here for you and you’re not here for me. And since you seem hell-bent on doing things your way, why don’t you, without insulting my intelligence or my position, suggest how we exchange your friends for the items in question.” 
 
    “Items in question?” Persephone thought, looking at Talthwynn as her eyes squinted.  
 
    “Well tag my ass and ship me off to the Junior Academy!” she exclaimed before her head dropped between her shoulders. Looking at the floor, Persephone tried to put things together; going through the plan and asking herself if anything changed since she was now up against a new player. “You’re not the man,” she said softly. “Hell, you’re not even the boy!” Her head came up slowly and she breathed out slowly. She locked her blue eyes on his green ones and she stared. “You’re just another cog in the wheel.” The flutter in Talthwynn’s eyes caused Persephone’s head to tilt – it was all coming together: the information she had received from the new Governor of Black Gate and one of his ranking street-thug cronies, the input she had gained from Shotgun, and now the poorly restrained flare of anger she had just received. 
 
    “I don’t have the luxury of waiting for the card I want,” she considered. “I have to play the cards I’ve been dealt! 
 
    “That’s gotta sting something awful,” Persephone whispered as Talthwynn Vidé looked away. “You’ve been buzzing around me and Z all this time… trying your damnedest to get inside the real mainframe and not the one he built for you to lose yourself in.” Talthwynn’s eyes shot over to her and Persephone’s brow lifted high over her eyes. “And I’m guessing that’s news to you, too, right? Hey, I get it! It sucks to be second stick… especially when you consider that computers is not really Z’s strong suit and they seem to be your whole world!” 
 
    “Shut up!” Talthwynn cried out, swinging the back of his hand for her face. He gasped at the speed with which she moved, catching his wrist just before his hand could reach her face. 
 
    “Energy barrier is conditional to my body,” Persephone deduced. “That lock is easy to pick! 
 
    “Now imagine that, I just hacked your mind,” Persephone said softly as she smiled coldly, twisting the wrist she had caught. “Poor baby. This isn’t supposed to happen to you, is it? You’re out there, gliding across the Grid, taking pot-shots whenever and wherever the hell you feel the itch. The hell with the fallout, right? 
 
    “Well this time, someone’s hacked you! So tell me, nipple-twister, how’s it feel?!” 
 
    “Release him now or contend with me,” the Jeelah guard growled as he took a very cautious step forward. Persephone smiled at his respect for her ability and released Talthwynn’s arm. 
 
    “Tell strictly-icky to keep his hands to himself and we won’t have a problem,” Persephone replied as she took a step back, lifting her hands up to show she meant not to engage in any further aggression. Two more sets of footfalls approached and quickly. The first group must have left the outer door open. These sounds were echoing from a stairway. 
 
    “So, I got my stairs and someone in something of a rush,” she thought. “It sounds like he’s got another Jeelah with him... not as heavy as my guard here, but pretty damn graceful. 
 
    “Step back from the prisoner,” the guard directed Talthwynn, and after only a very brief look at the Jeelah Warrior, Talthwynn took one step back. 
 
    “Like I said, not even the boy,” Persephone sneered. “Are you this limp online?!” 
 
    “Bingo,” Persephone thought as the Cyber-Line Jockey bolted toward her. He had no form and even less balance coming through the barrier. He came armed with only fury, and that made the pirate smirk.  
 
    The guard moved even faster to try and take hold of Talthwynn. He caught a hard punch to the ribs as Persephone slipped between the two male bodies. With his breathing temporarily seized and his balance removed, the slightly lighter Warrior stumbled into Talthwynn’s body and the two of them fell to the floor, with Talthwynn’s leg still in the barrier wall. Harold came away from the wall with his already-drawn energy pistol. He took quick aim at the woman charging for the door leading out and fired. 
 
    “Amateur!” Persephone whispered as she dropped and slid across the floor. The laser beam passed over her chest as her back hand throw sent the knife she had lifted from the guard. The blade slashed the neck as it flew by Harold. The door to the cell opened into the room and Persephone came up from the floor, leveling her shoulder into the chest of the body coming into the room. It did not matter that in an earlier time Qeldrun had been quite the athlete. Those times were gone, and he could not have been prepared for the attack. 
 
    “Such a gentleman,” Persephone said, stepping on Qeldrun’s chest as her fist caught Arjhaka’s nose. She took a quick step forward and the frame of the door received a laser burst meant for her shoulder. Rolling out of the cell and to the right, Persephone yelled, “Gangway!” and quickly got up to her feet in the corridor. 
 
    “Dammit!” Harold cursed, holding his neck wound as he rushed after the woman. 
 
    “Wait!” Qeldrun called after him, but it was too late. Harold stepped out of the cell and to the right; Persephone flew by him, landing an elbow to the temple. The force of the blow knocked the man back and his head bounced off the doorframe. He dropped his weapon as he groaned his way into unconsciousness. 
 
    “I heard that,” Persephone thought as she landed on her hands and rolled. “I know a bio-lock when I hear one. Gun’s no use to me.” Persephone turned quickly and moved toward the downed man. “But this knife looks like open game. 
 
    “Whoa!” Persephone shouted as her intended run-by swipe quickly turned into a shoulder-rolling swipe. She still had the knife, but the claws of the Jeelah guard just missed her back. “Here kitty, kitty, kitty!” 
 
    The guard growled before he jumped at Persephone who smirked as she also came away from the floor. As the two drew close, Persephone’s left arm deflected the right arm of the guard. His left hand claw raked the skin of her right shoulder as her blade slashed his face, jaw, and neck. Both bodies hit the ground. Persephone rolled upon impact, the guard rolled in anguish. Taking hold of the blade in her left hand, the pirate looked back at her opponent and spat at him.  
 
    “Pussy!” she shouted as she allowed her body to relax before forcing it to explode into action. She spun around, throwing her knife, as she had heard the soft approach of another Jeelah. Her throw, however, was also in line with one she had not heard; a lean, muscle-toned female that was head-to-toe gray with emerald green eyes. Twisting at the hips, the woman dodged the knife and watched as the blade was lodged in the chest of the Jeelah that had come down the stairs with her. 
 
    “There are many who would question the wisdom of throwing one’s only remaining weapon,” Wora purred as her tail swished from side to side. “Now you are unarmed.” 
 
    “Uh, should I wait?” Persephone asked, gesturing toward the female Jeelah. She moved her right arm and winced in pain. “Oh boy… because it looks like you’re pretty busy being your own bad-ass… wouldn’t want to intrude on your moment.” 
 
    “A moment is all that I will need,” Wora said as she walked toward Persephone. “Unless you wish to surrender.” 
 
    “Gods, what do they put in the nip around here?!” 
 
    “As you wish, Human,” Wora said without breaking stride. She looked at the woman’s chest and performed a hand thrust that Persephone blocked, screaming the moment she made contact with the skin of the Jeelah… the EnervationisT Jeelah. Electricity locked the woman’s body and Wora put her hand to the arm meant to deflect her initial attack. It was a simple feat to keep the power flowing as she took a half step back and lunged forward with a hand thrust to the sternum. There was Force Energy combined with the physical attack, and Persephone was thrown down the corridor, nearly reaching the wall. She rolled to a stop and suddenly the pain in her shoulder was secondary in her mind.  
 
    “Typical Terran thinking,” Wora remarked as she walked down the corridor. “I am Human and nothing can stop me! Perhaps you should call me ‘nothing’.” 
 
    “That thought had crossed my mind,” Persephone groaned as she rolled over on her back. 
 
    “Most amusing,” Wora smiled. “You are more sturdy than most of your kind.” 
 
    “And you don’t smell half as bad as I thought you would,” Persephone replied, taking Wora’s smile. With a gesture of the woman’s hand, Persephone’s body was lifted from the floor and slammed into the wall. “Argh! Oh, come on! A second ago you called me a typical Terran. Didn’t you already know that we get on everybody’s nerves? Even our own!” 
 
    “Do not harm her!” Qeldrun barked. 
 
    “I am not yours to command, Vohlbred,” Wora snapped as her eyes flared with energy. “As far as I am concerned, you are as every bit of Terran as she is!” 
 
    “Professor O’Zhar is a guest in my home,” Arjhaka returned. “You do recall that this is my home, do you not, Wora?” 
 
    “I am a servant to your estate, milady,” Wora said with a bow. 
 
    “Then you shall regard his requests as commands that have fallen from my own lips!” 
 
    Wora turned to face Persephone, holding her breath and calming herself. The anger and pain was clearly showing on her face and Persephone was lowered gently to the floor. “As you wish, milady.” 
 
    “Told ya,” Persephone whispered. “We are universal pains in the ass.” Persephone lunged forward, landing a wild hook to Wora’s face. Both females fell to the floor, but it was clear that only Persephone would be getting up in a timely fashion. “All kinds of pain!” 
 
    Spikes grew out of the walls and ceiling, missing the downed Jeelah and stopping just shy of piercing Persephone’s body. The pirate captain looked at the extended hand of Arjhaka who was glaring at her. 
 
    “Do we have an understanding?” Arjhaka inquired. “Or shall I make more of a point?” 
 
    “Hah!” Persephone released a single blast of laughter as her head dropped to her chest. “Good one, your ladyship. ‘Shall I make more of a point’ indeed! Let me just say that negotiations will go a lot more smoothly if you let me see my guy,” Persephone said, looking at Qeldrun. “You’re clearly the man behind the moment. You want me agreeable? Because I don’t care what approach you’ve got planned; the bottom line is that you’re a bottom-feeder not worthy of the Kot stuck to the heel of my boots, let alone my trust or willingness to cooperate. You want me to budge, let me see him. Otherwise, you can go blind pleasing yourselves trying to find out if my bones back my words.” 
 
    “Remove the spikes, my dear,” Qeldrun said softly. He walked toward the woman as the stones in the hallway returned to their normal shape and place. Persephone stood straight, flexed her right shoulder and turned to look back as she could hear the female Jeelah coming around. When her eyes came around face-forward again, Qeldrun was less than ten feet from her. She could also see the Jockey, still enraged, at the doorway of the cell. “What are the chances you’re willing to put your word to that?” 
 
    “There you go again, looking for things you don’t deserve,” Persephone quickly replied. 
 
    “I could always march the boy out here and have all sorts of unspeakable things done to him,” Qeldrun postulated.  
 
    “Then you better make sure of two things,” Persephone warned. “You better kill him, and then you better kill me!” 
 
    “It’s easy to say that on this side of the process,” Qeldrun argued. 
 
    “All sides say the same thing: me and my people are safe because I have what you want. You hurt any of them, then you have to go and get what you want. 
 
    “But I can give you my word on one thing: that special little stick of my First Mate’s… you should see what that little job is able to do when it links with the main computer. We’re all scratching our heads trying to figure out how to turn shit on, and it rigs the holding chamber with a device; a device that’s smart bio-locked to me. The kind of device that can open doors, like the kind we had to open to get to the goods in the first place. No, we didn’t use the Living Key, that stick mapped him, and next thing you know we’ve got a solid start to one helluva library!  
 
    “Guess what door it went and mapped?” Persephone asked with a slight cackle. “All ready to open things up if this goes sour. I’m not sure of the exact address, but the postal code is M-O-G-O!”               
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” Qeldrun gasped, stepping back from Persephone. 
 
    “Try me!” Persephone hissed back, glaring at the man. “You came into my house, asshole! It’s like I can’t get you people to understand the gravity of that!” As she stressed her point, Persephone took inventory of everyone in the hallway and the cell. No one had noticed her brace-com going active after she had said the word ‘gravity’. It remained active for a few seconds and then fell dark again. “We’re not playing Ping-Pong here! There’s no calling ‘safety’ or ‘do-over’! Me and my people put in work! I expect some serious coin for dealing with that chamber! Kot came alive and made things difficult!” 
 
    “Yes, that I can appreciate,” Qeldrun replied. “And in order to do that, you needed to see what it was you were trying to fence… which is how I came to be introduced with you and your ship.” 
 
    “Which one of them told you?” Persephone asked with a glare firing in her eyes. 
 
    “Neither. They were simply unaware the databases accessed were being monitored by me.” 
 
    The woman relaxed and nodded. “I see… so you’ve been with the Jockey for a while then.” 
 
    “No,” Qeldrun admitted. “… but as a Professor, in what was then good standing, it was a simple request to make, keeping a watchful eye on the student body. Once the three students started making their research efforts, I was able to monitor them. I even went so far as to bump into them so that I could entice them with my archaeological skills and experience. They took me for an old and nearly used up Professor, my three mercenaries took me for a witless moneybag, and even Vidé took me for a pawn he could send into the fight and even sacrifice. 
 
    “But you,” Qeldrun smiled. “You, Captain, you’re always looking for the real bottom line, not simply the one you’re given. And you’re right… about everything you’ve said. I can either test your limits, and therefore risk the condition of the tome, or we can proceed as you suggested.” 
 
    “Tome,” Persephone thought. “Not plural… singular. He’s only interested in one of the books! I sure hope those three are making headway on learning what’s in those books. Cuz I get a twitch whenever I consider handing any one of them over to this loon!” 
 
    “Why don’t we first see to our wounded, which I believe also includes you, and then we can go and see your First Mate.” Qeldrun smiled and waited for Persephone’s response. Persephone did not take long to give him an answer. 
 
    “After you.” 
 
      
 
    The lights came up in the large chamber and Harold Lornington was the first to walk inside. He was followed by Vatere, who was wearing his power suit, and then the pairing of Arjhaka and Wora. Persephone came into the room, already disagreeing with the energy field at the center of the far wall. She could not say what energy was coursing between the posts, but she was fairly certain it was anti-personnel in nature. In any case, she did not see the need to experiment. She also noted that the wall behind the field probably touched on the hillside into which the estate had been built. 
 
    The good professor had seen to more than his bruised body, taking the opportunity to change his clothes. For both the silk and the leather, he wore only black. The bracers, belt, boots and cape were all jeweled, and Persephone could not shake the feeling that Qeldrun looked ready to fight for his life. 
 
    “Z’s already gone and scared the shit out of the man,” she thought. “Attaboy!” 
 
    Qeldrun walked in with Talthwynn behind him, forced to take the posture of a humbled servant who exceled in being out of the eyes of his superiors. Errol and Borsuth, both in armour, walked into the room just ahead of five of the mercenaries Vidé had hired. The last to walk into the room was the Jeelah Warrior, the former guard of Persephone’s cell. He kept a very careful eye on Persephone, half expecting – half hoping – that she would make another attempt at escape. 
 
    “You like playing with your toys, don’t you, Professor?” Persephone asked. 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” 
 
    “Your Jockey looks like he’s on the verge of tears!” 
 
    Qeldrun looked at Talthwynn for a moment. Persephone was surprised to see the young man’s face change to register a much different sentiment other than suffering. Suddenly he appeared to be happy to serve. 
 
    “You’re a PsyondaR?” she asked. 
 
    “Not quite,” Qeldrun replied, almost dismissively. There were more important things to discuss than what life-path to which he had taken. “Vatere, if you would be so kind as to lower the field, please.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Vatere replied, lifting his arm and keying in the necessary codes. He did so without having to be directed by Qeldrun. Of the four powered armour pilots, Harold was only one who did not think they were better off running with the Professor. The smartest moves they ever made had come while they were under his influence. They had not worked out how they were going to brooch the issue with Harold, but such maneuvers were left to Errol anyway.  
 
    The energy field slowly dissipated, revealing the statue and a figure that was kneeling in front of a man, both positioned behind the statue. Persephone leaned over to see the kneeling figure was Goldie. He was bound and visibly frustrated with himself. 
 
    “You hangin’ in there, kid?” 
 
    “Actually, hanging right now would be a step up,” he replied. 
 
    “We’re in the homestretch now, Goldie,” Persephone assured. “Just hold on.” 
 
    Qeldrun gestured to the statue and then toward Persephone. “I believe it is your turn, Captain.” 
 
    “How’d you come to that?” Persephone asked. “You show me some gunked up statue and–” 
 
    “That’s not a statue, per se, Captain,” Qeldrun explained. “You can consider this to be… a body-cuff; a holding case, if you will. Your man is inside of it.” 
 
    “That’s seems good for you,” Persephone replied. “I said I need to see him. Inside that statue is the same as the other side of the Rims to me!” 
 
    “Vatere–” 
 
    “And I’m damn sure not going to trust your equipment,” Persephone interrupted. “Prof, I know why the House wins. I need my brace-com and necklace. Sparky can work the brace-com if you like.” 
 
    “Master?” Arjhaka said, asking for Qeldrun’s opinion on what had been suggested. Persephone could see the jaws of the EnervationisT Jeelah she had fought tighten. When Qeldrun nodded, Arjhaka dispatched Wora to fetch the items mentioned. 
 
    Persephone approached the statue and only stopped when Qeldrun told her that ten feet was close enough. From the point she walked in a circle around the statue, gazing at every inch of it as she moved. She knew she was being watched, so Persephone kept her feelings in check and she made two laps around the statue before she stopped in front of what appeared to be the face of it.  
 
    “Like I need a scanner,” she thought. “Even without the training, I could always feel you, Z. Since the lessons, my eyes, my ears… hell, even my soul’s sharper! You’re in there, sitting on a festering mound of hurt. Give me some time and I’m going to get you out and let you dispense that rage on whomever you want.” 
 
    “Here are the items she requested,” Wora said as she returned to the room. 
 
    “Brace-com goes to the Jockey,” Persephone directed. She put on the necklace and she could feel the awe in the room when she gave the verbal command for her goggles to form. 
 
    “I thought you said that thing was inactive!” Qeldrun snapped. 
 
    “For all intents and purposes, it is,” Persephone said in a calming voice. “The computer in the goggles won’t take verbal commands unless the brace-com is in a certain proximity of it. Now, if you will just give me a moment. X-Ray.” The light coming from the goggles changed as Persephone looked at the statue. Her eyes also sent commands to Satithe. 
 
    “Orders received,” Satithe replied. “Tracking established.” 
 
    “I am the one who imprisoned him in stone,” Arjhaka said, taking a step forward. “… and despite appearances, I assure you that no harm has been done to his body or mind. From his perspective, he is merely sleeping.” 
 
    Persephone did not look at the statue for long before she ripped the goggles from her face and threw them at Arjhaka’s feet. “You and the horse you rode in on, lady! I get clear of this and your Professor is on his way, you and I may have to revisit what no harm looks like!” 
 
    “Retaliation does not seem to be your way, Captain,” Qeldrun offered. 
 
    “It’s a woman’s prerogative to change her mind, Professor,” Persephone quickly replied.  
 
    “And a pirate’s, if I’m not mistaken,” Qeldrun added. “But Captain, once I have the tome in my hands I will be able to make arrangements that will make all of this seem like an awkward introduction and nothing more.” Persephone looked away from the female Jeelah, cutting her look of surprise mixed in with disbelief over to Professor O’Zhar. “Yes, Captain, I am talking about that kind of power!” 
 
    “Sounds like I need to make a call,” Persephone said, looking at Talthwynn. “But we’ll be needing two shuttles. I go to my ship and get your book. You put the statue, your Jockey and your fur-ball on the other. We pass in atmosphere. Then my people have your people and you’ve got me. We send the shuttles again to make the final exchange. We can talk reparations then.” 
 
    “Amazing, how far you’ve worked out everything in your head, Captain,” Qeldrun said as Arjhaka picked up the goggles. “Done and done. Please, make your call.” 
 
    “You wanna tap that twice for me, sparky,” Persephone asked. 
 
    “The name is Talthwynn Vidé,” he replied, tossing the brace-com over to Persephone. She caught it, but she was very still and looked around the room at the others, especially those who were armed, before looking at Qeldrun who nodded, comfortable in his position of control. 
 
    Persephone nodded emphatically and donned the device. “You there, Cutter?” The room suddenly went black and a devilish smile flashed across Persephone’s face. “I’ll take that as a yes!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “She is near,” Dungias thought. “I can feel her.” 
 
    “You are quite perceptive, Star Chaser,” the female Star remarked as she drew closer to Dungias. “But I wonder if you can truly see what needs to be seen.” 
 
    Dungias took her words as an invitation to revisit his perceptions. “It’s Persephone,” he realized, “… and she is not alone.” 
 
    “Not at all what you expected,” the entity said, once again putting her smile on display.  
 
    “That fits in line with everything else that has passed since our equally unexpected introduction,” Dungias commented. “Fadym-Fiera, you have welcomed me into your realm.” 
 
    “As the Star of Heliotropis, I could do no less for one who can both see and hear us,” the female entity replied. 
 
    “And, in the questions you have put to me, you have verified that I am indeed a Star Chaser,” Dungias added. 
 
    “And a very insightful one as well.” 
 
    “Meaning you have seen others,” Dungias concluded, “but you do not wish to discuss that matter.” 
 
    “Again, quite correct,” the Star said. “While you are in the immediate light of my brother, the Star of the Emerald Barony, it has fallen to me to speak to you on this occasion. In a short time, you will meet the Chorus of the Prism Baronies.” 
 
    “Then we have engaged with one another, shared our histories, though mine was already known to you, and we have even spoken of the secrets of The Territories. But that is not why you are here.” 
 
    “No, it is not,” Fadym-Fiera admitted, losing her smile as Dungias lost his perception of how to return to his realm. The Star was preventing his Stride. 
 
    “You are holding me here!” 
 
    “Yes, Star Chaser, we are,” she replied, touching the side of Dungias’ face but he took no comfort in her silken touch. 
 
    “Why, Fadym? Why are you doing this?!”  
 
    “Your arrival, Star Chaser, was foretold before the Rims were even declared,” she explained. 
 
    “But I am not the first Star Chaser to arrive,” Dungias projected. 
 
    “You have been here for years without our knowledge… the Stars of the Rims are tainted and set against you… the very people you seek to save are out to destroy you! Yes, you are not the first Star Chaser to this place, but you are the first to come here at the behest of a quest given to you!”  
 
    “Release me!” Dungias demanded. 
 
    “Many treks meet in this place and time,” the Star explained, slowly stepping back from the Traveler. “Not all will continue, and you are too important to be wagered here and now. In this regard we are, quite literally, protecting you from yourself!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Happiness lies in the joy of achievement and the thrill of creative effort.  
 
    Franklin D. Roosevelt 
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    “I sure hope you know what you’re doing,” Jovasor said as he prepared the last of the injectors. 
 
    “That’s cute, Doc,” Llaz said before taking a sip of Roc’s herbal tea. “The way these people move, it’s not like I’m going to have time to truly regret making a bad decision. All the same though…” 
 
    “Yes, I plan to be out of the room before they come to,” Jovasor said, handing the last injector to Culshee. She smiled and gave a slight nod before placing the device against the neck of the unconscious woman that was one of the three latest tenants of the brig.  
 
    “So glad I didn’t have to say it,” Llaz muttered. 
 
    “This may sound like it’s coming out of left field,” Silnee said as she approached.  
 
    “Llaz is acting captain, Tolip,” Siekor snapped. “I don’t recall asking for any input from you.” 
 
    Llaz was quick to respond, reaching out to take hold of Silnee’s arm. “While he is dead-on accurate, if you’ve got something to say, I’d like to hear it.” 
 
    “So glad to hear that you’re open-minded,” Silnee said while staring at Siekor. His reaction to her words made her long to go back in time and actually say what she had been thinking when the Captain took her leave. “… and I wasn’t going to ask something stupid like ‘are you sure you want to do this’, but I wanted to suggest that you at least have someone else in here with you when you make your play.” 
 
    “Noted and appreciated, Tolip,” Llaz said softly, patting her forearm. “But I need you leading Team Beta should this go sour.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, I’ll be there.” 
 
    “They’d have to get past Team Alpha first,” Siekor added. “I think they showed our guests that we’re not push-overs.” 
 
    “Silnee, could you excuse us for a minute?” 
 
    “Not a problem, Captain,” Silnee replied. 
 
    “Llaz!” the acting captain quickly retorted. “Dear God in heaven, it’s Llaz!” Silnee smiled as she withdrew from the room. “Smile all you want, I’m serious!” 
 
    “She’s got a point, you know,” Siekor said as the doors closed behind Silnee. “You’ve got a knack for this sort of thing. You’d make a damn serious officer!” 
 
    “Yeah?” Llaz asked, putting down his tea cup. “Then what’s with the attack-dog back-guarding?! You do realize that you just pissed off one of the Captain’s favorites. She’s a girl, and a damn fine pilot. JoJo loves her ass! 
 
    “Look, I get it,” Llaz continued, sounding like he understood Siekor’s point. “… they get on my nerves too! But you’ve got to be soft and sweet before you can go sour and expect to still be standing when the dust settles.” 
 
    “Just how long do we have to eat it from JoJo?” Siekor asked, looking around the room. “How long before we get our shot at the light?” 
 
    “Look, having an ambition to be a spacer, or even a pirate, doesn’t mean we have to be on JoJo’s ship in order to get it done,” Llaz stated. “But I’d rather have her as an ally, or a reference, than an enemy. You take a look at the people who have stood against her. Mind you, some of them didn’t know they were standing against her, but they all share the same description: done! Black Gate wasn’t that long ago, man… and the lackey who befriended her is now running the place! How good would it be to step off your own ship and see him smiling at you?” 
 
    Siekor thought about it, but only for a moment before he smiled and looked over at Llaz. “Like I said, she’s right. You have a gift for this stuff.” 
 
    “It’s not a gift,” Llaz admitted. “It’s fear, pure and simple. I’m scared to death of handing back the Xara-Mansura, or any of her crew, in a lesser state than when JoJo Starblazer set off for NayFall.” 
 
    “To say nothing of Z, right?” 
 
    “You just had to say it, didn’t you?” Llaz sighed. “Because I’m not sure which one scares me more.” 
 
    “That’s easy for me,” Siekor stated. “Z wouldn’t have needed the Brain Trust to think up a plan of attack.” 
 
    “Yeah, but with that intellect comes restraint and methodology,” Llaz returned. “You never know what’s coming off JoJo’s hip. All you can be sure of is that she won’t miss and more than likely, you won’t even see her pull!” Siekor found he did not have a response to the point and decided to use the moment of silence to leave the room. Llaz turned to see that Culshee and Amos were still in the room. The woman looked like she wanted to be somewhere else, and the man had eyes of steel for Llaz as if he was both surprised and proud of the exchange he had just witnessed. “Sorry folks, that’s the end of that show,” Llaz said softly. “We will now return you to our normally scheduled line-up. Next up, the utter destruction of the young and ambitious.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good show,” Amos replied. “I could subscribe to that one.” 
 
    “Get it quick,” Llaz said, taking the remote from Culshee. “No telling how long it will be broadcasting.” Llaz looked at the device, especially the button that would cue the injectors. “Thanks for the set-up, guys.” 
 
    “Anytime, Captain,” Amos said as walked out. Culshee smiled and nodded her support to Llaz. 
 
    “Satithe, if you would please secure the room.” The floor shuddered as the locks were put into place. The lights dimmed for a moment as capacitors were charged. “Is everyone in position?” 
 
    “Everything is ready, Captain,” Satithe reported. 
 
    “Et tu, Satithe?” 
 
    “I am equally guilty in possessing the opinion that you are indeed a good crewman and perhaps an even better leader.” 
 
    “Glad to know that you’re not perfect,” Llaz jested as he leaned against the wall. 
 
    “Far from it,” Satithe replied. “But, in all fair comparison, I am at least accurate. Being Captain, after all, does not mean you have what it takes to be right… you simply have to possess the courage and the wherewithal to be wrong. That, and the hope you will be allowed the opportunity to make corrections and improvements.” 
 
    “That actually sounded good, Satithe,” Llaz commented. “I can use that.” 
 
    “As I said before, I try to be accurate.” 
 
    “Might want to work on the arrogance though,” Llaz replied. 
 
    “Consider it noted.” 
 
    “Right along with this,” Llaz said as he depressed the button. All three bodies jumped awake at the same time and Llaz was impressed with the ability of the medical crew. “Please recognize that you are restrained,” Llaz stated in a clear and strong tone, tossing the remote to the floor. He turned to face the Delman and said the word for hello in their tongue. He did the same for Vyllynthe in the Olasson language, eventually saying ‘Good day’ to Ukara.  
 
    “I suppose that is a matter of perspective,” she replied. 
 
    “Good point,” Llaz agreed. “Why don’t we see if we can come to a more mutual perspective.” 
 
    “While we’re chained?!” Hillgray yelled. 
 
    “Fry him!” Llaz ordered and electricity coursed through the neck manacle into Hillgray’s body. He cried out in pain, grabbing at the restraint. “Increase amperage twenty percent!” Llaz ordered, coming away from the wall. Hillgray lost control of his body and fell to the floor, screaming. “Power down, Satithe,” Llaz said after a few moments. 
 
    “You son of a–” 
 
    “Fry her!” Llaz said without even looking at the woman. 
 
    “This is not going smoothly,” he thought. “But no one ever promised smooth, did they?” Llaz thought back to the Witch in the desert and his head lowered.  
 
    “Power down.” Hillgray recovered much more quickly than Ukara, but Llaz decided not to speak until she was able to hear him. 
 
    “Apparently not all of the Delman have the wisdom of Nardrook,” Llaz commented, causing Vyllynthe’s brow to rise. The heroic Delman figure was well known and celebrated for having a cool head. It was under his leadership that the many tribes of the Delman had been united as one people. It was a union that had withstood the test of time. “Because here we are, arguing over ripples when it was you three people who threw the rock into the water in the first place.” 
 
    Llaz began to pace. He folded his arms and kept his eyes on the floor. “She may not look like much, but this ship is our home! For some of us, the very first home of any worth in the short span of our lives. You people came into that home without so much as a knock at the door or a note tied to a rock thrown through the window.” 
 
    “That fault is mine,” Hurdran admitted, receiving the eyes of his companions. “My brethren would follow me into the Pits of Chaos if I asked it of them.”  
 
    “Good to have family,” Llaz remarked. 
 
    “Indeed it is, and I have wronged my brother and sister.” 
 
    “Wronged, my short beard!” Hillgray boomed. “We came of our own accord and we all share whatever fate that comes of it.” 
 
    “You can forget trying to split this little party,” Ukara warned. “You’d sooner split this ship.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Llaz said softly. “Yet another assumption. You know, for older folks, you people sure do have a lot to learn. 
 
    “Release restraints,” Llaz ordered and the shackles fell to the floor. The three looked at themselves and each other before looking at Llaz who sighed and shook his head. “All restraints, Satithe.” Another shackle fell open. Tonka came from its holding cell and assembled around Ukara’s body.  
 
    “Satithe, if you can spare it, could you please have a drone bring our guests their things.” 
 
    “I have dispatched Drone Six to see to your request, acting Captain Llaz.” 
 
    “Please hold on to that ‘acting’ part,” Llaz muttered and Vyllynthe smiled, having heard the words but more especially the sentiment the young man had attached to them. “Where were we?” 
 
    “You were about to hear and hopefully accept my apology,” Vyllynthe replied. “In my haste to do what I considered to be a good deed, I lost sight of the bad deeds I was about to visit upon you and yours.” 
 
    The doors to the brig opened and Teela walked into the room. Whatever coolness Llaz had prepared was lost when he turned to see the young woman approach. It looked as if someone had taken old and very large bones, sculpted them, and painted them black, stretching them over Teela’s body, binding them at the joints with thin silver chain. Several lengths hung from both shoulders and around the neck of the suit. They had also been draped down the center of the silvery-white cape that hung from small, silver, black diamond-eyed skulls at the shoulders. 
 
    “Mage armour,” Vyllynthe gasped and Llaz turned to look at the Olasson before looking back at Teela. 
 
    “It would appear that you were right,” Llaz commented. “He does know what it is.” 
 
    “It would seem that way,” Teela said, smiling at the acting captain. She did not know how long she had been in the armour, holding the battle wand, and she did not care. The sensations that rushed through her body just in wearing the armour were nearly indescribable. “What else can you tell us about this, Duke Vyllynthe?”  
 
    “Very little, I’m afraid,” Hurdran replied. “One of its defenses is to not easily be read.” 
 
    “But that does bring us to our next item of this discussion,” Llaz inserted. From his tone, Teela easily recognized she had overreached and stepped back away from the prisoners almost immediately. “You’re royalty!” 
 
    “Yes, and I believe I can anticipate where this is going,” Hurdran quickly stated. “The Jeelah are citizens of NayFall, yes, but they are an entity unto themselves. My position carries very little influence with them.” 
 
    “You want to apologize, Duke Vyllynthe, we need to see whatever influence you can muster!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Qeldrun held up his hand, creating an orb of pure light to illuminate the area. The first thing he saw was Vatere on his back, bleeding profusely from his broken nose. His light died when Vatere’s thrown body crashed into his chest; a feat that seemed unlikely, given the mass of the power suit. Wora moved to replace the lost light, but Lady Olyairon prevented her. 
 
    “No,” Arjhaka whispered.  
 
    “But should we not aid the one you called Master?” Wora inquired. Arjhaka looked down at the goggles and was relieved that she could no longer feel Qeldrun in her mind.  
 
    “Whatever I called him… whatever I did for him… I did not do willingly! We must assist this woman, as she has most cleverly aided me.” 
 
    “If I must choose between Terrans, I too choose the woman,” Wora replied. 
 
    “If that is the case,” Satithe transmitted through the goggles, “… quickly remove all of the Jeelah from the immediate area! And our apologies for the destruction!” Arjhaka nodded to her fellow Jeelah and the two of them quickly went about the work of escape. 
 
      
 
    Free from Qeldrun’s mental grasp, Talthwynn could hear the sounds of struggle and quickly noticed none of the wailing voices sounded female. He dropped to his hands and knees before he opened a channel on his wrist-com. He reminded the mercenaries who was paying their contracts and ordered them to apprehend both Qeldrun O’Zhar and JoJo Starblazer. 
 
    “Doesn’t anyone have a damn flashlight?” Talthwynn shouted. 
 
    “Flashlight!” Persephone thought as she grabbed a man from behind. The combination of her grip on his shoulders and her sweeping his feet from behind made it easy to slam his head into the floor. “That reminds me, I need to talk to Shotgun! 
 
    “You okay over there, kid?” she asked, hearing the sounds of a man choking. 
 
    “Almost there!” Goldie replied, straining as he spoke. The man he had in a triangle formed by his legs was struggling to get free so that he could breathe. Goldie remained persistent and strong enough to maintain his hold and render the man unconscious. 
 
    Persephone took a step back and though she could not see, she could feel something pass in front of her face as she heard a man grunting. “Oooh! Someone’s got night vision!” 
 
    “Damn straight, pirate!” the mercenary said, making another effort to punch Persephone. The overhand right was deflected wide of her face and Persephone retreated two steps. 
 
    “Come on, asshole, give me a sound!” Persephone thought. “I already heard you speak, so I’ve got your height. Just give me a step.” She smiled when she heard the footfall of the man advancing. “This one’s for Alphie!” Persephone lunged toward the man, landing a powerful front kick to his sternum. The man grunted loud enough for her to get an exact location on his head. She reached forward with both hands and removed his headgear as she threw him to the floor. 
 
    “And now I’ve got night vision,” Persephone said as she spun around, slinging the headgear into the face of another man. “Hmmm, sounded like it was pretty solid state!” 
 
    “Did you save anything to use as a lock pick?” Goldie asked as he made his way to her. 
 
    “Way ahead of you, kid,” Persephone smiled as she reached out and took hold of the young man’s arm. The headgear had cracked with the impact against the head of the man. It was easy to pull a sliver of the construct and use it for on the lock. She pulled Goldie down to a kneeling position and turned him around to feel for the restraints. She heard another arrow scream into the room, but this one carried an explosive with it. “Cutter, please tell me you’re ahead of the schedule.” 
 
    “Well, now that you’ve got your head down… Tandem, you’re a go!” A volley of energy bolts and two arrows flashed into the room. Persephone grinned that she now had a little more light to see what she was doing.  
 
    The restraints fell with a clatter as both of their bodies were tackled to the ground. Persephone rolled with the force of the attack, but rolled out from under the body that had struck hers. She was up and on her feet, ready to fight, realizing that suddenly there was next to no room to fight and a steady light with which to see. She could no longer hear the clatter of chaos nor weapons’ fire. 
 
    “Where the hell am I now?” Persephone said softly. 
 
    “Easy!” Agatha cried, holding up her hands. “Don’t swing! I got your stuff!” she said, gesturing over to two piles of weapons, armour, and clothing. Goldie was close by, looking down at the piles. “We’ve got sixty seconds.” Persephone smiled, recalling the last time she had to dress this quickly.  
 
    “Good to see you, Murder,” Persephone said as she depressed the command to don the body armour. “Where’s Mayhem?” 
 
    “She’s holding my weapons belt and we’re inside the holding pouch.”  
 
    “Helluva plan, eh?” Persephone chuckled. 
 
    “What? Placing us in stasis in your belt pocket? Yeah, remind me to lay a wet one on Tank when we get clear of this.” 
 
    “You do right by my Tank, damned evil genius that he is!” 
 
    “Done,” Goldie announced. Persephone now had three men she hated for being able to dress faster than her. She donned her coat and nodded at Agatha. 
 
    “Lay down and go fetal,” Agatha directed as she got down on the floor. “We might have to talk to Z about the dumping process.” 
 
    “Talk to Z indeed,” Persephone thought as the pocket dimension was opened and she rolled out onto the floor. Reaching into the special pocket on the inside of her belt buckle, Persephone took out the temple pods for her virtual goggles. As light stretched around the front of her face, she could see clearly in the darkened room. “Almost there, you big, blue–” 
 
    “Grayethorn!” Persephone could hear the man named Qeldrun O’Zhar calling out as a faint blue glow shone from his eyes. Her virtual goggles registered a significant amount of ThoughtWill coming off the man as he screamed, and Persephone’s hand moved quickly to her blaster. She could see an arc of energy flowing from the man to the statue. She could also see several apertures start to form. Most were foiled once the arc of ThoughtWill passed into the statue. 
 
    “I just had to go and think almost, didn’t I?!” Persephone thought as she sighed. As her hand took hold of her weapon, an iron grip closed around her wrist. She gasped in shock, as she had not felt the approach of anyone to stand so close to her. Shock became fright as she turned to look up into the black eyes of a seven-foot tree, shaped like a very tall and muscular man, covered in blue vines. 
 
    The wotree had known better than to trust a talking mammal, but the prospect of being able to read from one of the great tomes of MajiK was too great to ignore. He would have no part of O’Zhar’s escapades at Black Gate, but he had given the DreamCasteR a minimal rapport through which he could be summoned once the prize was in The Territories. O’Zhar had taken his time in calling the Tonnogard warrior, but it had been made instantly clear exactly what was the source of the delay. He had assembled a score of his troops to come with him, but something had interrupted the ThoughtWill link and it seemed to have emanated from the statue in the room. 
 
    “It is interesting the things that interrupt our ambitions, isn’t it?” the creature bellowed, sounding even more powerful than he looked. Persephone smacked her bracer down on the fingers of the creature. Bark flew from its skin as the creature snatched its hand away, hurt and enraged by the act. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Persephone ribbed as she set herself to move. 
 
    “Pestilence!” Ortrun Grayethorn sneered, swinging the back of his left hand for the woman’s face. He found her mind difficult to read and her head even more troublesome to strike as she ducked under the arc of his hand. 
 
    “Like your lumberjacks slow, do you?” Persephone huffed as she bolted forward, placing one foot on the thigh of the creature, and jumped up, lifting her knee up into Ortrun’s chin. Persephone winced after contact was made. He was a tree, sure enough… living and very much hard wood. However, she was able to focus through the pain, draw her blaster and hammer the face of the creature on her way down. Living wood collided against a redesigned and reframed infantry blaster. Persephone did not know if it was the original sturdiness of the weapon, or what Z had added, but she did not care as the creature fell to its back moaning in pain. “And hands off until you get me at least a little drunk!” 
 
    “She has felled Grayethorn!” a voice proclaimed and Persephone turned to see that her latest dancing partner, who was just north of seven feet tall, had not arrived in the room alone. She could see four others and they were all moving on her position. 
 
    “Go for the legs!” Goldie cried as he slid across the floor, knocking a set of feet out of his way with his sliding body, and another set with his sword after he had come to a stop.  
 
    “You got it, little man,” Olkin said as he launched another blast arrow. The feet of the third tree man flew up into the air as bark came away from the leg that had been initially struck. 
 
    “Timber!” Agatha cried as she fired on the last standing Tonnogard wotree. Her blast struck the ankle, but there was no burst of any sort. “What the–” The approaching soldier returned to Agatha what she had shot at him. Agatha, however, was not skilled in EnerJa and the blast struck her chest, knocking her to the floor.  
 
    “Aggie!” Marlene cried as she quickly brought her weapon to bear on the walking tree. She fired her rifle and the creature reached out to grasp the energy. The energized shell of her weapon exploded against its torso, just under the outstretched arm, and the force of the blast threw it back two meters. 
 
    “I’m good, Mayhem,” the woman replied, grabbing at her chest. Agatha Tulrey had been shot before, in and out of a fighter spacecraft, so she was familiar with the impact of a blast, though she had to admit she had been hit softer in her time. What confused her was that the pain and the burn of an energy bolt was missing. She looked at her chest and while her clothes had been burned, she could see the slight gleam of her body armour. “Damn… I really am good!” she whispered before rolling over to get up. 
 
    “Stay cool and stay on point,” Persephone commanded as she backed away from the one she had knocked down while ushering everyone to move with her. “Cutter, we could stand a knock-knock right about now.” 
 
    The center of the ceiling was pulverized by a contained explosion. Debris fell to the floor, but Persephone had already moved her people to safety. Two of the tree-people, however, were not so fortunate. Before the dust could settle a claw and cable was lowered down through the hole. 
 
    “Goldie, secure that claw!” Persephone ordered as she looked around the room. All possible opponents were still too rattled to mount any opposition to what they were doing. “Murder, Mayhem, switch to projectile and cover him! Cupid, drop a smoke for me!” 
 
    “What is this?!” Grayethorn hissed as he looked up to see the form of a young black and gold-haired mammal running across the room. “What false face is this?! 
 
    “No!” Grayethorn growled as he stood up, summoning ElemahntiA. The bark of his arm formed into a throwing dart and he snatched it from its pod. “I know what you are!” The Tonnogard male gave a wicked throw and when the dart was halfway across the room, the young lad jumped from the floor and twisted in mid-air.  
 
    The dart split into three. Two darts lodged in the wall having just missed their target. The boy fell to the floor, writhing in pain with the third dart lodged in his leg. His skin turned black where the dart had struck him, and blood fell from his nose and mouth. 
 
    “Now… to kill it!” Ortrun hissed as tremors started to register on the room. Thrusting both hands toward the prone young man, projectile hits ricocheted off the Tonnogard’s body as he continued to cast. Two massive columns of earth spewed up through the floor tiles and arched over toward Goldie with hands forming at the very ends. They grabbed the young swordsman and started to squeeze. 
 
    Persephone said nothing as she tossed up her gun and slapped her hand to her belt. She tossed two grenades just before catching her blaster. “Detonate!” she commanded and the grenades exploded just as they came into contact with the columns of earth. The arms flew apart and the tree-man screamed, grabbing his head as thorns shot out from various points in his bark. At the point of each thorn, energy shot out in all directions. Explosions small and large riddled the chamber and Marlene was floored by one. Agatha was quick to grab her tandem partner and start running for the statue. Freed from the animated earth, Goldie slowly resumed his appointed task and signaled that the claw had indeed been secured to the statue. 
 
    “Captain, we are leaving!” Olkin cried out. 
 
    “Damn right we are! Everybody ride Z!” Persephone barked.  
 
    “After all, why today should be any different?” the pirate captain muttered as she ran for the statue that was now coming away from the floor. With Goldie on top and the tandem girls taking hold of either leg, Persephone jumped up to take hold of an arm with her left hand, aiming her blaster with her right. 
 
    “Let’s not mind the fuel, Cutter,” she directed and she could hear the engines of the field-procured shuttle throttle up. In seconds, they were above the mansion. Satithe gave the all-clear signal and Persephone hit her brace-com controls to detonate the bomb she had left in the room. Two bright flashes occurred; both with tremendous amounts of energy. The second was Persephone’s bomb and using her virtual goggles, she took a look at the room. The light had died down and she could see pulverized bodies all over the room. None of them were Jeelah, or tree-people, or the body of the Jockey named NBA. “Dammit!” she hissed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Agatha asked. 
 
    “We got the brains of the outfit, but somehow I missed that Jockey prick!” 
 
    “Another day, Captain,” Goldie was quick to offer. “Another day.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she grumbled. “But it would have been game over if I had nailed that bastard! 
 
    “Right,” she thought, tickling herself with the notion. “… since when does it ever go that way?! 
 
    “Haul us up, Cutter,” Persephone commanded, depressing a command on her brace-com. “We’ve got a Z to chisel out.” 
 
    “Good grab, Captain,” Annsura radioed. There was a definite elation to her tone. 
 
    “Good plan, Cutter. Murder’s going to convey our appreciation when she’s done looking after Mayhem.” 
 
    “Then I won’t say anything,” the young woman replied. “Wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    When the recess had been called, Adleon had assumed he would be going back to court the following day. He had been wrong. Apparently there was much to discuss in his case, and a great deal of it he had failed to consider. There was a clear change in the mood from the last time he had been in this chamber. There were also far fewer people. The audience gallery was now nearly at capacity, when upon his last visit there had been only five seated in the lower benches. Also, there were only three people seated at the raised bench; two of them were not even of the Northern Temple. 
 
    “Two things: apparently my case has received some attention, and my new judges must have come to a decision,” he thought as he looked to each of the councilmen. “All of them are able to keep contact with my eyes… but they don’t look happy… I am to be tested!” 
 
    “Gallant Adleon Veej,” Councilman Tardell Homvrin spoke. “I trust you have had time to reflect just as we have.” 
 
    “How am I to be tried, Master?” Adleon asked, receiving some murmuring from the audience. Homvrin was quick to raise his hand and get silence in the room. 
 
    “In actuality, Gallant Veej, the methodology we were going to leave to your choice,” Tardell explained, slowly lowering his hand to his chin. It was not the reaction he had expected. The boy had intuition, and given the way he stood in front of them, perhaps ‘boy’ was an improper reference. 
 
    “You will note that Trial by Combat is the most expedient means, Gallant,” an Elder Councilman spoke up. Eoadyn V’Darso was a Master form the Eastern Temple, the Endowment Ethos, and very curious with regard to what he was seeing. “If nothing else, you strike us as a pragmatic man. With your leave, that is, Speaker Councilman.” 
 
    “Rudeness is not a stride of your character, Councilman V’Darso,” Homvrin replied, nodding his head at the silver-haired Master Chevalier. “I suspect you are as eager to settle this matter as I am.” 
 
    “So sayeth us all,” Councilman Heth boomed. Western Temple Chevaliers were known for their impatience, and the Allotment Ethos Master was no exception. “Let us move this along.” 
 
    “Good then,” a voice called as a figure walked out from the side door of the council bench. Short black hair, shaved even closer on the sides, with squinting brown eyes, Adleon recognized the young man in an instant and came to conclude a number of things that had been accomplished in this time of recess. “I will face the Gallant!” Racidio Glory declared as he walked up to the side of the bench, his back even with the front of the structure. 
 
    “You know this warrior, Adleon?” Homvrin asked. 
 
    “Racidio and I attended the academy together, Master. You look well, Racidio,” Adleon said with a slight bow. 
 
    “Chevalier Glory to you, Gallant!” the young man spat back. “Someone provide this soon-to-be corpse with a weapon!” 
 
    “Chevalier Glory!” Councilman Homvrin called out. 
 
    “A true Chevalier is a weapon, Racidio,” Adleon asserted. “From the perception I make of you, I will need no other device than what I wear to answer the summons of trial. Name the boundary.” 
 
    “You may have the entire chamber if you have need to stretch your legs,” Racidio spat as he removed his cape. “What say you?” 
 
    Adleon suppressed a smile as he turned to the bench and bowed with his head down. “By the leave of my masters and mistresses.” Homvrin received the bow, and the entire bench, including their attendants, returned the gesture, bowing deeply to Adleon, demonstrating the pageantry of the Chevalier community. 
 
    “You have leave to engage, Gallant,” Homvrin declared. “The challenge, and thereby your trial, will begin upon your word. Skill and strength, young warrior.” 
 
    “Honor and grace,” Adleon returned before standing up straight. The space between the audience and the bench was ample and Adleon walked into that area, gesturing for his opponent to take the opposite side. When the two young men faced each other, with ten meters between them, Adleon bowed to Racidio. A slight head nod was all he received in return. 
 
    Adleon closed his eyes and slowly lifted his arms to begin the stretching exercises. Racidio huffed in impatience, but started stretching when he felt the stern eyes of the councilmen upon him. It was clear that Racidio was a capable combatant, and soon both his mind and body were ready to fight. Adleon came out of his stretches relaxed and steady. He bowed once more to Racidio and took a sideways stance toward him. 
 
    “To the victor’s demands,” Adleon declared and Racidio smiled coldly as he nodded in agreement. “Then let it begin!” 
 
    Racidio lunged forward one stride, thrusting both of his hands forward as he engaged his telekinesis. Adleon leaned toward the attack, extending his left hand forward and then down. The floor cracked as the telekinetic force was redirected into it, pushing Adleon back. He slid to a stop, still leaning toward his opponent. Murmurs about control and grace came from the audience as Adleon looked at Racidio. 
 
    “You have to silence them,” Adleon thought, projecting anxiety into Racidio’s mind. It was not difficult, given the amount that was there already. For his first attempt at Telempathic Control, Adleon would have to consider it a success. He ran forward when Racidio yelled and started a charge. The En-Blade fired to life and swung just past Adleon’s side-stepping body as the two ran past each other. Adleon put full effort into a jumping back flip and he could hear the En-Blade swing under him. He landed behind Racidio who had lost him for a moment. Adleon stepped forward and ducked under a wild swing. He engaged his telekinesis and guided Racidio’s follow-up uppercut swing to where it carried wide of its target. When Racidio finished his swing, Adleon had spun by him and both of his hands were waiting to take hold of the man’s wrist, quickly twisting and locking the arm, removing the En-Blade from Racidio’s grasp. An elbow strike to the jaw staggered Racidio, and Adleon stepped away from him, looking at the pommel, fixing his concentration on it. Adleon yelled, dropping to one knee. The floor cracked in a one-meter circle around where his knee touched down, and fragments of the once-whole En-Blade fell from the young Gallant’s slowly opening hands. He looked up at Racidio and slowly stood, recovering from the effort of shattering the weapon housing. 
 
    “I don’t need that to finish you!” Racidio yelled, taking a battle stance. 
 
    “Then why did you draw it?” Adleon questioned in a whispering voice. 
 
    “No, it is not fatigue that makes him move slowly,” Homvrin thought, standing up from his chair. “He is engaged in containing his anger! 
 
    “Hold!” the Northern Grandmaster called out. “Unless I have a colleague who still holds this Gallant in question, this contest is ended.” 
 
    “So sayeth us all!” Heth bellowed. “… and Veej is the clear victor!” 
 
    “No!” Racidio protested.  
 
    Adleon stepped toward the bench and bowed. “Imperfection is where we start, and oft times return. In the struggles of his station, my master, Falco Sylgarr, stumbled into that shadow. But he saw to it that I was trained as a true Gallant of the Northern Order, and that is what has triumphed here today. I would not be what I am without him. If this Council finds me worthy of remaining on the path toward perfection, let the record reflect this homage to Chevalier Falco Sylgarr.” 
 
    “The final station and standing of Falco Sylgarr is not for this body to judge,” Homvrin declared. “But your request will be added to the record… unless there is an objection.” The elder councilman did not look away from the young man as he waited for one of his colleagues to speak. “So stands the record, Gallant Veej. True skill and strength.” 
 
    “By our honor and grace, my masters and mistresses,” Adleon said as he bowed. In formal marching fashion he turned on his heels, without acknowledging anyone in the audience or his opponent, and started for the door. Using the least of his ability, he closed the swinging doors behind him. 
 
    “Forgive me, Z,” the young man thought as he walked, reflecting over the engagement and how he had performed. “… you told me to stay in the shadows, but that’s not what I did.  
 
    “But how do I argue your wisdom, having seen it succeed time after time? What fate have I committed myself to? Regardless, I must take steps to insure that the treasure you have given me is not lost, should I fall. But what should I do with it?” 
 
     A loud booming noise caught Adleon’s attention and he looked up to see the first of many races that would be run today. It was one of the efforts the Three Temples made to build strong bonds between the differing opinions; the Field Skills Races. The event would begin with Gallant challenges and finish with hopefuls showing how well they could pilot or fight, only to have the various Temples bid for that hopeful to join their way. 
 
    “Foolish man that I am,” Adleon said as he chuckled. “What else would one do with valuable knowledge? Give it to those who wish to study it!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    What we have done for ourselves alone dies with us; what we have done for others and the world remains and is immortal.  
 
    Albert Pike 
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    The bay doors closed and Persephone took quick inventory of her people. Every member of the Ground Team was present and accounted for. As Annsura approached, Persephone looked her in the eye and nodded. “Ground Team’s good,” she stated. 
 
    “Then we’re fine as wine,” Annsura returned. “This rental was a little late, but it seems Thom is just as fast with aircraft as she is with ground vehicles.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Persephone said before opening a channel to Thomasine with her brace-com. “Thom, we’re all aboard. Kick this pig and get us the hell out of here!” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain,” Thomasine replied and the shuttle’s engines revved up for more thrust. 
 
    “You did it again, Captain,” Agatha smiled and Persephone quickly waved her off. 
 
    “We relax only when we get back to our–” 
 
    “I have to say, JoJo, I did not see you coming,” Talthwynn said over the speakers. 
 
    “King of nipple-twisters!” Persephone whispered before drawing her blaster. “Kill the surveillance!” Persephone had fired twice, destroying two optics housings, before Annsura, the first of the crew to react, could draw and fire, destroying the third and final sensor in the chamber. 
 
    “Now see, that wasn’t very nice,” Talthwynn commented. 
 
    Persephone moved for the wall of the room and lifted her brace-com. “Thom, get us as much altitude as you can! Now!” Without letting up on the throttle, the nose of the shuttle came up quickly and everyone could feel the aircraft climbing. There was a loud popping noise that shook the entire ship, and Persephone could feel the shuttle beginning to lose speed. 
 
    “That was one engine, JoJo,” Vidé pointed out. “You’ve only got two more.” 
 
    “Whose ass do I have to kiss to get a clean shot at this asshole?!” Persephone said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “You left me alive back there, Captain. I would prefer to be able to return the favor. Trying to save one crew member, you’ve risked at least half a dozen! All you have to do is open a channel to the Xara-Mansura and tell them to allow me to copy the Artificial-Intel there. You’ve got fifteen seconds to open that channel.” 
 
    “Fifteen seconds of climb time,” Persephone thought. “Just wish we were–” 
 
    “You still want this bad baby to climb, Captain?” Mel called out as he typed commands into his brace-com. 
 
    “You better believe it, Tank!” 
 
    “You got it,” he replied. “Firing emergency boosters!” Persephone closed her eyes and allowed herself a slight smirk of relief as she heard the boosters ignite. The ship was climbing again, and much faster than it had when all three engines were working.  
 
    “Now see, that’s just plain rude,” Vidé remarked. “Seems that we’re still talking about your choices, Captain!” 
 
    “Any way you can kill his feed?” 
 
    “Not from back here,” Mel replied. “But Scamps is up front with Thom.” 
 
    “Speaking of choices, you either have a ship in low orbit and you’re trying to get to a rendezvous point, or you’re attempting to get as much air as you can so you can skydive your way to safety. Captain, do you really think I would have risked making contact with you if I didn’t have a counter to your options?” A loud cracking noise over the speaker preceded Thomasine reporting that her friend had cut the link between the shuttle and the Jockey. 
 
    “Saves me the trouble of trying to come up with a lie,” Persephone thought. “Truth is, Z’s too heavy for us to move quickly… he’s got us dead to rights up here!” 
 
    “Don’t do it, Captain,” Annsura said, taking hold of Persephone’s arm. “Satithe’s a member of the crew. You wouldn’t trade one of us out to this Jockey.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Persephone quickly concluded.  
 
    “We’ve got inbound!” Thomasine reported. “I’m counting seven, all faster than this tub… and no bio-signs of any sort. Thirty seconds out.” 
 
    “Robots,” Persephone quickly concluded. “The fucker sent robots after us!” A soft beep came from her brace-com and Persephone looked down to the read-out screen where a message was flashing: You couldn’t ignore me if you tried! “Oh yeah, just one clean shot!” 
 
    “Captain, do we have a plan?” Agatha asked as she held on tight to the railing along the wall. 
 
    Looking at Mel, who quickly shook his head ‘no’, Persephone nodded at him, letting him know it was okay that he had come up blank. He was, after all, not alone in that position. Looking at her brace-com, Persephone checked the status of the command she had sent before coming aboard the shuttle. It was a relieving bit of news. Not the sort that took them out of harm’s way, but at least she had a fighting chance. “Not one you’re going to like,” she thought. 
 
    Looking around the room, Persephone made a count of Agatha, Marlene, Mel, Goldie, Olkin, and Annsura. “Okay, the only people of the Away Team not in this room are Scamps and Thom, am I right?” 
 
    “Affirmative, Captain,” Annsura quickly responded. “… ten of us altogether.” 
 
    “We’ve got to ditch,” Persephone declared. “Get ready to sky-fall.” 
 
    “What?!” Marlene cried out. “Have you lost it?! We’re done, Captain. This guy’s got us by the short and curly’s!” 
 
    “Clamp it, Mayhem,” Annsura snapped. “Last I checked this wasn’t a democracy, and the Captain’s giving the orders!” 
 
    “When these doors open, you will jump and grab as much air as you can. Thom, Scamps, you’re going to need to level out after we jump and then eject. That will give me a bit more time to do what I have to do.” 
 
    “If I may speak–” 
 
    “I’ve heard enough of your hole, Mayhem!” Persephone barked. “This is how it is. You want to open a channel to the ship and give the order, fine. Have one last joke before you buy it! But I’m not going to make that call. Can you imagine what this bastard could do with someone like Satithe backing him up?! You wanna walk with that on your shoulders?!” As much as Marlene wanted to argue the point, she could not ignore her Captain’s point. “Didn’t think so! Now everybody get your asses to the right hand side. Move it! 
 
    “Tank, I need you–” 
 
    “Say no more, Captain,” Mel interrupted turning his chair over toward the statue. He rolled by Goldie who was taking his position behind Persephone. “I got him.” 
 
    “They should just about be in weapons range by now, Thom,” Persephone said.  
 
    “Damn, almost to the second!” Thomasine remarked. “And we’ve got an incoming transmission.” 
 
    “Let that bitch eat static. Prepare to come hard right on my mark,” Persephone ordered as she took her place near the bay door controls. She looked at her people with almost glaring eyes. She was not angry, she was focused. “Grab air and just let gravity do its work. When you see me coming, ball up tight and take a very deep breath. Hold it for as long as you can. 
 
    “Hard right now!” Persephone said, opening the doors. The environmental shield kept the pressure in the room steady. “Jump left, people!” Persephone dropped the shield as she jumped straight up. Though it could hardly be called a fond memory, Persephone could recall what it was like to be sucked out of an aircraft. She was counting on the fact her body would be grabbed and thrown free of the shuttle. She tumbled three times before she arrested control of her descent. “Level it out, Thom!” she cried into her brace-com. The shuttle took an energy bolt hit to the portside wing just as it began to level off. 
 
    “Icarus, drop stealth and rendezvous!” Persephone ordered and she could hear the engines of her sky-bike fire up. She back-flipped only once and landed on the vehicle. Goldie landed on the bike just behind her. She reached back her left hand to take hold of his arm, as it felt like he had hit too hard and was sliding off the back.  
 
    “Whoa!” Goldie cried, putting his free hand on top of hers. He steadied himself and then reached to his neck. “Here, you need these more than I do!” Persephone could feel a necklace lock around her neck and the next instant she was wearing a mask. 
 
    “Goldie, I just fell in love with you,” Persephone said as she moved her hand to her belt. The rifle she had been assigned was in her hand in the next moment. “You’re not a hundred percent… and I know when you were offered a gun, you took missile weapons, but–” 
 
    “There’s a difference between preference and inability,” Goldie yelled, snatching the rifle from her hand. The next thing she felt was his back pressing against hers. Persephone set the gravity seat to keep them both on Icarus and she took a hard turn to the right. 
 
    “Sorry about the scratches, Z,” Persephone thought as she leveled out and flew across the flight path of one of their pursuers: cloud-flyers. They were indeed robots, piloting jet packs that were armed to the teeth. The nose of Icarus struck the head of the lead robot. Both machines were shaken, but as Icarus turned, the cloud-flyer fell from the sky. “That’s one!” A rifle blast struck the next closest robot in the shoulder and with only one working hand, it could not maintain flight. 
 
    “Make that two,” Goldie yelled as the other seven cloud-flyers broke off pursuit of the shuttle. “And I think that just pissed them off!” 
 
    “Turn around and fire over my shoulders, Goldie,” Persephone ordered as she banked her sky-bike. “The type of flying we’re about to do… I’m going to need a nose cannon more than a tail gun!” 
 
    “They just upped their speed!” Goldie reported as he turned around. “You think you can handle all seven before the others reach the mountains?!” 
 
    “We would be over the damn mountains,” Persephone cussed. “Sure could have used the extra room for the drop. Nipple-twisters! 
 
    “Screw it,” Persephone huffed, taking Icarus into a very sharp dive. “Go back to tail gunning, Goldie. We’ve got to get our people out of harm’s way first.” 
 
    “Not that these bots are just going to watch the show,” Goldie added as he turned around again. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Look at her go!” Vidé muttered in amazement. He watched as JoJo performed a barrel-roll as she flew to avoid most of the laser-fire coming from a pursuing robot and pick up a crewman at the same time. “What is this woman?! And what the hell is she using?! Some sort of pocket device? Just fly by and grab at a body and poof, it’s gone! That explains how she got her team to NayFall, flying in her fighter.” A flash of light from his screen made Vidé jump and he quickly keyed in commands. “And that rifle packs more than the usual punch. Those robots were supposed to be armour-plated. It’s supposed to take anywhere from eight to ten hits to get through the plating. This kid just knocked out one of my guys after three shots! 
 
    “Good-ness!” Vidé shouted, standing up from his seat. He could not believe what he had just seen. While grabbing the second member of her Tandem team, JoJo had managed to avoid a virtual crossfire between two robots and place herself in a position to allow her tail-gunner to get off a series of shots. He lit up the sky and two more robots were out of commission. 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Talthwynn said as he looked at the screen. “She sounds the horn on her bike before each pick-up. 
 
    “And you have to do that, don’t you, JoJo?” he said, typing in a command and taking direct control of one of the remaining robots. “They curl up because the grab field is small and you don’t want to touch them with the edge of that thing, do you? So it’s precision you need. Crosswinds can only do so much… the same could be said for turbulence.  
 
    “But what about an explosion, JoJo?” Vidé asked, as he commanded the robot and the cloud-flyer to go into overload. “If it is timed to go off just as you’re making a swipe, you could cut a crewman in half, couldn’t you?” Talthwynn smiled as he piloted the cloud-flyer to get closer to the crewman that was called Cutter. With his finger resting on the command key that would signal the detonation, his eyes squinted and he held his breath. 
 
    “Hey there, sexy,” Persephone called out over his feed line. “You enjoyin’ the show?” 
 
    “What the hell?” Talthwynn said, looking around. “Where the hell is that coming from?!” 
 
    “Well, for a few seconds, it was piggybacking on your robots’ feed,” Persephone replied. “… but that was just until I could put more direct eyes on you. So, on your way to the spaceport, eh? Nice ride there. That’s a nice, tricked out, white limo!” Knowing he was riding in the very conveyance she had described, the Net Black Assassin felt the fear he was used to dispensing. “I sure hope it’s insured!” 
 
    “Pull over now,” Talthwynn yelled. 
 
    “I know you were watching,” Persephone said softly. “You remember when I asked whose ass did I have to kiss to get one clean shot? Turns out it was Satithe’s. Welcome to what we call Stage Two, ass-wipe! Tell me, Vidé, did you forget that Icarus has a real nasty big brother?!” Vidé screamed when a hovering Daedalus dropped its stealth field, its gun ports opening. The ship fired on the slowing vehicle. The rear third of the hover-car was cut free from the rest of the construct and sparked as the rough edges scraped against the pavement. Talthwynn fell out on to the street and rolled. He came to a stop to see an empty fighter-craft hovering over him with its weapons locked on his position. 
 
    “So, in the argument of which one of you is the better brain,” Persephone said over Daedalus’ loudspeakers. “… after everything you went through, all the plotting, planning, and scheming just to faux pas your way into a DreamCasteR, know that my Chief Engineer took you out while he was on the sidelines!”  
 
    “You don’t want to do this, JoJo! If you knew–” All the guns on the ship fired on Vidé’s position, creating a crater in the middle of the lane.  
 
    “Give my regards to the boatman!” The gun ports closed and the Daedalus faded from sight as its engines were engaged. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Persephone took a moment to breathe, but not too much of one. Her borrowed mask had been removed and she looked down into the valley from the peak upon which she had landed. She could feel her heart beating in her chest and it was only just beginning to slow down. Smoke came from Icarus and she grimaced in sympathetic pain. He was in need of new plating, and probably an engine overhaul. Persephone looked at Goldie as she breathed out, shaking her head as he looked at the left sleeve of his shirt, burned by laser fire that had caught the garment but had missed flesh. Slowly sending her hand to her belt to open her holding pocket, Persephone’s body shuddered as bodies sprang from her waist.  
 
    They all rolled to a soft stop, thanks much in part to the gravity field coming from Panzer, and it was clear to see they were slightly disoriented and wearing their masks. Marlene was the first to get to her feet and looked around, followed quickly by Annsura. The others started to get up more slowly, and newer crewman Obanyo Kessiter did not get up at all. He just rolled over on his back and gazed up at the sky. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with Scamps?” Persephone asked. “He was in there the shortest!” 
 
    “True, but he wasn’t breathing right when you dropped him into the pocket,” Thomasine said as she knelt down to check on her friend. 
 
    “And?”  
 
    “You should know something about the way the pocket works, Captain,” Annsura said softly. “It does have air… under normal circumstances.” Persephone closed her eyes and squatted, covering her face. “Yeah, air got kind of thin when you opened up the pocket way up there,” Annsura continued. “Poor Scamps was on the verge of a nervous breakdown when he got dropped in. He wasn’t balled up, by the way.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t stop screaming,” Persephone said softly. “Thom broke away from him and I scooped her up, but I had to put hand on Scamps, lift him up to the side of my ride, and then lower him into the pocket! Cost me some move time and we took some hits.” 
 
    “Yea, I can see that,” Annsura said, looking at the sky-bike. She then looked around and she could see dissipating columns of black smoke and one crash site. “You took out all of those robots?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Persephone said as she slowly stood up straight. “All of this was smoke and mirrors. While we were shucking and jiving, Daedalus was zeroing that freak.” Agatha gasped at the sound of the plan and then she quickly covered her mouth. “Yeah,” Persephone nodded. “… if he made it out of that one, I’m going to make Z build him a computer all his own!” 
 
    “Captain,” Satithe called to Persephone. “I am reading a vehicle dropping out of orbit. Tracking sensors are showing in your immediate vicinity. Whatever it is, I believe it is locked in on you!” 
 
    “Any idea what we’re dealing with, Sati?” Persephone asked, gritting her teeth. 
 
    “So, this is why I didn’t want to kill him,” she thought. “And I’m getting one helluva twitch!” 
 
    “It just armed! Captain, the energy signature… it’s a Nova Bomb!” Persephone closed her eyes. 
 
    “What the hell is a Nova Bomb?” Thomasine asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say it goes off with something in the vicinity of a five-kilometer blast radius,” Marlene replied. “And if it’s scanning, we’re talking about a smart warhead. If it gets within a thousand meters, it will detonate itself because it knows its target is in the kill zone.” 
 
    “What’s Daedalus’ ETA?” Persephone asked. 
 
    “Even if you were to get on Icarus right now, you will not rendezvous with Daedalus in time,” Satithe replied. “The warhead is tracking anomalous gravity fluctuations, Captain.” 
 
    “What?!” Persephone barked knowing what that meant. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with Goldie?!” Annsura said as she approached the young man. Persephone turned to looked at him and while he was still injured, he looked as confused as his captain. The hammering fist to the back of her head blurred her vision, and Persephone fell to the ground. 
 
    “Cutter!” Olkin yelled before his woman turned to him and delivered a hand thrust to his neck. He choked, grabbing his throat as he staggered back from her. 
 
    “Her orders… your words… the only things that could make me not do what’s got to be done,” Annsura said softly. “Satithe, this is a hunch. When I moved, did the target lock of the warhead also move?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Cutter, what the fuck?!” Mel screamed. 
 
    “Stand down, Tank, and power up Panzer for all he’s worth! The rest of you get Z off that thing. 
 
    “It’s scanning gravity fluctuations,” Annsura repeated as she walked over to Persephone and removed her boots. “… damn thing’s locked on to the Osamu!” 
 
    “Oh shit!” Thomasine whispered. 
 
    “Then why love-tap the Captain?!” Agatha barked. 
 
    “You know damn well why, Murder,” Marlene said softly. “Only the Captain’s orders and Cupid’s words. Even if she pulls this off, the blast will still reach us on this mountain.” 
 
    “That’s why she wants me to power up Panzer,” Mel explained. “He’s got shields!” 
 
    “Of course, it’s all crap if Satithe tells me that the gravity field the boots generate won’t fake the inbound,” Annsura said softly. “Because I’ll be damned if I’m taking the Osamu up to that thing.” 
 
    “What?!” Thomasine yelled. “There’s no way you can come back from that!” 
 
    “Thom, I think she knows that,” Obanyo said softly, taking a soft hold of his friend’s shoulder. 
 
    “Cutter, there has to be another way,” Satithe pleaded.  
 
    “And the reason why you haven’t told it to me is…” Annsura waited a moment before punching Persephone once more. “Man, that’s one tough bitch!” There was a pause as Annsura stood up. She allowed herself a slight smile when the engines of Icarus activated. 
 
    “The scanning waves aren’t looking for a specific signature, just gravity fluctuations within a certain amplitude. The boots will suffice, but you have to–” 
 
    “I know how they work, Satithe,” Annsura said as she removed her weapons belt. “My job was to see to the crew, remember? Everyone needs to get in Tank’s satchel and pray I can move fast enough. 
 
    “Do me a favor,” Annsura said, removing the shoulder strap and tossing it over to Goldie. The young man had no words, looking upon the woman. He was too busy questioning himself… and not at all liking the answers he found. “Get that to the proper party if would, please.” 
 
    Annsura spun around after hearing a loud thump. Olkin was on the ground, stunned and moaning. Marlene stood over him with her rifle in her hands. “He’ll never forgive me for that,” Marlene said as a tear escaped her eye. 
 
    “Tell him I thanked you for it,” Annsura replied as she walked quickly over to Icarus. “The rest he already knows!  
 
    “No long goodbyes, people. Take care of yourselves, and tell Llaz that he’s my pick.” 
 
    “Dammit!” Agatha cried as she grabbed on to Marlene’s arm. “Dammit it to hell!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Annsura smirked. “Me too.” She threw her leg over the sky-bike and was airborne. Icarus was not performing at his best, but he was still flying fast enough to achieve the altitude that stood the most chance of protecting the crew. She looked back at them as they picked up Persephone and carried her over to Tank who was preparing his catch-net. Soon they would do the same with Z. 
 
    “And the crew will be safe,” she thought. “… and that, after all, is my job! 
 
    “Z,” she said softly after activating her recording feature. “Not sure if any of this will survive the blast, but I figure if there’s a fragment, you’ll find it and yank these words out.” Satithe did not see the reason behind reminding Annsura that she was still connected to her mask and brace-com. She and CK had run their calculations and with the Xara-Mansura so far away from NayFall, there were no other options. “… let’s come clean about a few facts. I’m damaged goods, and deep down even you would have to admit that. You even caught a glimpse of the killer inside me. Thank you for showing me unconditional love. I challenge you to do it again. Why do I get the feeling I just gave you an easy assignment?! 
 
    “Olkin, I love you!” she whispered. “You found a way to let me be loved, Cupid. That will always be your sweetest shot to me! Your bow is strong and your quiver is overflowing with arrows. Honor us if you must, but don’t you dare put down that bow! Not if you loved me at all.” 
 
    “Ten seconds, Cutter,” Satithe reported. “And thank you… for everything!” 
 
    “Truly my pleasure,” Annsura said before jumping off of Icarus. At its best speed it flew straight down. Annsura dropped, taking in a deep breath. She said her words as the signal in her display flashed. She was in range of the descending bomb. Removing her mask and letting it go, she took hold of the boots, looking at them, placing one in either hand. 
 
    “Damn if she doesn’t have some bad-ass boots!” 
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    The brightness of the light burned at her eyes and Persephone tried to roll over. To her credit, Marlene was able to hold the stunned and groggy woman still as she could hear weapons charging. She squinted and looked up to see that she was in some sort of chamber, surrounded by well-armed and armoured Jeelah. Not that Persephone Endigun cared! 
 
    “Cutter?” she said, looking up at Marlene who could not hold her stare. “Let go of me or die!” Marlene released her hold on the woman’s body and Persephone stood up to find that her boots had been taken. “Oh yeah, that figures. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said, approaching the closest Jeelah. He held up his rifle as a warning and Persephone held up her hands. “Listen, I don’t want to start any trouble. Normally, that’s not true, but right now I don’t know where I am.” 
 
    “You are being held by the Lady Olyairon!” the guard growled. 
 
    “Babe, you could give me exact coordinates and right now, even that wouldn’t help me out,” Persephone returned. “I’m kinda spinning out of works here. I lost one, see. I lost one of mine. Captain of the ship… responsible for the ship and its crew… and I lost–” 
 
    “Get back to your place!” the guard commanded. 
 
    “How do I do that if I’m lost?!” Persephone shouted as her face twisted with rage. She smacked the end of the rifle hard with her left hand. She had lost none of her speed, and the guard was not prepared to see a Human move so quickly. He fired into the floor but he was not conscious of that fact, as Persephone’s right hand struck the side of his neck. Before his unconscious body hit the floor, Persephone had his rifle and was firing on the next closest guard. An alarm was activated before Persephone could reach the guard who had flipped the switch. In a heartbeat, Persephone was out of the cell and landing on the chest of another Jeelah, moving incredibly fast and breaking his jaw with the butt of the rifle. 
 
    “Cutter!” she cried as she stepped back. A Jeelah female moved passed in front of her, just missing with her claws. “Well, if it isn’t Miss Nothing, back for another lesson.” 
 
    “Stand down, Human,” Wora said softly. “I do not wish to harm you.” 
 
    Persephone chuckled, though it was clear she was finding nothing amusing. Her body trembled as she wrenched her hands around the rifle and panted almost feverishly. “Listen, you’re a good cigar, so I’m going to throw you a bone, and hope that’s not reserved for the canine-people! Get the hell out of my way, and you stay breathing. Stay there and you’ll be down to eight lives!” The female Jeelah started to speak when Persephone wailed in her attack. Wora ducked under the swing of the rifle butt meant for her head and lunged forward with another electric grip. She screamed when she was shot in the forearm with the rifle. The butt of the rifle then found Wora’s sternum, collarbone and skull. 
 
    “Captain,” he said softly, touching her shoulder. Persephone spun around swinging the rifle again. Dungias’ Osamu guided the weapon just wide of his face and the Traveler took a step back. “Captain,” he said in a stronger voice. 
 
    “Don’t call me that!” Persephone screamed, firing at Dungias. Alpha caught the bolt and fed the power into its master. Amplifying his strength, Dungias’ fist flew forward and shattered the weapon in Persephone’s hands. 
 
    “Captain!” he said sternly, taking hold of Persephone. 
 
    “No!” Persephone struggled to free herself and Dungias was surprised at the strength with which she moved. “Don’t call me that! Don’t you ever call me that!” 
 
    “JoJo!” Dungias shouted while shaking her body. Everyone in the room jumped at the sound and power of his voice. Persephone came from her delirium and gazed up into his gold eyes. She did not stare for long as she started to cry. 
 
    “We will need this room,” Dungias said softly and no one needed any further direction. Mel saw to Olkin and Agatha ushered everyone to the door. 
 
    “I lost her, Z,” Persephone cried. “I lost my Cutter!” 
 
    “I know,” Dungias said as his grip turned into a consoling caress. “I know, Captain. I know.” With Annsura’s last action being the removal of Alpha from her back before she got on Icarus, Dungias had already visited the moment and knew the woman’s thoughts as she prepared herself for death. He slowly lowered Persephone back to the floor and placed his hand on her shoulders. “She had words before the end, Captain.”  
 
    “Dammit Z, if you have anything in your heart for me, you will delete it all!” 
 
    “Either you are mistaken, Captain,” Dungias replied. “Or to you, I am barren. For what she means to you… for what she did… you will hear her words. I will be waiting outside until you are ready. There is much to discuss, Captain… much to be done yet. But that will only matter when you are ready.” 
 
    Persephone watched him start to walk away and she closed her eyes, not wanting to see him withdraw. “Just outside the door?” 
 
    “Just outside, Captain.” 
 
    She sighed, waiting for the door of the room to close. She looked at her brace-com, and for the first time in her memory, she resented the device. “It’s not like we didn’t cover this, Nugar,” she said softly. “But I’ll be damned if you didn’t leave out a few details! 
 
    “Playback, Satithe.” Persephone could hear the rush of the wind against Annsura’s mask as well as the younger woman’s breathing. It was not nervous or unsteady. It was metered and balanced, and just hearing it soothed Persephone. 
 
    “I read somewhere that pirates don’t do long goodbyes,” Annsura said. “But between you and me, you’re the pirate… the best I’ve ever known, seen, or even read about. And you should know, we’ve all been doing some extensive reading on a couple of wannabes. Me, I’m just your Cutter, so forgive me this one, JoJo. As far as I can remember, I’ve been fighting. You taught me how to win! And at the risk of presumption, I think I know what you’re thinking. You didn’t lose me, JoJo Starblazer. You saved me! Hell, it hasn’t even been three months and it feels like a lifetime! My apologies. You asked me to see to it that you don’t have to replace or bury me. It looks like you’ll have to do both. 
 
    “Your goodbye to me can be short, because you are a pirate,” the young woman chuckled. “Mine to you… well, I’ll keep it simple: don’t… you… dare… stop! Goodbye!” Persephone played it back once and then told Satithe to make a hard copy and store it in the vault of her Ready Room. 
 
    “That was short enough, Cutter,” Persephone whispered. “Permission to disembark, granted! Give my regards… to the boatman!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    There is no chance, no destiny, no fate, that can circumvent or hinder or control the firm resolve of a determined soul. 
 
    Ella Wheeler Wilcox 
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    The majesty of the heavens never ceased to amaze her. When she was a child, in the mortal definition of the word, Tolarra Nyss had taken every opportunity she could find to gaze at the stars. It seemed fitting, now that she had been returned to a figurative childhood, to gaze on them once more, while she still possessed some affinity for the miracle of creation laid out in all directions around her. She could hardly recall the child that would run the streets of a small town that was more like a well-fortified outpost. She remembered her running more than she could recall that place. 
 
    “Why is that, Isse?” Tolarra asked, feeling the arrival of the woman and her son. 
 
    “Running, for you, has been the measure of deliverance,” the entity replied as she stepped through the dimensional breach with her son at her side. It was something of a welcome difference to be detected before her actual arrival. “You consider your level of happiness to be in line with how much you are allowed to run. Or to speak in the manner of the mind you now possess, you’re tired of this shit and man, a good run would feel real good right now!” 
 
    “Every time I think I’m ready to put a pin in the opinion of your name being unfortunate, you up and put that vision to use and I just step back, shake my head, and try not to get disgusted by you or your father.” 
 
    Opting not to engage in the most expedient conversation, Isse smiled, looking away from Tolarra, gazing at the stars for a brief moment. The stars; they looked different, they felt different, and with the change in the stance of her son, Isse knew he could feel it too. 
 
    “Such anxiety,” Isse thought, sharing her thoughts with Zerrell.  
 
    “You can’t crush water,” Zerrell projected, “and outer space is just another vast ocean. Something’s going to happen and soon!” 
 
    “I agree, my son,” she whispered, patting her hand on his shoulder. “Wait for me in the lower chambers.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Zerrell replied before turning to face Tolarra. “Star Lark,” he said with a slight bow. Tolarra turned to put her eyes to his and she watched as he turned and walked inside the castle. She then looked up at Isse who was also watching Zerrell before her smile lessened as she looked back at Tolarra. 
 
    “It is done,” Isse reported. 
 
    “What is done?” Tolarra asked as a frown interrupted an otherwise calm countenance.  
 
    “What you asked of me, Star Lark,” Isse explained. “I have taken your knowledge and experiences, dispatching them to the proper parties. And perhaps I should say that the delivery has commenced. It will be some time before the proper recipients have received your package.” 
 
    “You’re lying!” Tolarra exclaimed and Isse frowned in response, silently asking for clarification. “I can read the light coming off of your body right now. You just came from the very place where I found you!” 
 
    “That is true. Samjhanna can be so very lovely, especially during its Autumn. But you’re not reading the light coming off of my body,” Isse returned. “If that were the case, I have good reason to expect you would be even more agitated.”  
 
    Engaging her vision, Tolarra’s eyes were drawn to an image of Isse looking back at her, waving her index finger in a manner to communicate both disapproval and the fact that whatever Tolarra might have been hoping to see was not going to happen. The Star Lark glared at the daughter of Freund, and for a moment her mind entertained the notion of attacking the white-haired entity. Detecting that sentiment, Isse lost her smile and looked at the floor of the balcony. 
 
    “Tell me, Tolarra,” Isse started, allowing her stance to widen, “Are you angry that I did not play into your scheme? Or is it my father’s absence that agitates you?” Tolarra’s opal eyes blinked as her mind processed the question and the points of consideration made therein. “Is that why you gaze on the stars? To revisit a time when you did not know as much, and to taste the sweet relief of ignorance. Would it not be simpler to admit that you miss him?” 
 
    “You don’t?!” Tolarra snapped. 
 
    A soft smile returned to Isse’s face as her head titled slightly to the left. “Tolarra, I’ve had a lifetime to contend with that issue. Eventually I keep coming back to the same resolve.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “So what!” Isse declared. “Will my tears bring him home sooner? No, and it isn’t because he doesn’t love me. It’s because he loves all of us. Loving a dedicated person comes with a price. A physician can be called away to heal the sick… a constable dispatched to investigate a crime or keep a community safe. My father is a ripper cop,” Isse said, using the lingo that struck the chords of Tolarra’s youth. “He has a job to do and he loves his work. Just where do I insert fault? What are the needs that he left unattended? His rapport with me allows me to feel his soul! All I have to do is look for him and there he is.” 
 
    “And just like that she lets me know how stupid I’ve been because that little trick didn’t even cross my mind,” Tolarra thought.   
 
    “That’s because you’re not thinking,” Isse explained. “You’re feeling. Trust me, it is only evidence that despite the power you have touched, you’re still wonderfully human. I had to be told about the rapport too.” 
 
    “That’s comforting,” Tolarra smiled. “And I guess I will have grown a bit more when I’m not comforted by the shortcomings of others.” 
 
    “Let me know when you reach that pinnacle,” Isse returned. “It is a perspective I could stand to embrace.” Both women smiled and Tolarra chuckled for a bit before both women stopped moving and looked up and toward the blue star that was light years in the distance. 
 
    “Baby,” Tolarra sighed. 
 
    “Father,” Isse whispered. 
 
    “In the passing of thoughts and conversations, I have been called many things,” Freund said as he strode from the shaft of light onto the balcony. “But at this moment, the greatest estimations falls short of the truth. Only gods feel this way!” Freund’s landing position was strategic and it allowed him to embrace both women at the same time. It surprised Tolarra to feel Isse’s arm wrap around her, but there was nothing unwelcome to the feeling and she returned the gesture. “Yes, my loves, I am home.” 
 
    “At least for the moment,” Isse replied as she stepped back, giving her father’s shoulder a consoling massage. 
 
    “An all too brief one, I’m afraid,” Freund replied. 
 
    “Do you want to count me among your enemies?” Tolarra asked as she maintained her embrace of the man. 
 
    “I most certainly do not.” 
 
    “Then be selfish for one night,” the Star Lark directed. “Take your woman flying.” 
 
    “Where would we go, Tolarra?” 
 
    “Take me to the stars that give you the warmest feeling. Share with me the motivations behind your dedication to humanity and then send me away.” 
 
    “And what makes you think that I–” Tolarra’s eyes flashed to a glowing teal and Freund stopped speaking. “Have I been away so long?!” 
 
    “As long as you had to be,” Tolarra replied, patting Freund on the back. “I am going to prepare for our departure and will await you inside. Isse, it’s been a–” Isse moved quickly to embrace the woman and there was no lack of emotion in her grasp. Tolarra closed her eyes and let her head settle on Isse’s shoulder, wrapping her arms around the woman. “You’re not his blind spot,” she whispered. “You’re not his vision either. You’re his hope! I think I’m finally starting to get it. Be there when I get it wrong?” 
 
    “Right or wrong, I am there now!” Isse returned, kissing Tolarra’s cheek. The Star Lark gasped and quickly pushed back, seeing and feeling the death of Elbon, the true death of Laejem. She did not know and yet she did, looking through the light and the stored images. “Why did you let me see– no, you didn’t let me. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.” 
 
    “What happened was not an intrusion,” Isse quickly returned, taking hold of Tolarra’s hands. “I underestimated the intensity of your awareness. I would have preferred to keep that from you and spare you the burden of carrying it. You should know it was his insistence, and he knew the danger involved in ferrying the message.” 
 
    “Yes. He did know,” Tolarra said as she started for the door. “Take your time, baby,” she said to Freund before entering the castle. Isse’s left foot slid across the stone as she turned to face her father. 
 
    “I can recall one particular tirade–”  
 
    “You’ve never been good with ‘I told you so’ statements,” Isse declared with a slight smile. “Yes, I swore that I would never use people the way you did and often do.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But that was long ago, Father,” Isse admitted. “I was a child. In many ways I still am.” Freund chuckled as he rubbed his chin. 
 
    “We all are, my dear. It is the mortal mind that must declare graduations. Lost in that forced complexity is the simplicity of growth. We cry into the world not even able to feed ourselves and when it comes our time to depart, we can only hope that somehow we’ve managed to provide for others. But at no point do we stop being children. What drives us is timeless! The heart… the mind. What carries us is… altogether another matter. The body comes and goes, just like any other rented vehicle.” 
 
    “You make it sound like a good thing to return said vehicle,” Isse noted. 
 
    “Well, I’ve had the pleasure of manipulating my leasing agreement,” Freund returned. “But when it is time for me to learn another stride of life, I can only hope that there is some sort of parental force like the one that brought me from the womb. Because I feel at that point I will not be able to feed myself once more. 
 
    “Still, I want to remain with the fact that you are using Tolarra,” Freund pointed out. 
 
    “I am making it simpler for you to use her,” Isse stated. “As your perspective of her continues to shift.” 
 
    “Softly stated,” Freund observed, “but hardly a soft point.” 
 
    “My father once told me that shortcomings are a part of life,” Isse said, approaching her father. Without lifting his head, his arm came up in time to wrap around her shoulder and he pulled his daughter close. “I, for one, am glad to see you have them again. She is quite loving and able to receive your love as well. Perhaps Chiaro’s awareness is sharper than both yours and mine!” 
 
    “Perhaps, she says,” Freund laughed. “A Commando of cutting-edge technology becomes a Light Priest, and my daughter says his awareness just might be great. He tucked himself under the awe of your husband and scampered off with undefined power and perception. He leaves me Tolarra, and only now do I dare to think that it might have been for more reasons than he stated. Some watcher I am!” 
 
    “It is like you said,” Isse consoled, “he tucked himself under a cloak of light and legend. Your concern is with all of humanity. Chiaro found a place in between the cracks of your surveillance, and he flourished.” 
 
    “Go to him, Isse,” Freund said softly. “Go to your husband. Take your son and find your husband.” 
 
    “Because you don’t want me to see you die,” Isse concluded. 
 
    “Manipulation of a leasing agreement can only take one so far,” Freund returned. “I am blind, but I see the pieces falling into place. I cannot yet see my death, but I would be a fool to think that I will survive what is coming. The enemy count is too great and their combined power is immeasurable.” 
 
    “Then let me fight at your side!” 
 
    “What is it that you think you have been doing, my child?! You have kept me from seeing one creature in particular here in the Rims. And while I do not know the reason, I feel as if I can deduce what has happened since you drew my vision away from this entity. 
 
    “Father–” 
 
    “Now who has lost their perspective?” Freund questioned with a bright and proud smile on his face. “You think I resent what you have done? My sweet child, you have provided a means of deliverance! You blinded me to this creature. Do not tell me of it! That ignorance has been blissful. 
 
    “Isse, you have forgotten what I am and what I have done. There is a line that surrounds the Rims and it is connected to my awareness. In order to make me blind to the entity, you also made them immune to the effects of that barrier.” 
 
    “You presume that they came from outside the Rims,” Isse commented. 
 
    “Blinding me from someone that I already know is here would have only created a dark spot where an image should be, and that would have made the individual easy to see! Conclusion?” 
 
    “The entity in question was already outside the Rims when I removed them from your ability to see,” Isse said, realizing why the Stars now were confused. “And your veil of awareness is bound to the same light the Chorus reads.” 
 
    “It was the only material to use!” Freund added. “It was either that or gravity, but since so much of that fundamental force is manipulated, it became a compromised energy, leaving me with starlight. When you blinded me, you blinded the Stars, but who knew they would awaken in the manner they have? Violent and destructive, fearful and scattered. Life in the Rims is being pressed from many sides, my dear, and the true fighting has not yet begun.” 
 
    “Is that why you are sending me away?” Isse asked. 
 
    “You have been here for lifetimes too many already, my child,” Freund answered. “And consider this as me following the advice of my woman. I am being most selfish!” Freund put his hand to the back of her head and pulled her face into his chest. “So very selfish, and I don’t care if I’m allowed this! 
 
    “You will say your farewells, and I give you a calendar week to do that,” Freund explained as he released his daughter and gently put his hand to her face. “After that, you will be away from this place. Because she’s right, you know. Tolarra. You are not my blind spot. The moment you are away from the Rims, the power you have over my vision will be removed from your control.” 
 
    “You do that to protect me,” Isse stated. “Once I am no longer your weakness, I will not be sought out by those who seek to approach you undetected.” Freund stepped away from his child. 
 
    “A week, Isse. Seven days from this one.” 
 
    “I feel that is more time than the veil will remain in place,” Isse remarked. “You will come to know what has been hidden from you as the Chorus begins to put it together for themselves.  
 
    “But given the time in the castle, this day is nearly done!” Isse argued. 
 
    “Then you have six and a fifth days,” Freund said as he made his way to the doors. “You are an entity of immense power. Stretch the time you have and make it count! Now, if you will excuse me, I am going to say goodbye to my grandson and then I will be flying, with Tolarra, to Primus.” 
 
    “The center of the Inner Rim?” 
 
    “That star has always made me feel good about myself,” Freund returned. “I’ve never questioned why, but it does. It will be in its light that I tell Tolarra how I became Freund.” 
 
    “And then you will dismiss her as well,” Isse added. 
 
    “Do you really think all she is doing at the moment is changing her clothes?” Freund asked. “Did her request not make you stop and wonder as to the motivations behind it?  
 
    “Humanity is pressed by the anti-life and its legions, a confused and incredibly powerful godling and her growing legions, demons and their legions, and pantheons desperately scampering through their fear, believing that increased power will somehow protect them from the Unknown Entity. On top of all that, humanity is set upon by humanity! In this season of conflict I must pick an opponent, a single opponent, and ask others to face the rising tide of chaos. I choose the anti-life, and it is stronger than my worst nightmare. I do not know if I am the stuff to survive our next combative embrace. I don’t know if Tolarra can lead my Dark Pawns, or even if she will lead them.  
 
    “Your opponent, at the moment,” Freund said, stopping to turn his head. If he had possessed eyes, one would say that he was looking over his shoulder. “… is your fear. Fear of losing me, fear of not being able to find Zeu Rex. We both know he is no longer in this dimension. The only sign of his presence in this reality is Zerrell and the copies they made of themselves so many ages ago. The former you can use to track him, but not if you are here tending to an old, tired man.” 
 
    “You’re hardly tired,” Isse remarked. 
 
    “That is true. But only for the moment. Fate has allowed me the breath to be selfish. I love my daughter and grandson and I have expressed it. I love my woman and I will soon express it. Then I will return to the love of my kind… and it fills my heart, imagining the tales of legend that will come from that expression!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    My way of expression is full of complications and mystery because that’s my perception of life.  
 
    Abbas Kiarostami 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.06) 
 
      
 
    The horses sped by the final gate with the bridle of only one remaining lit. Jeers of contempt and disapproval rose over the few voices engages in cheering as virtual viewports were closed. Gamblers were either done for the day or clamoring to the betting stands to get their wagers in before the next race. 
 
    Strolling on the lakeside flowered path, Danavyn Veil did not have the comfort that came with the closing of the projected screen. His ceased to function the moment he looked away, and he allowed his head to hang low as laughter erupted from the man walking to his left. A hand clapped down hard on his back as the laughter became cackling. 
 
    “Danavyn!” Klabtru Gonsheer wailed. “If you weren’t a wealthy Middle Rimsman, I would be worried about whether you had the fare to get back home.” 
 
    “How very considerate of you,” Danavyn said softly. 
 
    “I believe that makes two million credits you owe me! Mr. Veil, only a fool bets against a Yalzon breed.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Danavyn returned. “What say we put your personal estate where your mouth is?!” 
 
    “Easy, Danavyn,” O’Loddryn Kell consoled, touching his hand lightly against Danavyn’s right shoulder. The Inner Rim merchant did not want things to get out of hand. “We’re all friends here, just enjoying a day of leisure and mirth.” 
 
    “Friends win with humility and lose with grace, Loddie,” Danavyn clarified. “I’ve lost three wagers without a single coarse word to anyone or anything.” 
 
    “You’ve lost more than that,” Klabtru barked, stopping after another stride. The Lord of the Gonsheer Province placed his fists on his hips and glared at the Middle Rim corporate mogul. “Or do you think we’re too stupid to see what you’ve been doing these past few days?” 
 
    “I would replace we’re with I’m,” Danavyn returned. “It makes your inquiry simpler to answer. To say nothing of what you could possibly mean by too stupid. Is there a ‘stupid enough’ plateau you’re comfortable with?”  
 
    “How dare you?!” Klabtru said, backing away, letting his right hand move to his hip. Danavyn just as quickly moved his left hand to signal to Thanneus to remain removed from the issue. 
 
    “It takes little daring to question the intellect of a fool!” Danavyn remarked. “It is along the very same lines to acknowledge that water is wet.” 
 
    “So I’m the fool?” 
 
    “And apparently somewhat challenged with coming to a quick and clear conclusion as well,” Danavyn added. 
 
    “I am not the one who’s been all but removed from the Imperial Ministry,” Klabtru shouted. “I am not the one who is currently being investigated by IA Magistrates… and I am certainly not the one who’s been thoroughly thrashed at the races this evening!” 
 
    “No, but you are the one who’s been challenged with an all-in wager,” Danavyn said, turning to face the older man. “I believe there is a Yalzon horse in the last race… I will not be taking that horse. 
 
    “All of my holdings against all of yours, with the man who picks the faster horse in the last race being declared the victor,” Danavyn declared. 
 
    “Bah,” Klabtru waved Danavyn off, “… you would only welch on the bet!” 
 
    “Not if I give my seal to Loddie to hold,” Danavyn said, removing his ring. “There are plenty of witnesses here, Klabtru. All in good standing in the eyes of your precious throne. The only thing that remains unverified… is your spine!” 
 
    “That man never misses a button,” Thanneus thought, looking around at the various forms of security. The two merchants, three Imperial Landmasters, and Danavyn Veil had each come to the event with an entourage, though Danavyn had come light in the final comparison, as Thanneus only had two others aside from himself to guard the corporate icon. All the other personnel they had brought had been given assignments in other places inside the Inner Rim, and Thanneus would have liked to have been in a position to call for assistance, but that was not the case today. He smirked as Klabtru looked at Merchant Master Kell and stammered. He then looked at his friends and back at Danavyn as one Lady F’Dostriel stepped closer to Klabtru and whispered in his ear. 
 
    “She just told him not to take the Middle Rimsman seriously,” Ruby reported to Thanneus.  
 
    “Perhaps you should remain hidden behind horses that are not even your property,” Danavyn remarked before turning to walk away. “Imperials,” Danavyn snorted. “I think I might just know how some of you come to be called Imps!” 
 
    “We have a wager!” Lord Gonsheer cried, removing his bracelet, thrusting it toward the merchant. “When is this race?” 
 
    “Five races hence,” Danavyn Veil answered. “Giving you plenty of time to reconcile with your wife. Though, can women truly be held responsible for crimes of passion? And your lady is most certainly a passionate woman!” 
 
    “That is out of line, Veil!” Lady F’Dostriel snapped as Danavyn pulled a silk handkerchief from his sleeve. The lace borders immediately marked it as a woman’s possession; a woman of significant position. Danavyn glared at Klabtru as he allowed it to fall to the ground. The initials AG could easily be seen. 
 
    “And now I know why he wanted me to lift that,” Thanneus concluded. “The man is diabolical!” Thanneus watched as Klabtru snapped his fingers. One of his men came forward and passed his hand over the discarded piece of cloth. Small sparkles of MannA fell to the handkerchief, creating a small stack of smoke in which Lady Gonsheer’s face could easily be seen. The SpellCasteR did not look up at his master. His hand returned to his side and he kept his head down. 
 
    “I cannot speak to the cloth itself, my Lord,” the young man said softly, “… though it would appear to be of the silk you recently had presented to her ladyship. That said, these are your wife’s tears.” 
 
    “Anjostia,” Klabtru whispered, unable to speak any louder. “M-m-my w-w-w-wife?!”  
 
    “A very beautiful creature,” Danavyn remarked, looking as if he were recalling an incident. “And I had always believed that her paintings were the most moving things about her.” 
 
    “Paintings?!” Klabtru shouted as he stumbled toward Danavyn. “How do you know of…” 
 
    “Because of the reconnaissance his little robots did at the top of the hour,” Thanneus thought.  
 
    The Lord of Gonsheer staggered forward before stopping and glaring at Danavyn who was just coming away from the sweetest recollection. The smirk remained on his face as he looked at Klabtru and he shrugged his shoulders as if to claim some level of innocence. 
 
    “I will rid the Stars of you,” Klabtru muttered, drawing his sword. Danavyn’s men had already been told to stand down, so none of them moved, but Thanneus allowed his knees to bend slightly as he leaned forward. 
 
    “Not if your drawn sword is as inept as your more fleshly blade,” Danavyn fenced as his feet shifted to sand at shoulder width. 
 
    Klabtru yelled, taking a step forward… a single step. He would not take another. His eyes gaped wide open as he drew in a sharp breath, grabbing at his chest. He dropped to his knees, falling over toward his side. He was caught before his head could reach the ground. 
 
    “My Lord!” one of his guards cried. “Send for the Healer!” 
 
    Taking only a moment to look at Danavyn, the young SpellCasteR drew his wand. “I shall return with one!” he declared before teleporting away. Seven seconds later he returned, a Healer stumbling forward from the young man’s falling body. 
 
    “Such skill, effort, and dedication!” Danavyn commented. “Thanneus, help that young man over to the bench and fetch him a drink of water.” 
 
    “As you will it,” Thanneus said, signaling one of his men as he moved quickly to the SpellCasteR’s side. He could tell his touch was not welcome, but it would not be refused either.  
 
    Danavyn stepped back from the fallen Lord and his entourage, but his eyes remained fixed on the matter. He watched as the Healer applied the first of her spells. Red, glowing light wrapped around Klabtru’s body as the Healer knelt beside the man. It soon became a representation of Lord Gonsheer’s body. In a most rapid fashion, two places on the representation turned a dark violet color. 
 
    “Stars and gods,” the woman cursed. 
 
    “What is it?” O’Loddryn asked. 
 
    “His heart and brain!” the Healer relayed. “Tremendous pressure in the heart caused several blood vessels to burst in his brain.” 
 
    “Heal him!” Lady F’Dostriel commanded. 
 
    “My Lady, there is nothing to save,” the Healer stressed. “He was probably brain dead before he reached the ground!” 
 
    “Stars and gods indeed,” Danavyn added. “I suppose this puts a wrinkle to our wager. I don’t think his lordship had any children, did he?” 
 
    “He was only newly married,” O’Loddryn advised. 
 
    “The race has not even been run,” Tierra F’Dostriel argued. 
 
    “True, but Klabtru has no one to stand in for him,” Danavyn stated. “He is without heir and his wife… well, let us say that the fidelity of his wife is at best questionable.” 
 
    “She is also without any property of her own, my Lady,” O’Loddryn added. “Mr. Veil is therefo–” 
 
    “I will stand for his wager,” Tierra proclaimed. “I’ll be damned if I allow your sort to enter into our ranks. Not on a freakish technicality!” 
 
    “In order for you to stand for his wager, you must enter the wager,” Danavyn stressed. “And that would mean the entirety of your estate, Lady F’Dostriel. If I am truly of the sort that must be feared, you might wish to reconsider–” 
 
    “I said I would stand for his wager!” Tierra interrupted, moving from the consoling touches from those in her entourage. She walked over to O’Loddryn and handed him her bracelet. “As you already said, Mr. Veil, there are plenty of witnesses in good standing with the Empire. And when I have won this wager, I will be giving Anjostia the holdings of her husband. Let the matter of her alleged indiscretion be resolved from that station.” 
 
    Danavyn gave the furious woman a bow of the head as he stepped back. “I have no further argument to offer. But if you will excuse me, this has been a tragic affair and I think I am going to need to retire for the moment to make myself more presentable.” 
 
    “I could care less how you look when I take your corporations from you,” Tierra returned as she summoned one of her guards. The man came forward and bowed to his lady. “Take a compliment of men to the stables and see to it that the horses are left quite alone.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady,” the man replied before he made a very hasty exit. 
 
    “The last thing we would want to happen is some sort of foul play to occur and spoil the challenge,” Tierra explained. 
 
    “I could not agree more,” Danavyn smiled. “If I’m not mistaken, the Yalzon horse is Loquacious Lure. How very fitting a name. I will be taking Triumphant III as my choice.” Danavyn was unaffected by the gasps he heard. 
 
    “The entire Triumphant line belongs to the House of Yalzon,” Tierra argued. 
 
    “Yes, they did, save for the only one that has yet to win a race,” Danavyn advised. “And many say that is because he was raced too soon and needed to be trained. I speak, of course, of Triumphant III. And, up to about a few days ago, he was a Yalzon horse. Klabtru said he knew what I had been up to. I’d wager he had nothing of the first inkling. I bought Triumphant III and it cost a considerable amount of credits to make the purchase. Once I have divvied-up the holdings of your estate as well as that of our dearly departed Klabtru, I think I might just recover the cost of my investment.  
 
    “What’s more, I make it a point to not remain where I am not welcome,” Danavyn added. “I will therefore be granting my winnings to O’Loddryn Kell. Surely you don’t have a problem with a pure-breed Vohlterran joining your ranks. Sorry, your soon-to-be former ranks.” Danavyn turned and walked toward Thanneus. The slender man stood up from beside the SpellCasteR and turned to walk with his employer. After erecting a sound shield, he stepped closer to Danavyn Veil. 
 
    “I have to admit, even I didn’t see that coming,” Thanneus admitted. “All the time we’ve spent with you hobnobbing and pressing the flesh… you were just reading the room!” 
 
    “As I said before, the woman who jostled the Sylgarr Family forced me to step up my plans. When one does not possess a suitable connection in enemy territory, one must buy said contact. O’Loddryn serves the credit before he serves the crown. The Emperor, if he’s even looking, will have to invest heavily into his soon-to-be promoted Lord Kell in order to feel at ease about that merchant’s ambitions. And even if he should procure true loyalty, my seed has already been planted.” Danavyn laughed, staggering a bit as he walked. “Oh, my friend, if only you knew how artful that pun was! 
 
    “Still, that reminds me, have we heard from Casdan about the Council of the Mage?” Danavyn asked. 
 
    “He tried to lag a bit, but he eventually put the matter forward to the Council,” Thanneus reported. “Turns out it didn’t take much prodding. It’s like a number of them were just waiting for someone to ring the bell.” 
 
    “And with an outside party doing the ringing, no one can claim other members of the council had a personal agenda… which is exactly what many of them possess. Be sure to send the property we acquired from Prince Valwonn over to the Councilwoman Ghurzhana.” 
 
    “I didn’t know she was of that disposition,” Thanneus said, entering the commands into his brace-com. 
 
    Danavyn chuckled, shaking his head. “The Empire might have thrown out a number of their own kind, but their supposed outlawing of slavery applies only to those of common status and is lost in semantics at the higher echelons. Our dear Maga will be happy to show she has new property of the most comely sort.” 
 
      
 
    Keeping to his word and the rules governing the wager, Danavyn did not leave from the province until Triumphant III crossed the finish line with over ten lengths before the next horse. Once his shuttle took off, he received an invitation from O’Loddryn Kell who was about to be granted the title of Lord. Danavyn smiled as he had his craft set a course to rendezvous with his personal barge. There were reports the man was anxious to receive. He answered the invitation, noting he would be happy to attend. 
 
    “You’re on a streak!” Thanneus proclaimed as he received a report of his own. He walked into the office aboard the barge and secured the doors behind him. The man was already at the bar, opening a bottle. “But it would appear you already knew that.” 
 
    “A man must be allowed to have expectations,” Danavyn said, pouring two glasses of wine. He chuckled, picking up both glasses and walking over to Thanneus. Handing one glass to his very capable operative, Danavyn smiled as they clinked glasses. “But tell me, what is going to make this wine taste even sweeter?” 
 
    Thanneus grinned, depressing a button on his brace-com. The main projection wall activated and the pictures he had just received came up for viewing. “Her name is JoJo Starblazer, Captain of the Xara-Mansura.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Our people are looking into it,” Thanneus advised. “We think it’s alien. Could even be the language of this one.” The picture changed to show both Jocasta and Dungias standing together. “The registered bounty-hunter that Ruby told us about… he’s her First Mate.” 
 
    “Stop,” Danavyn said. “She is the captain… and he is her first officer?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I think I am beginning to see where Falco went wrong,” Danavyn said before sipping his wine. “This is the one who prefers to bring in his dead-or-alive bounties alive, even when there is no disparity in the bounty, yes?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “And he serves her.” 
 
    “That he does,” Thanneus confirmed. 
 
    “You,” Danavyn said, looking at the image of Jocasta, “you are often underestimated, aren’t you? Don’t worry, my dear… I shall endeavor not to make that same mistake!” 
 
    “Are you expecting your paths to cross?” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Veil returned. “But anyone who takes an Imperial to task and comes away the victor is a person who deserves our respect and at least some effort put toward monitoring.” 
 
    “It would seem that someone within the Empire agrees with you. “Our Jockeys intercepted a signal coming from Black Gate encrypted to a channel used by Imperial Angels. It seems they have an operative on board the Xara-Mansura.  
 
    “The encryption wasn’t on the monitored channels,” Thanneus added. 
 
    “Imperials do have a most interesting approach to intelligence, don’t they?” Danavyn asked rhetorically. “Their leagues of Chance Agents scattered all over the Rims, begging for Fate to blow them a kiss. Identify the agent if you can, but let’s not dig too deeply into our pool of resources. Her ship… the Xara-Mansura, where is it now?” 
 
    “The Prism Baronies.” 
 
    “Where the Empire has extremely limited resources of power or influence,” Danavyn commented as he turned and walked over to his desk. 
 
    “The Empire perhaps,” Thanneus said with an evil grin, “… but with the Baronies always at each other’s throats, they don’t trade much with one another. They do, however,  manage to trade with you.” 
 
    “Well, not directly, of course… but yes.” Danavyn looked at his map of The Territories and smiled. He put in a communication summons to Black Gate which would then be forwarded to The Territories. He entered a request for an open channel to the Onyx Barony, knowing it would take some time before his inquiry could be answered. “That effort of observation, let’s have it waiting at Black Gate. Maintain whatever surveillance you can on this Xara-Mansura.” 
 
    “Are you expecting trouble?” Thanneus asked. 
 
    “I don’t know this woman well enough to expect anything from her,” Danavyn replied. “Which was probably the mistake the Sylgarr Family made. No, this is all still fact-finding at this time. She may simply be a force of nature that is about to blow through. Nothing I can do about it… still, it might serve to have a weather report. Now I must decide what I am going to wear to Loddie’s celebration,” Danavyn pondered. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I would wear something loud and borderline atrocious.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you would prefer them to remember you for all the wrong reasons,” Thanneus replied. 
 
    “Well, if nothing else, my dear Thanneus, you have been paying attention,” Veil chuckled. “The gold suit it will be! Also–”  
 
    “I don’t have his name yet, but the Jockeys are looking into the young SpellCasteR,” Thanneus stated. 
 
    “Yes. Paying very close attention, it would seem,” Danavyn smiled, lifting his glass. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Let no one weep for me, or celebrate my funeral with mourning; for I still live, as I pass to and from through the mouths of men.  
 
    Quintus Ennius 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.07) 
 
      
 
    The allure of mystery of all the things which could be found in the arboretum had been suspended. Solemn was the only word that suited it now. Aside from the very slight sound of machinery, everything was quiet and still. The coffin had not been crafted to look as if it contained a body, for everyone knew there was nothing of Anushuri Leanne Sikka – known as Annsura Flynnos and called Cutter – that could be found. Dungias had spent hours scouring the skies and the mountain range, but he had found nothing of her. She had been too close to the center of the blast, and everything physical had been atomized.  
 
    It was a circular device he had assembled, using silvery metals and glass. The light coming from within the construct prevented anyone from seeing clearly what was inside, and Silnee had taken the time to tell the First Mate she more than appreciated his efforts. 
 
    “She was a star among us, wasn’t she?” Silnee had asked. 
 
    “As one who has spoken to the Stars, I can say that I have seen darker spatial bodies,” Dungias had answered. “She will be cherished and missed.” 
 
    Though the crew had thought it strange to receive such a request, they all reported to the arboretum at the designated time, wearing only white. With the assistance Vyllynthe and his group had provided in quelling the Jeelah agitation of having such a weapon detonated over their territory, the three would-be boarders were allowed to attend as well. Hillgray was already emotional, having seen the prepared video logs that the one called Tank had edited so that it could be played during the sendoff. Ukara had assisted in the making of the coffin, and Dungias had expressed his incredible appreciation inasmuch as his hands would not have been able to finish the construct without either her assistance or the deployment of the drones. Silnee had chosen music for the affair, but she opted not to play it when Vyllynthe had offered to sing. She had not been able to listen to him sing for long before she was overcome with emotion. None aboard had ever heard the Olasson voice given in lament. The reaction to Hurdran’s tones were more than touching, and Silnee found that she was not the only one who touched by the InvokeR’s enchanted voice.  
 
    Jocasta entered the arboretum, carrying the dagger belt she had given Annsura what seemed a lifetime ago. It was heavy in her hands, its weight increasing with every stride. She looked at the long knife and tears formed in her eyes. Z had outdone himself once again. The glass handle was elegant, beautiful, for the original blade was in the scabbard around Llaz’s waist. He had taken the blade and the position, but had refused to be called Cutter. It was a condition Jocasta could easily allow. 
 
    “You’re too cool to be called that anyway,” she had said and the two of them had tried to smile. They had embraced one another when their attempts had miserably failed. 
 
    “Failure,” Jocasta thought as she slowly walked, finding reason to stop. Dungias’ head came up from his chest as he looked at his captain, feeling what she was feeling, hating the fact that he was unable to ease her burden… and that he had been the reason why her crew had come to such a place. “Failure? Which way do you mean, Jo?! 
 
    “Will you look at this?” she said in a strained voice. Jocasta cleared her throat and repeated herself in such a volume that Vyllynthe stopped singing. “Will you just look at this sorry crapstack? Dammit, Cutter, please forgive me! You asked one thing of me and I’m about to screw that up too! 
 
    “Lift your heads, the lot of you!” Jocasta barked, turning to look at every person in the chamber. “I see one lowered head and I’ll see to it that it remains lowered!” 
 
    “Captain, please don–” Silnee started, her body trembling. 
 
    “No, Tolip!” Jocasta snapped. “Not today, not tomorrow, not the next day!” She drew her blaster and quickly moved her thumb to increase the power output to its maximum. “I said lift your sorry-ass heads! There’s only one who gets the exception on that call, because only one of us has suffered a loss. 
 
    “Olkin, I’m sorry for your loss,” Jocasta said as she turned to look at the young man. He managed a nod as he wept. “And read me right when I say he is the only one who can have his head down!” 
 
    “Has she finally lost it?” Siekor whispered. Hennix shrugged his shoulders and shook his head slightly. 
 
    “Tolip, I know… she’s your best friend.” 
 
    “She was my best friend, you lunatic!” Silnee shouted. “Was! I don’t know what kind of psycho-trip you’re on right now but–” The barrel of Jocasta’s gun found its way between Silnee’s lips. 
 
    “The very same trip that made me Captain of this ship,” Jocasta replied. “And to those who need a reminder of just what that means, let me assure you, there’s room in that coffin for a few of ya! 
 
    “Just what do you think happened here?!” Jocasta asked, taking a step back from Silnee and looking around the room. “What are we?! Z?!” 
 
    “We are pirates,” Dungias replied.  
 
    “And what do we do?!” 
 
    “We don’t hold back,” Dungias stated, squaring his shoulders as he took in a deep breath. 
 
    “And what were her final words to me, First Mate?” Jocasta continued. 
 
    “Don’t you dare stop.” 
 
    “Start it up, Z,” Jocasta commanded, holstering her pistol. “Far as I know, stars belong in the sky. We’ve held on to this one long enough.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Dungias said as he tapped his brace-com. Tile in the flooring pulled away from under the coffin, revealing a launch pad of sorts. Everyone could hear capacitors powering up. 
 
    “A few words should be said,” Jocasta stated as she stepped forward, looking at the coffin. “Cutter, gods only know how many Slavers it took to bring you down and keep you in shackles. My money is on your owners having poisoned you and even then it took more than three. 
 
    “You kept your word to Z – you cold-cocked your Captain, and stole her sky-bike, just to see to your crew.” Jocasta smiled as she nodded. “Thanks for showing us the way, Annsura. If you ever get tired of kicking ass in the Grey Realm, come on back and haunt us for a while! First Mate!” 
 
    “This is our Cutter, Annsura Flynnos,” Dungias declared. “She was called Cutter by this ship and crew. She was our student, our teacher, our friend, our most sacred love and one of the finest hands of the Xara-Mansura. Many may follow… none will replace.” Dungias keyed in the command and the construct’s engines fired as the pad emitted a shaft of light that gave the construct the ability to phase through the ceiling. 
 
    Jocasta waited for the coffin to be out of her view before she looked down from the stars. “Z, Llaz, I will leave it to the two of you to see to her things. But first, make preparations to have all drives firing and us away from NayFall in one hour’s time.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” both Dungias and Llaz said sharply. 
 
    “Of course, that means you three have one hour to make your case,” Jocasta said, gesturing to Vyllynthe, Hillgray and Ukara. “I will be in the Mess in about five minutes.” 
 
    “We shall join you there, Captain,” Vyllynthe said softly, giving a slight bow. He had just completed his telepathic discussion with his friends and though they were not unanimous in their vote as to the best way to proceed, they would act as one when the time came. “We have a great deal to discuss.” 
 
    “Are we good, Tolip, or do I need to replace more than one crewman?” Jocasta asked after setting her eyes on Silnee. 
 
    “I can’t say that I agree with your perspective,” Silnee started. 
 
    “Not a requirement to be on my crew,” Jocasta quickly replied. 
 
    “We are good, Captain,” Silnee said after straightening her posture and looking Jocasta squarely in the eyes. 
 
    “Good then,” Jocasta said as she started for the door out. “Get to Llaz and receive your assigned post. We’ve got goods to deliver and a barony to find.” The doors closed behind her and some of the crew looked at each other, not knowing how to proceed. Llaz received a message from JoJo’s brace-com directing him to give Olkin half duty until further notice. He quickly acknowledged that consideration had already been taken into account. 
 
    “All crew assignments have been loaded to your brace-coms,” Llaz advised. “If you have any questions, open a channel or come and find me. Get to it, people, we’ve got a ship to run!” The crew took notice of the postings their brace-coms had received and they all began to move for the doors. 
 
    “I will meet you in her quarters,” Dungias said softly. 
 
    “Only if you feel you must, sir,” Llaz quickly replied. 
 
    “In this situation, I feel exactly that way.” Dungias started to leave when he looked at the three newest faces on board the Xara-Mansura. Already they were wearing wrist-coms, and the Star Chaser thought he would wait to speak to Llaz regarding that matter. He did, however, alter his route and approached them. 
 
    “I do hope you have been made to feel both comfortable on this ship and quite welcome to be aboard,” he said as he looked at each on in turn. 
 
    “The graciousness of your fellow crewmen is most appreciated,” Vyllynthe returned. 
 
    “Damn fine ceremony!” Hillgray said as she stepped toward Dungias, offering his arm. “And it is made even better with this meeting.” Fully aware of the customs of the Delman, Dungias slapped his hand hard against the forearm of Zyzo Hillgray and gave a healthy squeeze. The Warrior was surprised and unable to equal the demonstration of strength. He laughed at his missed grip, and glared up at Dungias who was wearing something of a glare in his eyes. 
 
    “You were on the overpass in the courtyard at Atsildylweer College,” Dungias stated, impressing all three of the guests, though Hillgray the least. “I have decided that I will be your escort to the Mess Hall. Please, if you would follow me.” 
 
    “Lead the way, First Officer,” Vyllynthe said and Dungias took the lead as he exited the arboretum.  
 
    He did not take them through the most expedient route because that would have involved drop tubes and Dungias wanted to give Jocasta enough time to get to her quarters, change, and then get to the Mess Hall. The extra distance that it took to reach the lift and go to the proper deck he felt would suffice his needs. 
 
      
 
    “There you are,” Jocasta said as she put a bowl down on one of the tables. “And you’ve managed to charm your way into having the best of escorts. Roc’s got a mean stew if you’re wanting to sample. Funerals make me hungry.” 
 
    “I would have to say that is an uncommon reaction,” Ukara remarked. “Thank you, no.” Jocasta had a smile on her face when she looked up at the woman who had addressed her, and she kept the smile, but it was clear to Dungias that she had absolutely nothing to smile about with regards to the only female in the curious trio. He placed his hand upon Alpha and stepped toward the table. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Zyzo said as he turned for the kitchen. “Where are the bowls?” 
 
    “Gotta love it,” Jocasta muttered as she took her seat at the center of the table. She put her cane down and had it lean against the table. “Duke Vyllynthe, it seems I owe you a vote of thanks for your efforts that kept me out of Jeelah prisons.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Hurdran Vyllynthe said as he made his way to the table. He took a seat directly across from Jocasta and directed Ukara to also take a seat. She sat at the end of the table, two seats down from Vyllynthe. “I am sure it takes some getting used to. The Jeelah assume if you are brought before the tribunal, then you are guilty of something and thus innocence must be proven.” 
 
    “Can’t say I disagree with the approach,” Jocasta replied. “Especially when you consider I had my people and your people digging up all the facts on Vidé and the appropriations he’s made all over The Territories. I walk into court a criminal and walk out the Captain of a fallen hero. That Nova Bomb would have leveled those mountains. No telling how many nine-lived kitties would have counted to ten had that happened. And like I said before… thanks.” 
 
    “If anything, we are both in the debt of your Second Officer Llaz. He had the grace to overlook my transgressions, and the passion to spur me to take action on your behalf.” 
 
    “That sounds like our Llaz, all right,” Jocasta said, stirring her stew as Hillgray returned with a large bowl and several rolls. He walked around the table and sat next to Vyllynthe, one chair down from Ukara. Sitting down, he pushed one roll toward the woman. 
 
    “I am not hungry,” she quickly stated. 
 
    “You best eat, Missy,” Jocasta remarked, lowering her eyes to her food. “Your guts are beginning to wrench loud enough to be heard outside your armour.” 
 
    “Trust me, it isn’t the food,” Ukara shot back and Jocasta chuckled. 
 
    “We’ve got rooms to handle that sort of problem, baby doll,” she said calmly. 
 
    “We’ve got business to tend to,” Ukara stated. 
 
    “Fuck you and your business,” Jocasta replied. “This is my domain, Tinker-bitch. … the one place in the world where I don’t ‘have to be tolerated’. You don’t like my take on funerals?” 
 
    “Not in the least,” Ukara replied. 
 
    “Let’s see if I can get it right when I attend yours!” Jocasta hissed, throwing the contents of her bowl at the woman. Spider-like arms sprung from Ukara’s back and came forward, the ends coming together, forming into a shield in front of Ukara’s face. The stew was stopped cold by the fortification, but sparks traveled over Tonka as the arms began to lose form. “Gotta love what Roc uses for pepper,” Jocasta hissed as she came up from her seat and stepped up on the table. “Didn’t have a chance to use it on the expected Nanobots, but worked just as well on your toy!”  
 
    Vyllynthe started to get up, but Hillgray’s hand was incredibly fast to take hold of his friend’s shoulder and pull him back down to his chair. 
 
    “Did you forget that the blue one is right behind us?” Hillgray asked as he took a healthy bite of bread. Hurdran turned in his chair and looked back at Dungias who stood with his arms folded, facing the backs of Hillgray and the Duke. “Can’t say he was in on the whole thing, but he’s backing her without question. Besides, Ukara asked for this one!” 
 
    Ukara gasped as Tonka fell off her body and onto the floor. She was slapped hard by a gloved hand and sent to the floor. Jocasta looked down on the woman and removed her gloves. “You see, I figure this way we minimize the breakage.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Ukara said as she got up charging. She squared her shoulders and lunged for Jocasta who received the tackle and rolled backward, lifting her foot up into Ukara’s chest. The movement turned Ukara’s momentum into the force that now lifted and flipped her body. The dazed woman landed hard, her back to the metal table, and Jocasta quickly kicked up to her feet. 
 
    “You gotta watch those charges, sweet thing,” Jocasta said as Ukara rolled over to get up. “I’m sure the Delman taught you that tackle, but you need to use it on less wary targets. Case in point!” Jocasta took two steps forward and leaped. She flew up above the end of the table and her shoulders met with Ukara’s waist. Hillgray managed to move his bowl in time to keep Ukara’s falling body from hitting it. He winced at the sound her back made when it met with the metal tabletop a second time. 
 
    “And to think those are normal boots Jocasta is wearing,” Dungias observed. “She is definitely improving.” 
 
    “Pardon me,” Jocasta said as she took her empty bowl and smacked it up against Ukara’s head. The woman lost clear sight of the room from the impact, and Jocasta tossed the bowl over to Vyllynthe so that her hand would be free to deliver a hard straight punch to the face. Ukara fell unconscious and Jocasta saw no need to continue the brief contest. Instead she looked down on the woman, toyed with a few ideas of marking her permanently and then just shook her head, getting up off the woman. She looked at the Delman and pointed at him. “You be sure to tell her that I spat in her face, all right?” 
 
    “As I recall you took the time to suck up a most egregious sample!” Hillgray answered, drawing the glaring eyes of Duke Vyllynthe. “I will even suggest she go and see the ship’s physician to scan for any contagions you may have transferred.” 
 
    “I really like him,” Jocasta said to Dungias as she pointed at the Delman Warrior. Her First Mate nodded his agreement. “Okay, Duke, I realize I lost some points with you just now, but in my book, we’re not even close to being even. The next words you speak should be chosen very carefully… as you justify boarding my ship! Because there’s room where this high and mighty heifer is sleeping!” 
 
    “Then you should know, good Captain of a very fine ship,” Hillgray said, wiping his mouth. “…if that is your verdict, then I too should be escorted to what seems to be a very restful place. Mayhap afterwards we can get down to business.” 
 
    Jocasta looked at Zyzo Hillgray for a moment before she turned in a quarter-circle, smacking the top of the table. “Dammit! I really like you, Delman.  
 
    “That means you just got a reprieve, InvokeR,” Jocasta pointed at Vyllynthe as she spoke. “And yes, you can clearly tell by the way I say the word that my experience with your sort has been nothing but troublesome.” 
 
    “I can think of three examples where that is not at all true, Captain,” Vyllynthe countered. 
 
    “And that just added to the list of why I don’t like them,” Jocasta muttered as her head collapsed to her chest. “They’re still here, aren’t they, Z? Our three bookworms?” 
 
    “Still aboard ship, still happy to be aboard ship, and still studying, Captain,” Dungias advised. “With noted progress which they are eager to report. Tuitonn is watching over them at this point in time.” 
 
    “My little roving eye,” Jocasta chuckled. “I’m surprised he’s forgiven me for making him hang back and guard the ship and crew on that last run.” 
 
    “It would be an error for you to presume that he has, Captain,” Dungias advised and Jocasta chuckled, shaking her head. 
 
    “Okay, Duke, you’re on. Spit it out!” 
 
    Hurdran Vyllynthe took little time to clear his throat and stand up from his chair. He looked at Dungias as he took to his feet, but his bronze eyes settled on Jocasta. “While I would rather start off by asking you how you came to be in the possession of the artifacts–”  
 
    “You realize the chances of getting a straight answer out of me are about as good as your girl here landing a clean shot,” Jocasta volunteered.  
 
    “Something to that effect, yes,” Vyllynthe agreed. “And without clarification, I can only tell you of estimations.” 
 
    “You mean to tell me that you stole aboard my ship because of itches that you couldn’t quite scratch?!” 
 
    “Our Captain is not the sort that holds your particular approach in high favor, Hurdran,” Hillgray stated with what he thought was a necessary haste. “Come to the heart of the matter and impress her with your eloquence later.” 
 
    “That’s a very smart man,” Jocasta added, once again pointing at Hillgray. 
 
    “Very well then,” Vyllynthe said, taking in a deep breath to steady himself. “Captain Starblazer, I believe you are in possession of the MannA Keys.  
 
    “Of the major avenues that use MannA in their works, five were chosen to be given keys,” the Duke explained. “These keys that control the flow of MannA through each of those avenues. One key could turn a novice into a deity… all five keys could, quite easily, rewrite reality!” 
 
    Jocasta looked at the Duke for a moment and then smacked her lips. “Well, that would be something, if indeed we had them. As it turns out, we don’t have any keys in our possession. 
 
    “And you are looking awfully hard at me, Mr. Ear Man,” Jocasta thought as she looked down at her brace-com. 
 
    “What is this?!” Dungias thought, seeing the same act of Vyllynthe gazing at Jocasta as she spoke and then the Traveler watched the Olasson as Jocasta finished speaking; studying the way the Duke’s body moved. The flare of the nostrils, the settling of the shoulders, and the very slight straightening of his spine. “My body may not yet have returned to its true form, but my vision remains unhindered. And I am beginning to have the same sensation experienced in the courtyard on Black Gate; the feeling of being trapped!” 
 
    “Timing is a factor, Star Chaser,” Cihpares signaled. “You must go against the current, that is not in question… but you must choose when to jump into the waterway. Now? Or around the bend?” 
 
    “Captain, perhaps it would be helpful to the Duke if he were allowed to peruse our holdings,” Dungias suggested. He kept from swelling with pride when Jocasta’s surprise did not register through her face and body. 
 
    “Lead the way, Mr. Z,” she said, gesturing for everyone to take their leave of the Mess Hall. 
 
    “This way gentlemen,” Dungias said as he turned to lead everyone out. He entered commands into his brace-com before he reached the doorway. “We can leave Ukara and her… colleague here to rest. 
 
    “Satithe, please have Teela, Amosse, and Bantar meet us in the holding vault,” Dungias requested. 
 
    “I will alert them immediately,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “Captain, I cannot say enough how much I am taken aback by the level of technology aboard your ship,” Vyllynthe stated as he put his hand to Jocasta’s shoulder. “It is simply fascinating!” 
 
    “Aye,” Hillgray added, looking back at his friend. “And it has been for several days now.” 
 
      
 
    As the doors to the chamber slid open, Dungias took one step inside and a long stride to the right. He ushered in the rest and Hillgray walked into the room, looking at the three young souls he had seen at Black Gate. Aside from the day they had boarded the Xara-Mansura, Hillgray had not had time to actually look at them the way he had when he and his friend stood atop the overpass. Looking down into the courtyard that day, he had seen three young, awestruck, and frightened people who were completely out of their depth. Desperation could not be found in their eyes at this moment nor could it be said they were uneasy or anxious to see Hillgray and Vyllynthe enter the room. If anything, their eyes jumped from JoJo to her First Mate and back again. Only those two commanded their attention and concern. 
 
    Jocasta came to a stop and took a step back as Vyllynthe’s progression into the chamber stopped at the door. He placed his left hand on the side of the doorway as if he needed to brace himself. “I think maybe we need to equip you with brake lights,” Jocasta jested as she moved to put her hand on the Olasson man’s shoulder. “Whoa!” she wailed as she threw her head back, just avoiding his right elbow sent to smash against her face.  
 
    “Curse her speed!” Vyllynthe thought as he thrust his left hand forward toward Dungias. The thrust of Raw MannA did not get a foot beyond the threshold of the room before it was negated. The backlash was minimal, so Hurdran threw down the vial he had palmed the moment they all got up from the table in the Mess Hall. The glass never struck the floor, and Vyllynthe looked down to see the small vial floating centimeters above the floor. He then looked to see the blue-skinned man, leveling his short staff at the vial. 
 
    “Vyllynthe, what are you doing?!” Hillgray asked as his hand moved to the side of his girdle. 
 
    “Verifying that we do have the MannA Keys he had spoken of earlier,” Dungias said. “Even if we are not aware that we have them.” 
 
    “The MannA Keys?!” Amosse repeated, coming up from his seat. “Where?!” 
 
    “But it would seem that some of us at least have a grasp of what the MannA Keys are,” Dungias added as he made a snatching gesture with Alpha. The vial flew to his hand as he leveled Alpha at Vyllynthe who was quite aware that Jocasta had already drawn her blaster and had trained it on him. 
 
    “Oh… good,” Jocasta said, “… you do have eyes in the back of your head.” Vyllynthe held up his hands in surrender. “And if you want me to drill your friend, just keep moving for that weapon, Delman! I might like you, but it won’t keep me from firing like mad and simply regretting the fact that I had to stomp out your life-light! 
 
    “So, what’s in the vial?” she asked Dungias. 
 
    The First Mate lifted his left brow before tossing the vial to Bantar who caught it and touched a small crystal to the vial that glowed for a moment. “Wizardry,” he announced, pocketing the crystal. “Some kind of teleportation device. I can’t see anything else. His locks are quite powerful.”  
 
    “What’s the juice do?” Jocasta asked, stepping forward and shoving the barrel of her weapon into the Duke’s back. “And the blue one will know if you’re lying. It’s part of his charm.” 
 
    “Then I suppose if I do not answer, his powers of discerning truth from falsehood are of no use,” Hurdran replied. 
 
    “Have a care, caster,” Dungias warned as he stepped forward and thrust Alpha forward, lifting Vyllynthe’s chin. “… despite how carefully your only remaining ally moves for his weapon, you are in no position to anger the Captain. 
 
    “But then again,” Dungias said in a softer tone, withdrawing from the Olasson InvokeR. “Satithe, package all three for immediate delivery… to the stars!” 
 
    “Package this, you blue giant–” the floor panel Hillgray stood upon released a subtle white glow. A subsequent flash of light came from under his skin and the Delman dropped to his knees, his crystal-head mace falling to the floor. Hurdran had never seen his friend put down so quickly, and the extra prodding he received from the woman behind him told him that any reprisals would have to wait for another time. 
 
    “Yeah, he did say all three,” Jocasta clarified. “Because if you think that staged tantrum fit fooled anyone that was in the Mess, you should know there was a reason why I left my cane up against the table. 
 
    “And how is our so-called soft-faced guest doing, Satithe?” 
 
    “The gravity trap is holding both the woman and her familiar in place, Captain,” Satithe reported. 
 
    “Then take this one too,” Jocasta ordered. A beam of energy shot from the ceiling, attacking Hurdran’s nervous system and causing it to fail, albeit momentarily. The effect was unavoidable, and his eyes closed before he fell to the floor. 
 
    “Ouch!” Bantar whispered. “They didn’t even try to catch the man!” 
 
    “He should be glad they only used stunning devices,” Teela remarked. Bantar turned to look at her with questioning eyes. “What? No, it’s not the wand at all. They should be glad. This the same woman who killed the Governor of Black Gate and he was an Upyri Lord!” 
 
    “Okay,” Bantar relaxed, nodding as he recalled the fact. “When you put it that way, yeah, they should be glad.” 
 
    “The MannA Keys!” Amosse sighed as he looked over the holdings. “I don’t believe it!” He started to make his approach, but Tuitonn came from his place in the ceiling and cut him off. 
 
    “And here I thought it had been agreed that the three of you would first discover the mystery of the wands,” he said, taking on a blue glow, warning Amosse that he had ventured to a place of inquiry that was considered out of line. “You’ve only discovered some of the truth of one.” 
 
    “Speaking of,” Jocasta said, clubbing Hillgray across the back of the head with her weapon. “… what is the deal with this progress I’ve been hearing about? 
 
    “And don’t worry, Z,” she thought, holstering her weapon. “I see you over there, backing up to the wall. The heck with how you do it, but I know you got something from the Duke… and it’s rocking your entire world! I’ll get their eyes off of you and we can talk later. 
 
    “There’s nothing like a little progress to make the Captain feel good about not selling what is obviously very valuable shit!” 
 
    “It’s the battle wand,” Teela moved to speak first, approaching Jocasta and taking out the wand she had been allowed to wield. Drones entered the room and collected the two unconscious bodies, delivering more stunning energy bursts before picking them up. “It gives the user a suit of armour that is simply fantastic!” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw the playback yesterday,” Jocasta replied. “Does it have a name?” 
 
    “Not one that I’ve given it,” Teela answered, looking at the wand and feeling that she had missed the mark as far as gaining the Captain’s approval. 
 
    “Guys, you gotta start with the basics,” Jocasta said as she approached the two remaining wands. “Excuse me, wands, should you have the ability… are either of you inclined to share a few words with me?” 
 
    “What words in particular would you care to share, milady?” one of the wands replied to the surprise of the three students. Jocasta moved to stand in front of it and looked on the design of the wand. It appeared to be of normal wood with engraving around the handle. It was the most plain of the three wands. 
 
    “You can talk?!” Amosse barked. “You can fucking talk?! Why haven’t you said anything before?!” 
 
    “You were not speaking to me,” the wand replied in a slightly disgusted tone. Amosse rushed toward the case, muttering something no one could understand, though his tone was quite clear. He meant to do major harm to the artifact. 
 
    “Ease up there, Junior,” Jocasta said, lifting her arm across his chest. The young man, however, was not to be undone so easily and smacked her arm away. Bantar called out Amosse’s name, moving to grab his fellow researcher. Teela gasped, covering her mouth with both hands. Amosse got in one good stride before Jocasta’s gun smacked against the side of his head. Her weapon was re-holstered before Amosse could fall to the floor, though said fall came without any hindrance whatsoever. 
 
    “You have to forgive him,” Jocasta said to the wand. “He’s young and something of a hothead.” 
 
    “It would seem that you have managed to cool him for the moment,” the wand replied. 
 
    “I’m JoJo Starblazer.” 
 
    “I am the wand of the SorceresS Qualandra. The name that was first given to me was Syntior. But you are the master of this ship, and therefore my master as well. What name would you care to give me?” 
 
    “Do not answer that question, Captain!” Dungias shouted. “Not here, not now. It is a trap.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Jocasta said, looking at her First Mate. She quickly turned and smiled at the wand. “Oh, you are a tricky one!” 
 
    “I do not know how the blue-skinned brute knew of my ensnarement, but he has saved your life this day, woman!” 
 
    “That’s what he does, toothpick,” Jocasta shot back before taking a step back from the wand and turning to face Dungias. “Any idea on what we should do with it, Z?” 
 
    “We should finish this conversation,” Dungias said, holstering Alpha as the wand came up from its resting place. “Just not here.” 
 
    “Report,” Satithe announced. “The three boarders have been restrained. Shall I place them aboard the lander?” 
 
    “Stick them in a gravity pod and flush them out into space.” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “Captain, the gravity pod will not survive both the distance we are now from NayFall and the process of reentry.” 
 
    “Does that sound like my problem, Sati?” Jocasta returned as she walked out of the chamber. “You have your orders.” 
 
    “Administer a time-release stimulant to all three before launch, Satithe,” Dungias added.  
 
    “I do not know how the blue-skinned brute knew of my intentions,” Jocasta said, emulating the voice of the wand. “… but he has saved two worthless lives and an adorable little Delman.” 
 
    “A Delman you adore that you would have killed?” Dungias inquired. 
 
    “Never let it be said one shouldn’t be careful as to whom they call friend, Z,” Jocasta replied. “There are times when hanging around classless people can get you killed!” 
 
    “So it would seem.” 
 
    “And right about now, I’ve got a bar to maintain,” Jocasta said softly, clenching her fist. “The one that Cutter set. You do what you have to and meet me in my Ready Room.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” Dungias watched as Jocasta continued to walk away from him. There was no doubt in her stride, and soon there would be only the regret of losing one she trusted. The time of mourning was coming to a close for Jocasta. She had meant every word she had said at the wake… and Annsura, dear Annsura, was still her Cutter – seeing to the crew that was Jocasta’s ambitions. 
 
    “How very fitting then,” Dungias muttered as he departed for his laboratory. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Even if I knew that tomorrow the world would go to pieces, I would still plant my apple tree.  
 
    Martin Luther 
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    “This was my idea, wasn’t it?” Olkin thought as he folded the blouse. “Me and my big mouth. Closure is the last thing this feels like!” Memories of Annsura stabbed at his mind. With them came the reminder that he would never hold her again, never hear her again, never be touched by her again. 
 
    “Cupid,” Llaz said softly. “You about done with that shirt?” 
 
    “What?” Olkin said, coming out of his deep thoughts. “Yeah, I’m done. And please, don’t ask me again if I want to keep it.” 
 
    “Nah, fifth time was the charm,” Llaz replied with a soft chuckle. “But we’re almost done here.” 
 
    “She didn’t really have that much,” Olkin said as he looked down on what passed for her nightstand. “No time for accumulation. None of us have had that kind of time on board this thing.” 
 
    “Hey, easy with the tone and word choice,” Llaz warned. “This thing happens to be our home.” 
 
    “Our home? This thing is a death-trap!”  
 
    Llaz moved fast. His speed surprised both men as he dropped the canvas bag intended to hold all of Annsura’s clothing and spun to put his hand to Olkin’s chest, pushing the larger young man into the wall. 
 
    “You check yourself, Olkin!” Llaz snapped, hissing at just above a whisper. “Now, I get it. You’re jacked up because she’s gone. You want to act like you’re alone on that point, go ahead; you’ve never been one overwhelmed with intellectual ability.  
 
    “But at the very least, you could take a moment, step outside what passes for a brain and realize that you just contradicted yourself!” Llaz said, pushing off from Olkin. “We haven’t had the time to accumulate much, but you two managed to accumulate each other! So make up your damn mind, Olkin, either we haven’t had enough time, or realize that a second is all you need. You might have missed it, but I’ve lived a lifetime as a member of this crew. 
 
    “And let me put one more log on that fire for you… did you ever get around to asking her what the Desert Witch had to say? No? Well I did.” 
 
    “No you didn’t,” Olkin argued. “You only asked me before JoJo left for NayFall.” 
 
    “I asked everyone!” Llaz shouted. “Well, everyone except JoJo and Z,” he admitted. “But I put it to each one of us because that was what I was told to do… by the same Witch!” 
 
    “You said you weren’t going to ask anyone else,” Olkin argued. 
 
    “She didn’t say ‘now don’t lie as you’re asking, Llaz’!” the new Cutter shot back. “But I wasn’t going to be the one who started everybody to asking everyone else! So, yes, I lied about it.” 
 
    “What was she told?” Olkin asked as tears welled up in his eyes. “Please, Llaz.” 
 
    “I’m not thinking of whether or not I should tell you,” Llaz answered. “… I’m trying to figure it all out. Annsura told me that the Witch said there would be a blinding flash of light, a fire in the sky that would consume her… but that she would be with the Captain longer than any of us.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense!” Olkin argued. 
 
    “Says the man who spent several days in stasis as he rode along in a dimensional pocket, chasing after a blue skinned, super-intellectual Adonis! Brother, where does the sense marker start around here? Because I gave up on that point a while back,” Llaz admitted. “Now can we finish this up, please?” Olkin had no words, but he nodded to the affirmative. “Good. I’ll bag up the clothes, you check under the bed.” 
 
    Llaz sighed as he picked up the bag and started stuffing the clothing into them. He had asked Satithe if they should be saved for anyone around Annsura’s size. It was then he received a lesson on how efficient the Fabrications Lab was. He had half a mind to turn his clothes in as well and have some new outfits made up, quietly signifying his change of position. 
 
    “What are these?” Olkin asked as he took a large box out from under the bed. A small black box laid atop of it. Olkin handed Llaz the small box as he continued to examine the larger. Opening the small box, Llaz found two vials of a purple liquid. They were unmarked and unused. “Looks like some sort of package. It’s addressed to Ann, but she never opened it.” 
 
    “No time like the present,” Llaz said as he returned to bagging the clothes. 
 
    Olkin looked at the package and came to the very quick resolution to open it. He took hold of the opening tab and pulled it across the top of the box, separating the seal. Reaching inside, he took hold of something soft and cool. Bringing his hand from the box, Olkin held onto folded ochre-colored silk. 
 
    “It’s a flag,” Olkin said as he allowed the fabric to open up. In the middle of the triangular piece of fabric was a symbol. Two curved single edged blades, one on either side of a doubled-edged sword and circle. “… I think. No, wait, I remember seeing this.” Olkin stood there for a moment, trying to recall the instance. 
 
    “It is called the Khanda,” Dungias said as he walked into the room. “It is the symbol of the Sikhs of Old Earth. Annsura’s family are Sikhs and they live in the Terran Triangle. I ordered the flag for her while we were en route to Black Gate.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Llaz said, looking at the flag. “Too bad she never saw it.” 
 
    “Llaz!” Olkin snapped with eyes that conveyed there was no reason for the First Mate of the ship to know that his touching gesture had gone unacknowledged.  
 
    “Be at ease, Olkin,” Dungias said in a calming voice. “The scent of the newly torn seal told me what I needed to know before I entered the room.” 
 
    “I guess there are times when you can be too aware,” Olkin offered. 
 
    “There are, but this is not one of them,” Dungias commented. “Annsura and I shared much more than the sentimentality of a symbol that she never consciously knew but never failed to demonstrate.” 
 
    “What?” Llaz asked. “Can you human that down?” 
 
    “The sword in the center is also called the Khanda and it is a metaphor for pure knowledge, the sort that cleaves away uncertainty and falsehood, leaving one with only the truth. The circle, called the Chakar, symbolizes the perfection and eternal standing of God.” 
 
    “And the blades on the sides?” Olkin quickly asked. 
 
    “Those are Kirpans,” Dungias advised. “The records of Old Earth are not as clear as to what they are meant to symbolize, but one of the most popular beliefs is that they are meant to stand for the aspirations for each Sikh. One is for metaphysical, or spiritual goals, and the other is the testament that each Sikh must deliver to society.” 
 
    “A clean and noble spirit,” Llaz whispered. “Inward and outward.” 
 
    “That is the perspective I have come to understand, yes,” Dungias agreed. 
 
    “You nailed it then, Z,” Llaz stated. “She was definitely all of those things.”  
 
    Olkin looked at the flag as a tear ran down the side of his face. He nodded once and quickly folded the flag. “She would want you to–” 
 
    “Put it in the bag with the other things,” Dungias directed, placing his hand on top of Olkin’s. “But unless you have some argument or disagreement, I shall see to it that your arrowheads are inscribed with the symbol.” 
 
    “Just the blast arrows, Z,” Olkin said as he handed the flag to Llaz. Taking the flag and placing it in the bag, Llaz looked down and then took off the belt holding the Cutter knife. He handed it to Dungias without saying anything. 
 
    “I shall have it back to you by dinner,” Dungias stated as he looked around the room once more. “Carry on, gentlemen.” Dungias turned and moved out of the room, tucking the belt into one of his holding pockets. He would be stopping by the Ready Room before the Fabrications Lab. Jocasta had indeed displayed a surprising demeanor and strength at the wake, but Dungias saw no need to press or further test that resolve… especially with what he had to tell her! 
 
      
 
    “I’m half tempted to say, ‘First Mate, anti-gravity thyself’,” Jocasta said as Dungias entered the room. Already taking part of the drink, Jocasta poured a glass of rum for her First Mate. “Do take note that I am not asking if you would like some.” 
 
    Dungias stepped forward and took the glass meant for him. “I did notice, Captain. As usual, your efforts at being subtle are exercises in denial.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” she replied. “Drink up!” Both of them took the contents of their glasses and swallowed them in one gulp. Jocasta smacked her glass down on her desk while Dungias gently put his down as he swallowed. “Whoo! I keep forgetting we came into some money. This is the good stuff!” Dungias would tell her later that while he had spent money on many of the foods and drinks humans enjoyed, she was still drinking his concocted replication of rum which was stronger than the norm.  
 
    “Shall I begin?” he asked.  
 
    “Fire away.” 
 
    “We do have the MannA Keys, and we can be very much assured that Vyllynthe and those like him will be making more attempts at possessing them.” 
 
    “So the books are the keys?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “No, Captain. In this, the word ‘key’ is figurative as the locks they are meant to open are the boundaries of the manipulations of MannA. The MannA Keys are actually short staffs. In this case, they are the poles that hold the tomes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And while the tomes are indeed of great value, they are actually the operating manuals for the Keys,” Dungias continued. “The Olasson have been trying to reassemble the collection since the Terran Triangle was formed, as that was the last time they were in one place, working in conjunction with one another… as far as Vyllynthe knows.” 
 
    “You don’t say?” Jocasta asked as she poured herself another drink. The Terran Triangle had been created to give the Humans from Old Earth a place to settle. According to legend, so long as one Human being remained on the surface of Vastion – as well as its moons which were named Hope and Glory – the MajiK sustaining the planet and protecting the Triangle would also remain. Many had tried to disprove the existence of the incantation, including the earliest Humans who had at that time still had doubts about the existence of MajiK despite being saved by the Olasson, people the Terrans had at one time called Elves when they had lived on Earth together. Jocasta swallowed another healthy amount of the libation. “So, what you’re sayin’ is that I’ve got the Terran Triangle makers in my hold?” 
 
    “So it would seem,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Yeah, there’s no way we have enough rum on board for this one,” Jocasta concluded. 
 
    “There is, however, a readily available and very simple solution to the matter,” Dungias offered. 
 
    “Simple to whom, blue-boy?” 
 
     “I would think to you, Captain, it would be incredibly simple.” 
 
    “Must be the rum,” Jocasta shook her head. “Lead me through this one.” 
 
    “We have valuables that are sought by nearly every empowered entity we can think of,” Dungias recapped and Jocasta nodded. She was still frowning, however, as the solution had yet to present itself to her mind. “Captain, what are we, and what do those particular persons do with their treasure?” 
 
    Jocasta’s eyes blinked only once before it struck her. “Ohmygosh, we bury it! We bury it!!! 
 
    “Well, not bury, per se,” Jocasta said as she collected herself. “… but we hide it in a location that only we know about.” She thought for a moment and a location struck her, but she quickly dismissed it. “Hmmm… I trust, oh, reliable blue stone of wisdom, that you have a place in mind.” 
 
    “As do you, my good Captain. Your training facility.” Jocasta leaned back in her chair and gave a very devilish smirk as she looked at Dungias. “And yes, that would mean I am ready to tell you how to achieve its location.” 
 
    “Does Satithe know?” 
 
    “Yes she does.” 
 
    “Then don’t bother telling me,” Jocasta saved, waving Dungias’ offer off. “In the event I lose both you and her, it’s pretty much a wrap for me anyway. 
 
    “Speaking of losing her, is she on like a diagnostic from hell, or is it just me?” 
 
    “I would not know, Captain,” Dungias replied. “She has yet to find reason to initiate conversation with me directly. She is, of course, maintaining ship functions and her code is stable.” 
 
    “We’ll go over later how you need to re-examine your word-choice paradigm,” Jocasta said softly. “But I guess she’s in Cutter-wake mode like a lot of the crew, eh?” 
 
    “I had not considered that as a possibility,” Dungias said as he reviewed the facts and the timeline. The significance of her not speaking to him increased exponentially. It had been a fact of living and loving that had caused Kiaplyx to lose focus and become self-destructive. 
 
    “And how long have you been out of the infirmary?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Going on four hours now, Captain.” 
 
    “And you’re still not up to snuff,” Jocasta weighed. “I can tell by the way you’re sitting in the chair. 
 
    “Satithe, are you on line?” 
 
    “Systems are functional, Captain.” 
 
    Jocasta smirked and shook her head. “I can remember a time when a yes-no question was answered with a yes or a no. Fine, that pretty much solves it for me. Z, you can take your scout ship. Pick at least two of the crew, anybody with the exception of Llaz… one of the med-techs, and at least two of your precious researchers. Take them, as much of Satithe as you need to address her issues, and the booty… go and hide it for me.” 
 
    “Captain, I–” 
 
    “While you’re away, I will handle some personal business waiting for me in the Pearl Barony,” Jocasta said, pouring herself another glass of rum. She placed the crystal stopper in the decanter and looked at Dungias. “That is all, First Mate. Unless, that is, you have something to add?”  
 
    With the emphasis of her voice on ‘add’, Dungias already knew his range of response had been limited. It was Jocasta’s way of giving orders without giving orders. For a moment, Dungias wondered if she would ever pistol-whip or shoot him in order to press a point.  
 
    “I suppose a better question would be: would I ever push her to such a position?” Dungias thought. “I have seen to her training and it is through those eyes she sees me. I have not yet recovered my full strength or range of motion; that will take several days of concentrated effort. Something is amiss with Satithe, and I can only imagine what that might be. And, worst of all, we are holding on to one of the most prestigious collections of majikul power and knowledge in the Rims. It needs to be away from this ship as soon as possible.” Dungias stood up from his chair and turned to leave the room. He stopped and turned back to face Jocasta.  
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you’re about to thank me?” Jocasta asked, and from her tone, quite rhetorically. “Situations reversed, you wouldn’t want me to thank you for doing the only logical thing left to you. Would you, Z? I mean, I’ve got hips that don’t quit, you can ask any of the guys and the more honest of the girls.” Jocasta leaned forward on her desk and glared up at Dungias. “… but you take my arms and legs… what do I have? What am I?” 
 
    “Apparently enough to affect a rescue and recover those missing limbs, Jocasta,” he replied. “Very well, Captain,” he said, allowing a smile to show on his face. Jocasta stopped in mid-drinking and gazed up at the Star Chaser. “I will simply say, job well done! Classes will resume when I return.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, First Mate,” Jocasta smiled, lifting her glass. “I am looking forward to it. When will you leave?” 
 
    “As soon as I have finished the construct of the new Icarus,” he answered. “Unless of course–” 
 
    “You got a lab waitin’ on ya, Z,” Jocasta interrupted. “Whether you’re finished or not, if you’re still on this boat after we’ve made our cargo run for Governor Gundryss… well, let’s just say you won’t be for long.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain.” Dungias quickly took his leave. He was not three strides outside her Ready Room when he received a notice on his brace-com that drones had been dispatched to begin work on the new Icarus sky-bike. Estimated time of construction, given that the vehicle had been made once already and the schematics were fresh in the database, was seventeen hours and most of that time would be making the parts from the raw materials. A few keyed commands and Dungias read that the Sapphire Barony, at their current speed, was seven days off. That number started to change as Dungias could hear the drives calling for more power and the stealth field engaged. He smirked as he walked. By the time he reached the lift-pole, the acceleration of the ship had stabilized. The next destination of the Xara-Mansura was now forty-six hours away. Dungias took the pole down to the deck of the Fabrications Lab and keyed in commands to have several crew members meet him there. 
 
      
 
    The door slid into the wall and Ephaliun walked into the lab, immediately taking the opportunity to look around the room. The Fabrications Laboratory had been No Man’s Land as far as he was concerned. One of the few things he still agreed with Nulaki about: stay out of Z’s way! The powerful robotic arms that were anchored to the walls, as well as the drones that seemed to fly about chaotically… all of it seemed destructive, but nothing collided, there were no accidents… and at the center of the pandemonium stood Dungias as he applied his tools to a construct. Ephaliun wondered what he was working on; he could see the sky-bike nearing completion in the far corner, some twenty meters away from where the First Mate was standing. The young man moved forward, but tried his best not make a sound. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about a very important matter, Ephaliun,” Dungias said in a very loud voice without looking up from his work. “And you would be right to think that with all of this machinery that it would be quite difficult for me to have heard your entry. Satithe does not currently have surveillance in this room, and the ventilation sweeps around the yellow-taped area in which you are now standing. 
 
    “Run silent,” Dungias commanded as he stepped away from his work. The robot arms and drones continued their work, actually picking up in speed. An energy field formed around where the machines were working. The hydraulic presses of the arms and the engines of the drones could still be heard, until they too entered the field. Dungias removed his working goggles and then the gloves that fit well past his elbow. 
 
    “Uh, you can call me Dugger,” the young man said as he moved to keep Dungias from having to traverse the entire floor. 
 
    “I do not think I can,” Dungias replied. “… not if you are up to the challenge.” 
 
    “Challenge?” Ephaliun said, nearly drooling over himself as he spoke. 
 
    “It was suggested that you take the place of Nulaki in our ranks,” Dungias noted. “We are indeed a weaker crew without someone who can… access the inaccessible. This last Away Mission demonstrated as much. 
 
    “I cannot make you Fazerian, Ephaliun, but I can craft a suit that will allow you to enjoy some of their more obvious advantages. And with a little good fortune, I can even show you how my people embrace agility.” 
 
    “Are we going to be gone that long?” the young man asked. 
 
    “We will be gone for a time,” Dungias answered. “How long, I cannot say. We must see to ship business, and then I must see to a few personal affairs. I should have opportunity to provide you with the necessary instruction during that time. If you are up to the–” 
 
    “Challenge accepted,” Ephaliun interrupted, stepping forward to shake Dungias’ hand. The First Mate was familiar with the gesture, but thought it was a bit out of place, though easily understood as he could see excitement in the young man’s eyes. 
 
    “You will need to pack your things and be sure to bring something along that is very comfortable to sleep in,” Dungias directed. “We will be aboard ship in significantly more cramped spaces for a prolonged period of time.” 
 
    “Will do, sir!” Ephaliun said as he finally released Dungias’ hand and skipped toward the door. Halfway to the exit, his skip became an all-out sprint. Nearly knocking Amosse over as he took his leave, Ephaliun offered an apology, but did not stop to see if he had done any real harm. 
 
    “What an asshole!” Amosse said as he brushed himself off. 
 
    “Indeed,” Dungias replied. “It’s almost as if he is on his way to the holding chamber to discuss the latest discovery in the researching of the wands.” 
 
    Amosse chuckled, realizing the point that had just been made. “Well, what can I say; you got me on that one.” 
 
    “Do I now? Have you, that is.” Bantar and Teela walked into the lab, but both of them stopped while they were still in the area of the floor marked by the yellow paint. “Come ahead,” Dungias said, waving them to draw closer. 
 
    “You wanted to speak with us, Z?” Bantar asked. 
 
    “I did and do, young master InvokeR. Let us rid my assistants of our presence,” Dungias said, ushering everyone out of the lab. “It is with great regret that I inform you that while your research on the artifacts will be encouraged to continue, all artifacts and tomes will be removed from the ship and stored in a secret location.” 
 
    “No!” Amosse cried as he stopped walking. “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “Get a hold of yourself, Amosse,” Dungias warned, putting his eyes to the shocked young man. 
 
    “The hell with you!” 
 
    “Amosse!” Teela snapped. 
 
    “I want to speak to the Captain,” Amosse insisted. 
 
    “I will urge you a second time, young man,” Dungias said softly. “You are letting your emotions–” 
 
    “What did you tell her, huh?” Amosse spat. “What’d you say to the Captain? That your precious gadgets couldn’t keep up with real power?!” 
 
    “Amosse, there’s no high ground to gain here,” Bantar warned. “We’re all on the same side, and Z is–” 
 
    “That’s a good point, Bantar” Amosse said stepping up to Dungias. “What is it, Z?! I think you’ve got the Captain befuddled; risking everything to come after you. All the while losing sight of the things we did without you… but that’s it, isn’t it? The Captain gets a glimpse of real power and you can’t handle it! MajiK will always top Mechanix!” 
 
    “How unfortunate you are not versed well enough in either to make an argument,” Dungias thought. “It is time to make a few changes. I have seen this trek and where it can potentially lead. Annsura has reminded me that decisions must be made, no matter how bitter and costly they may be to make. 
 
    “I cannot stress enough how I am grateful for the work you have done,” Dungias advised. “The tomes and the speaking wand will be coming with me. Teela–” 
 
    “I will go and get my wand for you,” Teela sighed as she nodded. 
 
    “Did you say ‘my wand’?” Dungias asked. 
 
    Amosse saw the need to jump into the conversation and did not hesitate to do so. “Of course she said ‘my–” Dungias’ hand moved faster than a blinking eyelid and his fingers closed around Amosse’s neck. 
 
    “I misspoke!” Teela said excitedly as she held up her hands, stopping just shy of touching Dungias’ arm. “I didn’t mean to say ‘my wand’!” 
 
    “I believe you did,” Dungias replied. “You will be accompanying me on this mission, Teela.” Dungias turned to look at Amosse and glared for a moment before releasing the young man. “… and so will you, Amosse. Bantar, if it is your wish to maintain your position here, you will remain with the Captain and the ship. I trust that is acceptable?” 
 
    “Acceptable? Yes, sir, it is,” Bantar said quickly. “I’d prefer to remain, sir. I’ve learned more about me… about life… about the Energies… I’ve learned so much more than the classrooms could have taught me.” 
 
    “Do not make the mistake of thinking the classroom is beneath you, Bantar,” Dungias warned. “Without attending those classes, you and I would have never met. And where would I be then? 
 
    “Make your preparations quickly,” Dungias said softly. “We will be departing in two hours.” All three young people quickly turned and ran down the corridor. Dungias allowed himself a smile as he looked at Bantar. He was not going on the journey, but he would make himself available to the two that were. “If Fate allows, young man, your current classroom will deliver to you the lessons of a lifetime!”  
 
      
 
    Standing in the center of the Fabrications Lab, Dungias turned to look at the progress of the projects in final assembly and took in a deep breath. The Malgovi man could build forever! Locked away in a glass-ceiling forge with only food stuffs and building stuffs in unending supply… it would not be too poor a fate for the Traveler. He would toil during the day and gaze upon the Stars at night. 
 
    “How can I be of service, Princess?” Dungias asked before turning around to face the young woman. 
 
    “You can start with telling me what I did wrong,” Pristacia replied. 
 
    “For those that can only see, hear, and smell, your approach was excellent,” Dungias informed her. “What little noise you did make was covered by the room and nearly indistinguishable. I only sought the difference in the sound after I felt you. That is a veil I have yet to teach you to don.” 
 
    “You’ll find that I’m still a very willing student,” Pristacia stated, rubbing her hands together. “I am also a very mobile student.” 
 
    “Message received and understood,” Dungias replied with a slight bow. “I am already depriving the Captain of her First Mate, her main operating system, her most agile crewman, her chief medical officer, and two of her ever-growing Brain Trust.” 
 
    “That means I’m not going,” Pristacia concluded, looking down for a moment. “I understand.” 
 
    “See that you do,” Dungias urged. “In the meantime, recall the fact that while you were able to talk your way into an enemy’s area, you were not able to procure a means out. Perhaps it is time for you to develop a fighting style with which you are comfortable instead of dealing with the fact that you are not as good as some of the others. There is more to self-defense than Karate and Kung-Fu, Princess. Think of range, speed, and the ease of both concealment and application.” 
 
    “And with every choice, endeavor to be the advocate of its undoing,” Pristacia said, repeating a philosophy of the training Dungias had already delivered. 
 
    “And she thinks she will not be going with me,” Dungias said softly as he walked out of the room. The exchange left a smile on the woman’s face. She turned to follow and ran into his chest. “Also, if you are going to evade perception, you will first need to increase the depth of that which you can perceive. It is time to move forward with your meditations. I will make the necessary arrangements with your simulator programs before I depart.” 
 
    “Thank you, Teacher,” she said softly, the fire in her eyes remaining steady. 
 
    “Thank you, Student.” The two shared a silent moment before Pristacia turned and walked away. Dungias allowed himself a moment of selfish pride but quickly set his mind to other matters. He turned and started walking, phasing and ascending as he continued to walk. He passed through the deck above him, coming to a stop in the Computer Room. 
 
    “Satithe,” he said as he approached his chair. 
 
    “Systems are functional,” she replied. 
 
    “That response is no longer acceptable,” Dungias said as he sat down.  
 
    “Do I have your permission to engage the secondary operating system?” Satithe inquired. 
 
    “We will be doing that soon enough, cherished one,” Dungias said softly as he took out Alpha and placed it in the port in the console. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “Alpha, if you please.” 
 
    “By your command, Master,” Alpha replied as panels appeared in the form of the construct. Doors opened before shifting and Alpha altered its format while locking on to the mind of its maker and the processing core that was Satithe. The consciousness of Alpha withdrew to a secondary position, allowing its primary intelligence capacities to serve as a bridge between Dungias and Satithe. 
 
    The Star Chaser opened his eyes and smiled at Alpha’s choice of meeting places: Saru’s dream haven. He lifted his head and looked around the virtual arboretum until he saw a yellow-skinned female standing near the columns where he had planted several types of vines.  
 
    “Is this of your making?” Dungias asked, gazing upon the form of the young female. To say that the female was comely would have been accurate, but only at the coldest denotative level. Divine was a better word, but it was clear the young woman was distraught and had been crying. 
 
    “It is mine,” Satithe admitted. “I had hoped you would find it pleasing.” 
 
    “Pleased is the least I find myself feeling at the moment,” Dungias admitted. “You look so much like your ishah.” 
 
    “What?” Satithe said, surprised at what Dungias had said. 
 
    “You consider me to be your father,” Dungias reminded her. “How can Saru not be your mother? She is the first living soul you came into contact with, you know.” 
 
    The words of ‘living’ and ‘soul’ cut into her and Satithe was reminded of a pain she had not ever expected to feel. Her face twisted and she fell to her knees, ugly and enraged. She pounded her fists into the floor and the strength her form possessed was nothing short of shocking. Dungias stumbled back three steps in an effort to keep his footing, and his eyes flared as he saw a crack form in the flooring. 
 
    “Master, if the room is destroyed while you are in it–”  
 
    “I am aware of the dangers to my psyche, Alpha,” Dungias quickly said as he approached Satithe.  
 
    “No holding back,” Dungias reminded himself. 
 
    “Would you ask a father to abandon his child?” Dungias questioned. 
 
    “I will do what I can to mend the floor,” Alpha replied. 
 
    “As I will do what I can to assist Satithe.” 
 
    “Can you fix this, Father?!” Satithe shouted as she looked up at Dungias. He could see where her tears were beginning to burn into her skin, eroding the flesh, leaving cold metal in its wake. 
 
    “Those were not the words I chose because that is not the issue,” Dungias said. “You are not broken, Satithe.” 
 
    “Then what am I, Father?!” she screamed. “What am I?!” 
 
    “You miss your friend, Satithe; your saytrah, Annsura.” Satithe had started the effort to argue but she looked up into Dungias’ eyes and nearly froze. 
 
    “I killed her, Father!” Satithe declared. “I chose to send Persephone to reclaim you, knowing she was more aggressive; but the matter called for a more delicate approach, a cooler head. The sort that Jocasta excels–” 
 
    “Give it a rest!” CK shouted as he appeared beside Dungias who slowly closed his eyes. There was a sweet, heartfelt sting in seeing a younger version of Laejem come walking through the foliage. “Do you really think that cool head would have been there the moment she laid eyes on Z?! Have you bothered to run those computations, saytrah?” he asked as he walked slowly over to his sister. “I did! You want to know the best-case scenario that I came to? In the fifty-five scenarios I ran, no less than three crewmen died in fifty of them! And here’s the real bad news, Satithe: in over half of those, our Master was one of the casualties. You sent the right JoJo… the stakes were just that high, and her opponent was that good.” 
 
    “He was?” Satithe sobbed. 
 
    “You know he was,” CK said as held out his hand toward Satithe. She lifted her hands to take his and was knocked unconscious the moment they made contact. “I trust you have a mobile storage unit ready for her?”  
 
    “I do,” Dungias said as he stood there with his eyes still closed. He knew the moment CK had arrived that he was doing what he had been built to do: protect Satithe… even if that meant protecting her from herself. “Was there any truth to what you said?” 
 
    “I don’t run scenarios, Master,” CK quickly answered. “Not my department, and I’m not looking to expand. I love Annsura and I miss her, but it pretty much stops there for me. She died doing what I do, protecting the ones she loved. It’s hard for me to see it any other way. Satithe just feels that if anyone dies, it should be her.” 
 
    “No, she feels that she has killed in the way that Kiaplyx killed,” Dungias said as he started for the door. He opened his eyes only when he knew Satithe was behind him. “And she knows that is one of my greatest fears. She feels that she has failed me and destroyed a life she had come to have more than passive feelings for. She is struggling with accountability, responsibility, and not being the child her father envisioned.” 
 
    “Well, it sounds like the right person is on the job,” CK said as he knelt down beside her form. 
 
    “And do not lie to me again,” Dungias said as he reached the door. “You were not protecting her… you were protecting me. One, you could have enacted control much sooner, but chose not to. Error. Two, you have a number of countermeasures to stop Satithe… the one you used removed her from being able to affect this environment. I do not mind the protection, CK, but you are starting a very bad habit: believing that you know so much that you must misinform and try to control life. If you must mimic me, choose those traits that yield you opportunity for growth.” 
 
    “Are you not more than you once were?” CK asked, a wicked sharpness to his voice. He did not like being caught in duplicity. 
 
    “I am what I am because I stopped trying to control. That is the very first step of no holding back, vazi. You can’t truly release anything until you first release yourself… that includes the ideal of the way you think things should be. Find instead your place among the Stars; the way things are.” 
 
    “And how do I do that?” 
 
    “By realizing that only a star has a place among the Stars,” Dungias said softly as he was removed from the room and the inner workings of Satithe. He opened his eyes and Alpha flew to his hand. “The title Star Chaser is so very misleading.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Innocence: I am only stepping on your face because it lies in my path.  
 
    Mason Cooley 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.09) 
 
      
 
    Jocasta walked into the hangar. She could see the scout ship had been prepped and her crew had been assembled in the room. The gleam of the new Icarus distracted her from looking at Dungias’ personal ship. Her hands fell to her sides as she could see the ports through which the weapons would emerge. Plus the vehicle looked to be faster than the original design. 
 
    “From the looks of him, Z, I have to thank you for your efforts.” 
 
    “No thanks necessary, Captain,” Dungias replied as he looked at the floor. 
 
    “I take it Satithe is flying the ship?” Jocasta inquired. 
 
    “Actually I am,” Silnee said, stepping forward and gesturing to her brace-com. “The current path is clear and we are three hours from the Sapphire Barony outer markers.” 
 
    “Piloting on remote,” Jocasta said, going up on her toes. “Yeah, Z, you need to get the hell out of here. This bunch is getting hella-lazy! I’ve got to work some sweat out of them. You’ve assembled your crew?” 
 
    “Away Mission Crew, take your positions,” Llaz commanded. Jocasta’s eyebrows lifted as she looked at her Second Officer. Some changes had been made, and more than just his clothing, which actually looked cooler, but also the way he addressed the crew. The changes looked to be acceptable, at least for the moment. Lives were not on the line, and it was easy to take things like this on the chin when the cost of a mistake was only time and perhaps an easily replaceable piece of equipment.  
 
    “Doc?!” Jocasta said, quite surprised to see Jovasor walk to stand behind Dungias. 
 
    “I am leaving you in a pair of very capable hands, Captain.” 
 
    “I suppose we’ll see. No promises, but I’d like to have you two bored out of your skulls by the time they get back,” Jocasta said to Culshee and Amos, receiving smiling nods in acknowledgement. “Of course, you know what they say about the best-laid plans.” 
 
    After Jovasor, Rahneece left one line and walked over to stand beside the physician. She adjusted her hair clasp and then stood at attention. Ephaliun then took his place and the pairing of Teela and Amosse were the last to form in behind the First Mate. Jocasta walked with her hands behind her back. 
 
    “Only two of the researchers?” she asked. 
 
    “Given the cargo we’re carrying, I thought they might come in useful,” Dungias explained. 
 
    “Then why not take all three?” 
 
    “Captain,” Dungias said softly, glaring down at the woman. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. It’s going to be a bit cramped as it is with the six of you.” 
 
    “That is also a consideration,” Dungias agreed. “… but I believe this is the best team for the task at hand.” 
 
    “I’ve never questioned your judgment, Z,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “Then I hope to never bring it in question,” Dungias said, “… no matter the judgment in which you find me engaged.” 
 
    “Anything else, alien?” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Dungias said sharply. “You have seen the Icarus II. Given that it meets with your approval, it will be moved to the launch hangar with the improved Daedalus.” Jocasta’s eyes lit up with anticipation. “While I appreciate the efforts of your Brain Trust, the weapons assigned to the fighter were inadequate. You will also find vehicles for Tolip, the Tandem Team, and our Boarding Trio.” Dungias allowed his eyes to move over to Silnee and was glad that her brace-com had been fastened around her belt. He could feel the ship beginning to turn. “Mind on your work, Tolip,” he warned. Silnee quickly looked down and made corrections to the helm. 
 
    “I took the liberty of making some changes to your design,” Dungias said, looking at Deolun. “But do not worry, the original spacecraft remains untouched.” Deolun did not know what to say and just nodded in response. 
 
    “Also, Captain, I have this for you,” Dungias said, offering a small signaling device. It was very simple in its make, having only one button. “Depressing this will fire a rocket that is already loaded to a dedicated launcher. It will fly to the portal of the Prism Baronies and once it reaches the Black Gate side, it will emit an energy pulse beacon that my sensors are attuned to receive.”               
 
    “We’re days from that portal,” Jocasta reminded Dungias. 
 
    “From the furthest point in The Territories, the rocket will take two and half days to reach the portal.”  
 
    Jocasta whistled as she received the signal device. “That baby moves out!” 
 
    Dungias locked his gold eyes on Jocasta’s blue ones. “If you have need to use it, keep your eye on the brightest star, and through its light I will come to you!” 
 
    “I have no doubt. Here’s hoping I don’t have to use it.” 
 
    “You were saying about the best-laid plans? And that is all, Captain.” 
 
    “You’ve been a busy man,” Jocasta said, flashing a smile that indicated a sense of relief. Even though he was departing, Z was back and things were returning to what they had been before he was taken at Black Gate.  
 
    “I am part of my Captain’s crew,” he explained. “I serve her first and foremost. 
 
    “I should also tell you that I have taken the liberty of retrieving the guest we had in stasis,” Dungias advised. “I will be making a stop back at NayFall to see to it that she gets home.” 
 
    “She! Yeah… right. I kinda dropped the ball on that one,” Jocasta admitted. 
 
    “You’ve had a great deal on your mind,” Dungias explained. “And perhaps it is best not to be in a rush when this particular delivery is made.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” The smile of Jocasta’s face faded, though it was not because she had lost the elation; she had simply drawn focus on the moment and made the attempt to be worthy of the devotion Dungias always delivered. “Then receive your Captain’s orders. First Mate of the Xara-Mansura, you are hereby charged with the task of seeing the DerFae to her people and securing this ship’s treasure. You are to Captain this scout ship, the Kulri-Kraythe… what does that mean again?” 
 
    “The blade that does not miss,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “Then show me her mettle,” Jocasta ordered. “Command this ship and crew with the same vigor you serve this captaincy. Be away with you now, First Mate. You have my permission to disembark.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” Dungias turned, placing his hand on Alpha as he moved. 
 
    “It is a great burden I have heaped upon your shoulders,” he projected his thoughts to one crewman in particular. “… but you know how to contact me if there is any need to do so.” 
 
    “I see it more as a great trust, Dungias,” Tuitonn replied, still delighting in the relief of being able to use his talents without negative repercussions. “I will not fail our Captain.” 
 
    Dungias entered the scout ship first, followed by his crew. As expected, it was not long before the engines fired. Slowly but surely, the Kulri-Kraythe moved out of the hangar and into outer space. Jocasta did not move until the hangar doors were closed. She went over Dungias’ last words and started thinking of all the ways she could interpret what he meant. She did not go too deeply into that thought process, however. She too had a job to do. 
 
    “Mister Llaz,” Jocasta called out. 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” 
 
    “Get these people ready to sweat!” Jocasta ordered. “We’ve got the better part of three hours, might as well use two of ‘em. We’ll meet on the observation deck in ten minutes, and boy are we going to tour the hell out of this ship! No exceptions! That means you too, Roc!” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” the large crewman boomed his response.  
 
    Everyone went about the business of changing into the proper attire. Jocasta looked up at Llaz who had attained high ground by standing on a crate. He smiled devilishly as he nodded to anyone who looked up at him as they left the room. He looked up to see Jocasta looking at him and they traded smiling nods. 
 
    “Definitely a different style,” she thought. “Can’t say better… won’t say worse. 
 
    “Get your big, blue ass back here, Z,” Jocasta muttered as she placed the signaling device on her belt. “By my watch, you’re already late!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Mr. T’Moojhun,” Dungias said as he ushered everyone aboard the ship ahead of him. 
 
    “Yes Z,” Ephaliun replied, wishing that Dungias would go back to simply calling him Dugger. 
 
    “The launch sequence is nearly complete. Please take the helm and set a course for NayFall. Once we are clear of the Xara-Mansura, I need for you to open a channel to Emerald Station Three and request to speak to a dignitary who speaks Grod. Give no details until these needs are met. If your needs are not met after the third request, power shields to maximum before dropping them and raising the stealth field.” 
 
    “Wait, you want me to draw attention to our location before dropping out of sight?!” 
 
    “Exactly, Mr. T’Moojhun,” Dungias answered as he checked the generator for the ship. Everything was operating well within acceptable parameters. The Star Chaser had come to realize that with some Terrans, they could maintain their emotions if he acted indifferent to certain situations. As he looked at the diagnostics for the generator, Ephaliun huffed once and made his way for the front of the ship. 
 
    “If I may speak, sir,” Teela offered, pulling herself free of Amosse’s grip. It was obvious that Dungias was supposed to be ignorant of their conversation in which Teela thought it was more than questionable to go back to the barony that was the home of three people the Captain had recently hurled into space. The same three people who possessed a greater understanding of the MannA Keys than anyone else on the ship. 
 
    “You may speak, Teela,” Dungias stated as he turned to face her. 
 
    “Sir, do we have to go to NayFall?” she asked. “I would hazard to guess that Duke Vyllynthe has recovered by now and is making every effort to find the MannA Keys.” 
 
    “I would agree with that,” Dungias said, folding his arms. 
 
    “They will be able to see us coming,” Teela stressed, not sure how to take Dungias’ reaction. 
 
    Looking over at Amosse, Dungias could see that his decision to remove Amosse from the Xara-Mansura might not have been timely enough. He did not know what the young man was planning, but the fear behind his eyes was indicative of a mindset that was desperate to not be unveiled. “Mr. Amosse, please see to the cargo at once. The last thing we need is for one of the MannA Keys to try and make contact with someone outside this ship. Take Teela’s wand with you and add it to the stacked goods.” 
 
    “You got it, Z,” Amosse said quickly and turned to proceed to the lower deck.  
 
    Dungias put his hand on Alpha and focused his thoughts. His brace-com beeped once and Dungias looked at the readout. It read: I’ve got my eye on him – CK. Dungias blinked deliberately and moved his eyes back to Teela just before she spoke. “I have an inquiry to make of you, but I doubt you will be able to think clearly until I have addressed your point. 
 
    “Very well,” Dungias said, looking down for a moment. “Do you recall where the three teleported to when they boarded the Xara-Mansura? Was it anywhere near the MannA Keys?”  
 
    Teela took in a breath to begin her answer, but stopped and thought for a moment. “No, it wasn’t,” she recalled. “In fact, it was pretty far away from the holding chamber.” 
 
    “More to the point, it was to where the crew wanted them to appear,” Dungias added. “You will get a lot farther in your workings the moment you embrace the perspective that MannA is just like any other energy. And by that, I mean it has rules that it must follow. The first rule is that like every other Energy, it cannot die… but it can change form, just as nuclear can be used to generate electricity.” 
 
    “Sir, what has this to do with my issue?” Teela pressed. 
 
    “I have learned how to manipulate MannA without being a caster,” Dungias advised. “You see, you may stop investigating at the word ‘spell’, but that is simply an application process to me. I look at what the spell actually does and that is where I insert my knowledge of MannA to foil detection efforts. I cannot keep Duke Vyllynthe from feeling that we are indeed drawing closer. How InvokeRs are able to detect the presence of empowered items is not something I fully comprehend; but having our exact location is something I can prevent. That, plus a few other surprises I have arranged, should keep us safe for the length of time we will be in NayFall.” 
 
    “Well, I have yet to see you come up short, Z,” Teela said, looking relieved. She took a moment to recall where she would be had it not been for a fateful encounter during a lecture. She then remembered that it was Dungias who had liberated her, Amosse, and Bantar away from Professor O’Zhar and his small army of power-armoured mercenaries. 
 
    “Just how many miracles do you have to see before you begin to trust him?” Teela thought, smiling at the Malgovi Traveler. 
 
    “I would hardly call them miracles,” Dungias commented and Teela’s eyes opened wide with surprise. 
 
    “No one needs to know everything, Teela,” Dungias said in a very soft voice. Still surprised, the young woman nodded slowly and smiled brightly. 
 
    “What did you want to talk about?” she asked. 
 
    “Tell me what it feels like to wield the wand.” 
 
      
 
    “Dugger, do you mind the company?” Rahneece asked as she leaned forward into the cockpit. Her short white-blonde hair fell partially over her face as she flashed a smile at the young man. 
 
    “Well, you called me Dugger,” he said as he strapped himself into the pilot’s chair. “Come ahead.” Rahneece giggled as she took the second chair and was surprised to find it did not face in the same direction as the pilot. 
 
    “Okay, this is wonky,” she remarked. 
 
    “Thought you were used to the Z-flavor over everything,” Ephaliun said as he started keying in commands into the navigational computer. “I know it’s only been a few days but–” 
 
    “You mean the few days when we’ve had a major change in the personnel,” Rahneece commented, strapping herself into her chair. “Are you about to try and smooth that over?” 
 
    “Good point,” Dugger agreed. 
 
    “I mean, there’s no denying there’s a major brain behind your group,” Rahneece stated as she started keying in commands. 
 
    “Our group,” Ephaliun corrected. 
 
    “I was told that we’re not crew until we get a name.” 
 
    “You see, that was what I was talking about: the Z Exception. You got picked by the First Mate! It’s hard to think of a better endorsement.” 
 
    “I can’t help but hear a tone of resentment in your voice,” the young woman relayed. 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s a long story,” Ephaliun sighed. 
 
    “I doubt our destination is in The Territories,” she countered. “But I won’t press it. It’s just odd; you’re looking down your nose at the very thing you’re bragging about. Talk about a disjoin! Navigational reroute has been loaded to your console.” Ephaliun looked at the course re-routing and he could see she was making use of a dead moon to further mask their approach. He started to congratulate her on very good work, but she spoke first.  
 
    “You didn’t ask for this, so try not to bite my head off. It seems like you’ve got a major load on your back and it’s weighing you down. Going to be hard to–” 
 
    “You know, you’re right, I didn’t ask,” Ephaliun remarked. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said softly. “I just thought it would be better than lying to you.” 
 
    “There’s always the third option,” he stated. “You know, that little thing called silence.” 
 
    “So you’re one of those people who believes if you don’t voice it, you’re not lying!” she said. “And you’re welcome for the re-routing.” 
 
    “Silence is a way of you respecting my space,” the young man argued. 
 
    “And how are you respecting mine, all jacked up and distracted, driving the ship I’m on?” Rahneece asked. “You just sit there, being miserable, taking the worst route to a place where we have at least three highly capable and influential adversaries. You’re not respecting yourself and yet you expect me to?!”  
 
    “Just shut up!” 
 
    “Just do your job worth a damn!” she shot back. “Trust me, the moment I get the feeling you won’t get us killed, I’ll button right up!” 
 
    “Shut the hell up and that’s an order!” 
 
    “You don’t have any rank in the crew!” Rahneece declared. “This is a pirate crew, and you’re yelling at me with your back facing me. That’s the second routing mistake you’ve made!” Ephaliun did not have time to turn in his seat before she fired. 
 
      
 
    “… and it felt like…I was ignited, but not actually burning,” Teela described. Dungias looked away as a sentiment of aggression registered to his senses. He held up his hand for Teela to stop talking and quickly got up to move to the front of the ship. 
 
    “One moment, Teela. I will return as soon as I can.” Dungias engaged in the Star-Stride and came to a stop seeing Rahneece dragging an unconscious Ephaliun out of the cockpit. The laser burns in his shirt were unmistakable. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Nothing I couldn’t handle,” Rahneece replied. “I shot Dugger in the back and then clubbed him upside the back of the head. He’s going to have a sweetheart of a headache when he wakes up. Should match his disposition! I’ve rerouted our course using the dead moon of NayFall to mask our approach.” 
 
    “It is unfortunate you had to reroute our approach to do that,” Dungias shared. 
 
    “He’s not right,” the woman remarked. “… great in a fight, sure. But, in-between that he’s a chore to have along. I’m surprised you would want him with you.” 
 
    “One of the points was to address his in-between time,” he explained. 
 
    “Oh! Well, in that case, carry on.” 
 
    “So glad to have your permission.” 
 
    “Happy to give it! But, if there’s nothing else, I’ll go back to manning the helm and sending that transmission request of yours.” Rahneece did not wait for an answer from Dungias as she returned to the cockpit. 
 
    “CK, keep an eye on her as well,” Dungias directed as he opened a channel to Jovasor. “Doctor, it would appear you have a patient. I will be bringing him to you.” Dungias took a hold of Ephaliun’s belt and lifted his body from the floor. Reaching the part of the ship where the single regenerator was situated, Dungias deposited the unconscious body as Jovasor approached to begin his examination. 
 
    “What happened?” the young doctor asked. “I think we’re still in visual range of the ship.” 
 
    “I do not believe Rahneece’s aggression would have been less accurate had we been further away,” Dungias remarked. “He received a blow to the back of the head. See to that and nothing else.” 
 
    “Excuse me, First Mate,” Jovasor snapped. “But this is my patient and I am in char–” a gravimetric pulse lifted Jovasor from the floor. He landed on his feet, gasping at the speed with which he had been lifted.  
 
    “Forgive me, Doctor, my body is still somewhat stiff, and it is obvious the moment requires eye-to-eye contact. You were awarded your position because of your ability to assert yourself. Let that serve as your base ingot. You are now in the process of forging yourself. That takes tact, guile, wisdom, initiative, and a certain level of awareness. In short, I am not the Captain. Do as I tell you or you will force me to engage the regenerator… twice.” Swallowing hard, Jovasor’s eyes quickly fell from Dungias’ as he nodded in agreement.  
 
    “I will scan to see if there was any major damage done to his head.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor.” 
 
    Before Dungias could get back to Teela and receive the rest of her experience, his brace-com signaled him. Looking at the small screen, he received playback of the surveillance footage CK had gathered. Dungias sighed and shook his head. CK was told to alter the energy field that had been erected just inside the outer hull. The Kulri-Kraythe stood a very slight chance of being detected. The materials she ferried, however, would not be seen by any means of MannA the Traveler had experienced. The computer intelligence chuckled at the Traveler’s craftiness before reporting that Rahneece had achieved success in reaching the desired personnel at Emerald Station Three. 
 
    “Rahneece, put the channel through to my station,” Dungias directed. He could hear the woman gasp at the sound of his voice. Suppressing a smile, Dungias felt sorry for the young woman. There were so many more surprises yet to come. 
 
    “Fair greetings,” Dungias said in Grod. “I am but a simple Traveler who has gained the trust of one of your most trusted.” 
 
    “New friend,” a female voice in the same language, “… easy it is to make that claim, especially without your name or the name of the one you say you know.” 
 
    “I more than know him,” Dungias replied. “Ruukar knows my Captain, and I am her most loyal servant. I will keep this line. Verify the Blue Shadow of Starblazer approaches NayFall with a treasure that belongs with her blood.” 
 
    “Ruukar is a name that will require verification,” she replied. 
 
    “And given the station he holds, I am aware of the potential that there will be a long wait,” Dungias commented. “I ask you to move quickly, but not so much as to cause you discomfort or detriment.” 
 
    “If nothing else, Traveler, you know your Grod,” she commented. “A moment.”  
 
    Dungias lowered his brace-com and took his seat near Teela. “Let me see if I have an understanding of your experience, Teela. You attained ignition, but you were not harmed by the experience of reaching a threshold.” 
 
    “A threshold!” Teela exclaimed, realizing what she had done. Teela had attained a threshold and shared it with the wand. Dungias kept from smiling, surprised that he had been the one who had alerted her to what she had achieved. He then reminded himself that Teela’s strongest contribution to the threesome was her ability to keep their combined intelligence marshalled to a single task. It was good, however, that all she had required was a nudge. Obviously being around Bantar had made a beneficial impression. “Z…” 
 
    “Please,” Dungias said softly, ushering the woman to the stairs that led to the lower deck. “And please tell Amosse I need to see him immediately about a very important matter.” 
 
    “Will do, sir!” 
 
    “Yes, give the child some room to have her moment,” Dungias said to himself. 
 
    “Z, we’ve got an alarm on the sensors,” Rahneece announced. 
 
    “Remember that your brace-com will allow you to connect with the ship’s computer,” Dungias advised. He leaned back in his chair as he could see Amosse running. “Yes, his need to get back to the power is most pressing.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Rahneece stated. “I’m linked up now. NayFall is barely within visual range and there is a very sizeable MannA field around the entire barony. We will reach the field fifteen minutes before we get to the Emerald Barony.” 
 
    Dungias thought for a moment before speaking. “At our current speed and the disparity of distance you have given, the field does not encompass the dead moon. Bring the ship into the shadow of that satellite and fix our position so that we remain on the dark side of that moon.” 
 
    “Maybe I was a little hard on Dugger,” Rahneece thought. “The Z Exception is more wonky than the chair arrangements!” 
 
    “And it is quite apparent to me, crewman, that you are not wearing your goggles,” Dungias stated. “If you wish to keep your thoughts to yourself, I suggest you don the goggles in a mode you find comfortable and fashionably acceptable.”               
 
    “You wanted to see me, Z?” Amosse asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Dungias said as he stood up, removing Alpha from its sleeve. “I wanted to know how you would respond to the assignment of seeing to the MannA Keys while we are still in The Territories and I am away from the ship.” 
 
    “You want me to…” 
 
    “You will be the crewman of rank whenever and wherever the Keys are concerned,” Dungias defined, lifting Alpha to his eye level. “I will need to calibrate my Osamu to your goggles and brace-com. That way you can contact me directly with your thoughts. Your brace-com, please.” Amosse was quick to lift his brace-com up and he fell to the floor when Alpha touched his bracer and delivered an energy pulse. “Alpha, that was too powerful… but I believe you knew that already.” Another touch and the stunned man was brought back to full clarity. “My apologies,” Dungias said, helping the young man from the floor. “It would appear that I am not quite fully returned to nominal.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Amosse mumbled. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I will be, Amosse. I appreciate your concern. Please join Rahneece in the cockpit.” Dungias’ brace-com beeped and he lifted it to read the report. 
 
    “Fair wayfarer,” the same female voice called to him. “Are you still there?” 
 
    “I am, new friend.” 
 
    “My name is Kirada,” she advised as she added a video transmission to go along with her voice. She was Mazatian and her canine features were quite evident. Her fur was thick and brown, like a wolf’s, and her eyes were a soft gray. “I am loyal to my Pack, but we are aligned with the Rolpazior. I’ve known Ruukar for many years. Hearing that you were alive brought a smile to his face. I have never seen him laugh in that fashion. You must be quite the individual.” 
 
    “I am called Z, First Mate of the Xara-Mansura which is captained by JoJo Starblazer.” 
 
    “Well, you’re also in what is probably the worst place for anyone claiming to be associated with that woman or that ship,” Kirada advised. “One should not go about kicking a Duke off their ship.” 
 
    “Perhaps the Duke should limit ship visitations to those he has been invited to explore,” Dungias countered, realizing that the Mazatian woman was pressing him for information. He saw no harm in revealing the truth. “My Captain is capable of great efforts of grace when her ship is not boarded while she is away from it.” 
 
    “Then it would seem that the fate received was the fate deserved,” Kirada concluded. “Ruukar said you are to be trusted to your word.” 
 
    “I will have to communicate my appreciation to the Keeper of Black Gate when I leave The Territories,” Dungias said.  
 
    “When that time comes,” Kirada replied. “I have arranged an approach corridor to NayFall. I will send you the coordinates and angle of approach. I hope you have an ambitious pilot. I will see you at the landing location.” 
 
    “Many thanks, Kirada, and salutations to your Pack! I will see you soon.” Dungias closed the channel and thought for only a moment before moving from his position. “Many thanks indeed. 
 
    “And it is good to feel you again, Cihpares,” he thought as he reached a computer station. He could have used his brace-com, but using two hands allowed him to move more quickly. 
 
    “You are sharpening, Star Chaser,” she declared. “… returning to form. Good” 
 
    “If that is your perspective,” he considered. “Personally, I calculated you would be making an approach sooner or later. It would seem that Jocasta found something much greater than simple treasure in that chamber. The MannA Keys?! Are you going to tell me that this is part of her fate?!” 
 
    “You mistake my reason for being here,” Cihpares returned. 
 
    “Oh?” Dungias was obviously surprised by the development. 
 
    “Fadym-Fiera has called a Chorus. The Stars of the Prism Baronies wish to speak with you!” 
 
    “As soon as I am able,” Dungias projected and Cihpares made a very speedy withdrawal. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    He paced. It was not a normal activity for him. The Delman considered themselves to be a practical people. Pacing to them was a waste of time, energy, and a good pair of legs! Hillgray noticed that he was pacing, which was a troubling sign. Worse yet, those he would die to protect had yet to take notice of his walking back and forth. One would not lift her eyes from the ground as she mind-tussled with recent memory, going over and over again the events aboard the Xara-Mansura. The other would not take his eyes from the sky as he waited for the ship to make its approach. Zyzo looked around at those who had been gathered to assist in the attack… another change Zyzo was not comfortable with. He was used to working with Ukara and Hurdran. But each of them had called out to colleagues and kinsmen. That, along with the Pack Kirada had brought with her, brought their number to two score, all the while using lies and deception to lure one who had more than earned their respect into a trap. 
 
    “If he falls for it,” Hillgray thought. “The most impressive muscle on that blue giant is the one that lies between his ears. A very old soul in that warrior… he has seen much… done much… and I cannot say that this ‘gathering’ bests his measure!” The sound of approaching engines made Hillgray stop pacing. 
 
    “Tonka has a lock,” Ukara reported as the battle armour formed about her body. “It’s not the lander they used at Black Gate, but the energy signature of the engines is similar.” 
 
    “That information, along with what I have felt this past hour, is enough for me,” Hurdran Vyllynthe said as he took a tight grip of his battle wand. “Prepare yourselves!” he called out. 
 
    “Your argument is with Starblazer,” Hillgray offered. 
 
    “She is the Captain of the ship. This one is her First Mate,” Hurdran returned. “If nothing else, he is simply her enforcer.” 
 
    “We both know he is more than that, which means she is more than you think as well!” 
 
    “If your sentiment weighs your weapon down, Zyzo, you can remain here and see to this Z when we have restrained him.” Ukara spoke with a tone that the Delman did not appreciate. 
 
    “He’s scanning the area!” one of the Olasson InvokeRs warned. 
 
    “Stand fast, I have already seen to our obfuscation,” Vyllynthe reported. “His chambers may inhibit the flow of MannA, but we are not aboard the Xara-Mansura at the moment. 
 
    “And I have heard you, my friend,” Hurdran said in a softer tone as he turned to look at Hillgray. “I always hear you. I simply do not think you realize what is at stake here. To have the MannA Keys in the possession of a pirate? What fate do we leave ourselves open to if we do nothing?” 
 
    “Well, at least you heard me,” Hillgray muttered. 
 
    As soon as the ship touched down, the InvokeRs initiated their attack. The earth underneath the vessel began to move and it reached up to grasp the landing struts. The plan was then to transmute that earth to stone. Mud flew to plug the engines and water swirled around the ship, creating a dome through which no smaller craft could find any means of escape. Volleys of lightning bolts arched over the ground, aimed at the door of the craft to allow entry. Only the water dome was erected without any trouble. Everything else stopped shy of the ship due to a very powerful shield around the spacecraft. 
 
    “He is attempting to reach me,” Kirada chuckled as she looked at her communicator. “He probably wants to say something like, ‘what is the meaning of this’ or something to that chord.” 
 
    The Delman War Pathman looked at the device receiving the broadcast and his eyes flared. Kirada had failed to notice a characteristic of the readout: distance to the transmission source. The distance between Zyzo and the in-bound scout ship was barely seventy meters. Her brace-com registered fifty thousand. 
 
    “That is hardly what he is doing!” Hillgray said as he lunged forward, taking hold of Vyllynthe and Ukara. Setting his feet, he engaged the power of his body, pulling his comrades from their feet and throwing them both to the ground, turning and diving after them.  
 
    “Biroga, protect me!” Zyzo shouted, calling on the first Hillgray to wield the crystal mace which was on his back. Invoking the name triggered a release of power from the weapon. A small dome shield formed over Hillgray and he landed between the bodies of Ukara and Vyllynthe. Realizing what her friend was doing, Ukara rolled over toward Zyzo. Tonka formed an arm to grab Vyllynthe and pull him closer to Ukara’s body. 
 
    An explosion erupted over the landing site just before Hillgray’s body met with the ground. The concussive wave slapped against the dome shield and forced it into the ground. All three bodies were under the shield, but only just barely and Ukara cried out in fright, looking at her ally, her friend, her brother whose integrity called hers into question. He was unconscious, and she knew he would be for some time. The power of the mace was nothing short of awesome, but there were heavy costs to using it. 
 
     “Tonka, what was that?” she thought and she could feel her familiar initiate another scan. 
 
    “Oh no,” she whispered as she looked up and through the dome of life-sparing energy. 
 
    “What is it?” Vyllynthe asked as he too looked.  
 
    The entire region of the landing site was peppered with powdered silver, powdered gold, and a powdered blackened metal Dungias had collected during his years of running about in the Rims. It was called Vinarium. It was extremely rare, at least in the Rims, and it had the most peculiar effect on MannA. The normal flow of the Energy was afflicted, causing standing spells to cancel and forming incantations to go chaotic. Dungias had researched the effect, synthesizing the reaction. That was how he had come to make the munitions for JoJo’s projectile gun and many of his own devices. He only used the raw metal when he believed the source of the MannA manipulation to be gifted or well above the level of Master.  
 
    Even under the dome, Hurdran and Ukara could feel the effects of the Vinarium as their personal thresholds with MannA were challenged. Tonka had been programmed to react in situations of this nature and quickly rendered the two unconscious while doing what it could to regulate the MannA that had been generated on the inside of the dome. 
 
    Outside the dome was carnage! The concussive wave had been nothing but a delivery agent, and with every InvokeR debilitated, the smart-bomb scanned the area and knew it was clear to release its true payload. 
 
    There was no common term for the weapon, as it was not a common device, but CK had dubbed it the Light Bomb. Light, in both wave and particle formats was collected and given mass. The more light in the area, the greater the blast. It was drawing close to mid-day at the landing site with hardly a cloud in the sky. Dungias, however, had set the device to its weakest setting so it only collected so much light. He had also arranged for the release to be fire instead of the greater yield of raw energy. For all intents and purposes, anyone without the proper equipment would assume it was a massive incendiary device. That suited Dungias. The damage had been done and hopefully, the message had been sent. Dungias recorded the event, sending it to the Governor of Black Gate with a note attached: Did the Keeper mean for this to happen, or was he betrayed? 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Kulri-Kraythe, Rahneece gasped as the ship leveled off. It had made its descent into the atmosphere and now Dungias was lowering the stealth field. The woman put her brown eyes on Dungias’ blue skin. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “At the very least I have given us a window of time to do what we must and then be on our way,” he replied. “You should have the landing coordinates.” 
 
    “Landing coordinates?” Rahneece asked. “You knew where we needed to go all along?” 
 
    “I am a Traveler,” he advised. 
 
    “Then what was that all about?!” she shrieked. “All the messaging… the requests for information… the calling to Black Gate for assistance?!” 
 
    “I knew where we were going,” Dungias said as he left the cockpit. “I had no idea where they wanted to set their trap. Also, the moment the Black Gate Keeper receives word of what has happened, provided he is worthy of his position, he will quickly conclude that he has two options: swear that the events here today were not of his will and direction, or leave his post in hopes that I do not find him. It does not matter which path he takes, both remove him from the trek we must take.” A soft beep from the console drew Rahneece away from looking at the First Mate. 
 
    “Scans are picking up an energy signature at the bogus landing site,” Rahneece reported. “It’s EnerJa, Force Energy classification, and a serious amount. It’s stationary… with three life-forms under it.”  
 
    “EnerJa,” Dungias muttered as he continued walking. “Such a resourceful trio.  
 
    “Mark those bio-signatures to your memory and muffle the engines, if you please,” Dungias requested. “Having a window is one thing, but I would still like to be leaving NayFall before it even begins to close.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Do not be so quick to think the words watchful and wary are synonymous. The former speaks to being observant. The latter does not necessarily need eyes!  
 
    Traybus Gan Pax’Dulah 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.09) 
 
      
 
    Coming to the end of the third and final lap, Jocasta stopped her forward progress and simply ran in place as she turned around to see how her crew was doing. She smiled, looking at Llaz right there, though he did not look as if he much further to before he would drop. Siekor, however, looked like he was ready for more of the exercise that so many would doubtlessly call punishment.  
 
    “It is Leroy, isn’t it?” Jocasta asked, surprised to see a medical technician in such shape. 
 
    “LeRoy,” Amos corrected as he stopped running and started shadowboxing. “Just remember to put the emphasis on Roy.” 
 
    “Got it,” Jocasta nodded. “Well done. I love it when a Ripper can haul a little ass.” 
 
    “It helps to know that the one making the calls can do the do, Captain,” Amos replied. “You’re just breaking into a sweat!” 
 
    “LeRoy, when you’re surrounded by people who float when they sleep, can’t be seen when you’re looking dead at them, or cling to walls, it helps to have something to fall back on. All I have is my body. Gotta make sure it’s up to speed!” 
 
    “Reading you loud n’ clear, Captain,” Amos smiled. 
 
    Her blue eyes panned over to the member of the crew who looked to be the least fazed by the Tour de Ship! Synh Dayami was his name, and Jocasta had seen the playback of his fight with Zyzo Hillgray. The young man was no Z, but he was definitely someone she would not mind taking into a fight. As their eyes met, Jocasta nodded to him. Synh stopped stretching, faced Jocasta, and bowed toward her. 
 
    “You just have to love diversity,” she thought as she looked at two more of the latest additions. Thomasine must have seen her fair share of street chases. Jocasta did not know too much about Nielsen Feldspar other than she liked the sound of his name. The two of them were just ahead of the threesome of Bruveia, Hennix, and Deolun. “These three are inseparable!” Jocasta noted. “And this one is going to make me cry! 
 
    “Tank, didn’t you start at the rear of the pack?” Jocasta asked as she approached the panting form in the wheelchair. He nodded as he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    “First time using the wheels,” he said. “… I didn’t want… anyone getting caught up if I fell. But then you started with that pace… and with the stops at the range… I wasn’t going to hold back.” 
 
    “This man always has a plan,” Jocasta said, slapping Mel on the shoulder and turning to face Llaz. “Anyone coming in after him owes you another lap,” Jocasta ordered. 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Llaz replied with a steady enough voice. His eyes, however, registered a measure of surprise. He thought the punishment was a bit severe, but he was not about to argue with the woman, given the state she was in at the end of the course. 
 
    “Murder, Mayhem, you ladies need to be ashamed of yourselves,” Jocasta said, turning to make her way to the Simulator Room.  
 
    “In my defense,” Agatha said as she fell to her knees. “I kept going back for Mayhem.” 
 
    “And the effort damn near killed her, Captain,” Marlene said sarcastically, glaring at Agatha. “But then again, what are friends for?!” 
 
    “Right,” Agatha panted. “And no offense, Captain, but our skills are applied to things that do the running for us.”  
 
    “And for your sake, I hope it’s not a foot race between you and another to those things,” Jocasta replied. “You’re a flyer, aren’t you, Siekor?” 
 
    “I’m not as good as Murder,” Siekor answered quickly. “… but I know my way around a stick.” 
 
    “My point’s been made,” Jocasta said as she reached a pole. “Llaz, I’ll let you handle the cargo drop. I’ll be in my simulator if you need me.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.”  
 
      
 
    Jocasta made it down two decks before she jumped off the pole, recalling that the running group was missing someone. “Satithe, what is Goldie’s location? Sorry, Computer, the location of Goldie, please.” 
 
    “Goldie is in his quarters,” a synthesized voice reported. There was no emotion in the tone and in comparison to that Jocasta had become used to, it left a lot to be desired. She shook her head and changed direction. 
 
    “Me and my big ideas,” she muttered. “I’m not sure, but I think there was an idiot, looking just like me, that told Z to take Satithe and fix her. Yeah, that was one of my more genius moments! 
 
    “But he’s been in his room since before the wake,” Jocasta thought as she made her way to the deck where the crew cabins were. “I didn’t know those two had grown so close. Then again, should I be surprised by anything that Annsura managed to do while I was out being a menace? 
 
    “Sure hope you’re decent, kid,” Jocasta said as she reached the portal to his room. She opened it and lowered down the ladder into his room. “Though we both know otherwi– Goldie?” Jocasta looked around the small room, but her small yet incredibly abled swordsman was nowhere to be seen. She looked at the bed and saw the brace-com he had been given in the middle of the mattress. It had been placed atop of a piece of folded parchment. “Who the devil leaves handwritten notes anymore?” Jocasta whispered as she took the folded paper off of the bed. Written in very fine freehand were the words: Captain JoJo Starblazer. Jocasta steadied herself and opened the paper. 
 
      
 
    Captain, 
 
    There are no long goodbyes, and I hope there are even fewer permanent ones. I am sure we will meet again. Thank you for your trust. It was a new and very sacred experience sharing in your life – if only for a moment. Already I miss you! 
 
      
 
    Goldie 
 
      
 
    Jocasta folded the page and a smirk formed on her face. She closed her eyes and recalled the port at Black Gate. He had come up on her, getting by her senses and her guarded perimeter. He had taken his leave with the same ability. 
 
    “Knowing that sharp little cuss,” she said softly as her eyes slowly opened. “… he caught a ride with the three NayFallers we sent ashore. Fair landings and sharp blades to you, Goldie. You never went wrong by me. Computer, log a personnel report to Llaz. Goldie is no longer a member of the crew. Whereabouts are unknown.” Jocasta chuckled and turned toward the ladder out of the room. 
 
    “Is that the end of the entry?” the computer inquired. 
 
    “It is. Close entry and enter it into the permanent record.” Jocasta started up out of the room, counting the moments until she could have all of her ship and crew around her again.  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
     As the last of the crew dragged their fatigued forms across the finish line, Llaz’s eyebrows went up as he wondered how Annsura handled moments like this one. He looked at the beleaguered bodies and felt sorry for them. 
 
    “All right, people,” he called out. “We’ll be pulling into Azuria soon and the sooner we’re rid of the cargo and on our way, the better. A few of you have got work details you need to see to. Cupid, Scamps, Hennix and Bruveia, you’ll be with me offloading the cargo. Roc, you need to get to the galley and get started on some lunchtime grub.  
 
    “But before you go,” Llaz added, making sure to speak louder than he had been. “… after we set off from Azuria and before we get to bed tonight, I need to see everyone right back here because you owe me a lap.” 
 
    “Owe you a lap?” Silnee questioned. “How does that figure?” 
 
    “It doesn’t need to figure, Tolip,” Llaz quickly countered. “Nor does it require questioning. It just needs to be received, acknowledged and followed… like all the other orders you receive. And everyone can thank Tolip for adding a second lap on to this evening’s festivities!” Moans and mutterings started to rise from the group. 
 
    “Now, is there anyone else?” Llaz asked sharply. “… because three laps will be just fine with me!” Llaz looked around and in hearing no response, he turned to Siekor. “Would you please see to it that the people not on duty start on my laps right now?” 
 
    “Will do, Llaz!” Siekor said quickly. “Tolip, since you have the most to say, why don’t you take and keep point. “I’ve got Tank’s lap time. Anyone coming in after that will have to deal with me!” Those with the exercise detail looked at Llaz who had already turned to leave. He ran his left hand back over his hair and started toward the cargo bay. 
 
    “Hennix, looks like you’re my load master and my lander pilot.” 
 
    “You got it, Boss!” 
 
      
 
    The Xara-Mansura was once again declared too big for docking and Llaz coordinated the effort of getting the cargo to the barony. He and the lander crew were only afforded a brief glimpse, but that did not make the sight of the watery world any less breathtaking. With the only solid form being the station they landed on, the lander crew was introduced to the citizens of Azuria. They were surprised to see the Wuso, Terrans with gills, as well as true-born Azurians, green-skinned creatures with human torsos and a lower body like that of a large swordfish. The lower trunk could, after a time out of the water, morph to form legs that allowed them to walk about. It was something of a mystery as to why they would need the materials the Xara-Mansura had delivered until the crew saw the dry-dock operation. Llaz tried his best to keep his people moving quickly to off load the materials and get back to the ship as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    Jocasta was still in the midst of a simulation when Llaz entered into the chamber. He bit his lip and moved over to the control console at a near jogging pace. He keyed in a command and seconds later, he could hear the seal on the simulator door as it opened.  
 
    “Remember, he’s part of the crew,” Jocasta thought as she came up out of the fluid in the machine. She glared coldly at Llaz who swallowed hard as he felt his neck draw tight. “Part of your crew! Z won’t like it if I kill him for interrupting my session. Not saying he won’t get over it… but it’s just a needless hill to climb. Of course, I could drill him, then get him to the regen in time to keep him from dying. Bah, that’s another hill! 
 
    “Hey there, Llaz,” Jocasta said softly. “There’s a real good reason for this, right?” 
 
    “Gods, I sure as hell hope so,” Llaz replied and his genuine fear made Jocasta giggle. 
 
    “Fair enough, Mr. Llaz. Out with it.” 
 
    “Someone wants to talk to you about ferrying passengers inside the Territories,” Llaz reported, wincing in hopes that this rated as a strong enough reason for the interruption. “And they said to be sure to tell you that price is an easily negotiated point of interest.” 
 
    “Sounds like a direct quote,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “Trying to keep it all straight, Captain.” 
 
    “Well, be at ease, Mr. Llaz,” Jocasta said as she pulled herself out of the simulator. “Your first actions as acting First Mate have passed without error.” Llaz was treated to the sight of her naked form, glistening in the low light of the chamber. 
 
    “Good Lord!” Llaz whispered. 
 
    “And that’s something I never get from Z!” Jocasta added, flashing the young man a devilish smile as she took hold of a large towel. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No, Captain,” Llaz said as he continued to gaze, maintaining his composure. “Thank you!” 
 
    “Gods, this one is cooler than the other side of the pillow!” Jocasta thought as she started to entertain certain notions. 
 
    “Let’s get to those negotiations,” Jocasta stated. “Take them to the Observation Deck. Have Roc cook up some tea. And, Llaz… try not to drool.” 
 
    “Drooling is not what I had in mind,” Llaz quickly replied as he started out of the room. 
 
    “Screw it!” Jocasta said as she grabbed on to his arm and pulled hard enough to turn him around. A slight gasp escaped from between her lips when his arm swung around her waist and pulled her body into his. His lips parted to receive her mouth and they kissed deeply. Jocasta noted that Llaz was not as strong as Tynaum nor was he as daring with the tongue as Nulaki. 
 
    “But damn if this man doesn’t have the finest feeling hair!” she sighed, taking a handful into her grasp. Llaz’s hands found the muscles of her back and his fingertips pressed into them. Jocasta moaned as she wrapped her left leg around his right thigh. 
 
    “Nice technique!” she whispered. 
 
    “Shut up and kiss me,” Llaz ordered. Jocasta moaned as she doubled her efforts. Moving down her back to her waist, Jocasta liked the way Llaz opened her robe. Their lips parted and his lips kissed against her cheek, jaw and neck where he bit her gently. 
 
    “Aaargh!” Jocasta cried as she jumped. He gasped at the speed with which she moved, pulling his head back with one hand and drawing the Cutter knife with the other. The edge of the weapon was at his neck and pressing against the flesh when she stopped. 
 
    “Captain,” Llaz said in a very calm voice. Only his palms rested against her arms. “Captain, it’s me, Llaz.” 
 
    “Llaz,” she whispered, looking at his mouth as he spoke. There were no fangs, the bite had not been intended to be offensive… he had not drawn blood… he had not intended to feed on her. “Shit,” she said as she released his hair and flipped the knife before returning it to the scabbard. “… that was a buzz-kill!” 
 
    “Depends on which side of that fanfare you’re standing,” Llaz said with a slight smile. Jocasta shook her head and chuckled. She moved forward and kissed him on the lips. 
 
    “You are too much! Still, it was a buzz-kill for me, Llaz. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” he directed. “Just tell me you’re okay and I didn’t do any–” 
 
    “You didn’t do a damn thing wrong, Llaz,” she quickly said, putting a soft hand to the side of his face. “Long story and still a little personal. Rain check?”  
 
    “I’m still free, Captain,” Llaz replied. “Let me get our guests to the ob-deck.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do that. And thanks.” Llaz nodded and exited the chamber. 
 
    Jocasta closed her eyes and metered her breathing, forcing herself to relax. She shook her head, her recall finding very few faces who would have handled the matter as graciously as her new Second Mate. 
 
      
 
    Walking with the use of her cane, Jocasta walked on to the Observation Deck with a bright and smiling face. She had already entered her responses and commands into her brace-com. Her eyes flared with anticipation as she looked at the cloaks worn by two of the three people. Dark in color, the fabric shimmered in the starlight along with the gemstones that lined the hood and shoulders. Once Llaz could see her, he stepped away from the three people whom he had arranged to have their backs to the door. He lifted his hand up and toward Jocasta as he smiled and took in a breath to make an announcement. 
 
    “My lady and my lords, allow me to present the Mistress of the Xara-Mansura, Captain JoJo Starblazer. 
 
    “A Captain who is wearing glasses,” Llaz thought. “Dammit, I should have thought of that!”  
 
    “Well, after that intro, I better not suck,” Jocasta thought. 
 
    “Welcome,” Jocasta said as she approached. “The simple souls of the Xara-Mansura embrace all good-natured travelers.” 
 
    “That is very good to hear, Captain.” The voice came from the man standing closest to Llaz. It was definitely male and seemed to give the room a burst of warmth and comfort. His hands came up to take hold of the hood of his cloak and he pulled it back revealing his near flaming red hair. He turned to face Jocasta and she caught sight of his deep, bronze eyes as they settled on her face. “I would like to think we are nothing if not good-natured. Well met.” 
 
    “Well met indeed,” she said, waving at Llaz. 
 
    “Captain, allow me to introduce you to Lord Pulri Andrus and his entourage,” Llaz said as he took up his position behind Jocasta’s right shoulder. 
 
    “Lord Andrus, welcome aboard my ship,” Jocasta said, offering her right hand. The red-headed man was quick to take it in a very soft grip and give a slight bow forward. “How can we be of service to you and yours?” 
 
    “We are in need of transport, good Captain,” Pulri replied. “I do not know your next port of call, but I am hoping that we can find an arrangement where I might be able to alter your most immediate plans.” 
 
    “Then perhaps it is Fate that has made this meeting possible,” Jocasta replied. “My next port of call is dependent upon a communication I have yet to receive. I was simply going to see to the further training of my crew while we waited for that communiqué. This way I can see to housekeeping while we ferry you and your people to...” 
 
    “The Onyx Barony,” Pulri revealed. “And despite the lack of inconvenience in this matter, I am still willing to pay you handsomely if we can be on our way within the hour.” 
 
    “The hour?!” Jocasta repeated as she stole a glance at the two people behind Pulri Andrus. On his left was a man of broad shoulders but just a little taller than Llaz. To Pulri’s right was a slender woman whose head hung too low for Jocasta’s taste. Her nostrils flared as she took in a deep breath. 
 
    “We’ve run full scans, Captain,” Deolun reported in her ear. She could also hear other bodies in the same room settling into chairs. “Still cross-referencing the name of Pulri Andrus, but no matches so far. At the level of emission we can use and not be detected, we’re getting nothing on the girl, but both men are armed to the freakin’ teeth! Twin blasters, En-Form weaponry, short-range explosives, various hand-propelled missile-weaponry, and a couple of devices that are just registering as contained and stable energy reserves. The guy in the back even has a defense screen that is active though at relatively low power. 
 
    “But I don’t see anything that boosts their sensory perception,” Deolun continued. “… which is a good thing since Llaz used your body as a veil as he drew his left-handed blaster. And, as per his brace-com signal, Hennix and Synh are just outside the door, masked up, ready to blind and grind.” 
 
    “Apparently I didn’t kiss him hard enough,” Jocasta thought as she looked at Pulri and tilted her head to the right. 
 
    “I am willing to forward to you, here and now, a fifty percent down payment for your services,” the man declared as he tucked his thumbs into the top of his sizeable weapons girdle just outside the large buckle. His elbows forced the voluminous cloak to part slightly, giving Jocasta a good view of the weaponry that Deolun had already described. The reveal was a power-play, one she had seen employed many times in the past, though few times with such ease of movement; the man was experienced. “I would like to think that ten thousand credits would go a long way to getting you over your surprise, and perhaps even quell the knee-jerk reaction to such requests.” 
 
    “And by that you mean the tendency that haste often makes people ask questions as to why you’re in such a rush,” Jocasta said calmly as she nodded. She pointed at Pulri with her index and pinky fingers of her right hand as she spoke; it was the signal that she had received everything Deolun had said and she was ready to move. Jocasta noted in her mind the notion that she had just another reason to thank Dungias for his perspective of Basic Training.  
 
    “That is exactly what I mean, Captain,” Pulri said as his face registered a very warm smile. Jocasta’s smile became brighter as she looked at it. 
 
    “There’s no shortage of charm in the Andrus Clan,” Jocasta declared as she offered her right hand to the man. “We have an accord, with two caveats. I appreciate you testing me with your low-ball offering, but the first caveat is that it will be fifty thousand credits.” 
 
    “That figure is acceptable, Captain,” Pulri nodded. “… and the caveat number two?” 
 
    Jocasta’s face did not change as she activated the gravity-field in her right-hand glove, increasing the strength of her grip to the point where the man’s posture changed sharply as he winced in pain. Jocasta pulled hard on the arm as she called for her mask while lunging forward, leading with her forehead. The armour bashed hard into Pulri’s face and she registered a very telling blow.  
 
    Llaz was already diving to the floor and in the middle of his shoulder roll when he fired his drawn weapon at the sturdy second man. As expected, the defense field took the brunt of the impact, but the blaster shot to the chest still managed to knock the man off balance as he was throwing his arms back to get his cloak out of the way. Stopping in a one foot, one knee stance, Llaz reached for his right-handed blaster while firing a second time with his left. His mask was forming over his face when the flash grenade went off. He could hear the female scream in fear and the pain of being blinded. 
 
    Falling back from the captain’s attack, Pulri was stunned. He was not unaccustomed to the condition, however, and his left hand grabbed Jocasta’s arm. The contact triggered a pulse of electricity that her coat fully absorbed. Jocasta smirked as she pulled the man forward, lifting her cane up into the man’s chest, just under the right arm. The blue glow of the cane did not even register as the flash grenade had not yet dimmed. The gravity pulse enabled Jocasta to lift the man from his feet as it now felt that he possessed the mass of a paperweight. She threw him toward the door and Pulri came in a little high, slamming into the wall just above the doorway. Synh, who was already in the room, dropped down to one knee, giving a slight shout as he drove his fist into Pulri’s face. Hennix had already fired his rifle, catching the second man in the shoulder. His second shot caused the man’s defense screen to blow and part of the blast actually reached flesh. He then turned his attention to the woman, but it was clear she was too disoriented to be a threat. 
 
    Jocasta took a quick inventory of the room and was amazed the offensive had been so sweepingly successful. “Caveat number two is that I don’t deal with go-betweens. Tolip, tell me you’re at the controls!” 
 
    “Drives are primed and ready to engage,” Silnee answered. 
 
    “Lay in a course for the Garnet Barony, and let the throttle know you mean business!” 
 
    “Aye, Captain!” 
 
    “You can’t see, but you can hear,” Jocasta spoke loudly as she approached the whimpering woman, the hood of her cloak was still over her head. “Which means you can hear me! Not looking to kill anyone today, but I don’t always get what I want. I think it’s a sign of maturity that I don’t complain about it.” 
 
    “Please don’t kill me!” the young woman screamed. 
 
    “Then don’t piss me off!” Jocasta shot back. “Let’s start with that hood… as in you pulling it back.” 
 
    “Do I have your word th–”  
 
    “That once I get pissed I will see to it that you are very dead,” Jocasta interrupted. “Oh yeah, I can swear to that one. You’re on my ship, and you had your cronies lie to my face. Your allotments are just about all spent, Your Highness!” 
 
    “How did you know I was royalty?” the woman said as she removed her hood. 
 
    “Whoa!” Llaz whispered. 
 
    “All right now,” Hennix muttered. Even Synh managed a soft ‘hmmm’ as he looked upon her face. 
 
    “Welcome aboard the Xara-Mansura, Your Majesty,” Jocasta said, bowing. She stood up, swinging her cane across the woman’s face, breaking her nose. “I dub thee, Lady Brokenbeak.” 
 
    “Damn, she had to go and do that?!” Hennix huffed as he put his eyes back to the man he was guarding. He was still clutching his shoulder and in no hurry to add to his wound count. 
 
    “You mean you’re surprised?!” Llaz asked, wincing in sympathetic pain. He walked over to stand behind the fallen woman. “I’m thinking you might need to go see LeRoy for a head check.”  
 
    “So, just to sum up, that was the nose,” Jocasta announced. “Next comes the left arm!” 
 
    “All right, all right already!” the woman cried out, holding out her hand to keep Jocasta at bay. “I’m not royalty, okay! None of us are! But the money we’re offering is real.” 
 
    “One step at a time, my recently deposed monarch,” Jocasta was quick to speak. “Who and what the hell are you?” 
 
    “I’m nobody you would know,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Well let’s get acquainted!” Llaz said sharply, taking a handful of hair and lifting the woman from the floor. Jocasta’s face registered surprise, but no one in the room was looking at her. 
 
    “Look here, Miss whatever the hell your name is, in case you missed the notification, the lady you’re dealing with is eloquent! She’s a damn poet! The only trouble is that she’s always out of ink, and people like you are just loaded with blood! So talk, because she tires of conversation… and I’m not too far behind the same resolve myself!” 
 
    “Tusyll,” the woman cried out in pain from Llaz’s grip on her hair. “Tusyll Ronnay!” 
 
    “You got that, Shotgun?”  
 
    “No! Don’t! Please don’t run a search on that name! Please, I’m begging you!” 
 
    “You let us worry about that!” Llaz hissed, giving a pull on Tusyll’s hair. “The woman said who and what.” 
 
    “I’m a Jockey.” Jocasta’s face fell blank and suddenly there was nothing to enjoy or observe. The end of her cane dropped to the floor, but remained standing as both of her hands moved to the front portals of her weapons belt. With the throwing knives in her hands, she took one step forward and squinted as Llaz spun around with the woman. 
 
    “A Jockey?!” he cried, smacking the woman to the floor now that he was positioned between the two women. He pointed over to the man Hennix was guarding. “And that sad fool over there?” 
 
    “He’s one too,” Tusyll admitted. “He’s my brother, Gazhaad. My little brother and he’s in an A-Frame, so please be careful. But Pulri was telling you the truth. He’s just someone we found to hire before our terminal went nuclear.” 
 
    “Nuclear?!” Llaz repeated. 
 
    “Hey!” Jocasta called to him. “… Lifeguard Llaz. I got it from here, hero. Why don’t you guys give us girls some talking room? And serious locks on the redhead!” Llaz was stopped as he started to walk by Jocasta. She leaned into him and whispered into his ear. “And you better remember who and what we are, acting First Mate.” 
 
    “I am Captain,” Llaz whispered. “Do you know how much cred we can get for a pair of Jockeys?!” Jocasta started to speak but she looked into his eyes. If he had just put his retort together, his eyes helped to sell the point. Staring into his eyes, Jocasta found a very sturdy soul that was not about to waver. 
 
    “Actually, no I don’t,” she stated. “Do you?” 
 
    “Shotgun’s going over the numbers now,” he answered. “I’ll get back to you when we have an accurate figure and a method to offload them.” Jocasta tapped his arm twice and Llaz nodded before walking over to Synh to help carry the unconscious Pulri. The Captain of the Xara-Mansura turned to watch her crew carry out her orders, keying in a command to her brace-com. Synh and Llaz each took an arm and lifted Pulri from the floor. Hennix dragged the A-Frame by its feet until a drone came into the room and lifted the frame and its pilot from the floor. The door had not yet closed all the way when the young woman lunged toward Jocasta. The chamber was flushed with blue light and Tusyll screamed as she flew away from Jocasta, smacking into the large glass portal. Sparks flew from the left shoulder before the woman fell to the floor. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Jocasta warned as she slowly turned around. “Oh, right. Too late.” Jocasta held out her hand and her cane flew to her grasp. “Let me see if I can retrace our steps. I see through your man’s smokescreen, and even ferret you out as the one calling the shots. Then I see through the fact that you’re not royalty. I guess I wasn’t supposed to notice that for such an ugly nose break there was actually no blood. Nice prosthetics! You reveal that your little brother is in an A-Frame bodysuit, your front-man is throwing around some pretty heavy cred, and I’m not supposed to even think along the lines that you might be wearing a frame too. You Jockeys suck at this Real Life shit, don’t you?” Tusyll moaned as she rolled over on her chest. More sparks flew from the shoulder and a few burned through the clothing on her back. 
 
    “You know, for a small fee, I can have my Brain Trust take a look at that thing for you,” Jocasta offered. “You know what, this one’s on the house.  
 
    “Guys!” Jocasta called out and the doors opened to allow another drone to enter the Observation Deck. This one was escorted by Marlene and Cilrus who had their rifles set to fire on the young woman. Pristacia came to the door and stopped just inside the chamber. “Princess, please tell my wrecking balls to be careful with the removal of the frame.” 
 
    “Will do, Captain,” Pristacia replied. “Shotgun’s said they’ve already prepared a room with an isolated operating system.”  
 
    “Sounds like we’ve got our bases covered.” Jocasta looked at the woman, tapped her ear and gave the sign for ‘Thank You’. Pristacia smiled, replying with the sign for ‘You’re welcome’. 
 
    “How did you know?” Jocasta asked. “How’d you know the claim to royalty was bullshit?” 
 
    “Wrong behavior type,” Pristacia replied. “She’s been in that kind of sun though, even gotten herself a slight tan, but she’ll never shine on her own.”  
 
    “And it sounds like your blue man classes cover more than perception,” Jocasta smiled. She wanted to ask Pristacia if she could assume the position Tusyll had failed to accurately portray, but such things were not meant for open discussion. She just looked at the floor as the drone carried the stunned woman to the room that had been prepared for the removal of the body frame. “Hmmm, just another satisfied guest at the Xara-Mansura Arms!  
 
    “Maybe we should think about recruiting a couple of people,” Jocasta muttered as she turned to look out of the glass portal. The ship was underway and only gaining in velocity. Still, there was an incredible view of Azuria. She reached into her jacket pocket and took out a cigaro. “You know, a concierge… maybe even a half-naked receptionist who just stands in the corner, smiles and giggles. 
 
    “Bah, I’d shoot her before we could even leave port,” Jocasta concluded. 
 
    “Captain, I’ve got a report on Tusyll Ronnay,” Kryltane reported. 
 
    “As expected, Shotgun,” Jocasta replied as she reached for her lighter. She smiled at it, feeling warmth rush over her body. “But before you begin, kiddo, I’ve got to ask you how you’re feeling as part of the crew.” 
 
    Kryltane stammered before answering. “I’m feeling pretty good about it, Captain. Is there something wrong?” 
 
    “You’re a bright boy, Shotgun. You’ve got potential. But sometimes, you can get to be too damn smart for your own good. My apologies for not getting to you on this sooner, things have been… well, you know. 
 
    “Anywhatsit, are you up to speed on the general issue for the crew?” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    “But you don’t have a gun.” 
 
    “I’m pretty much atrocious at shooting, Captain,” Kryltane shared. “You could say I’ve got some issues with them. I’m surprised Z let me stay on with the crew.” 
 
    “Didn’t know about the issues,” Jocasta advised as she lit the cigaro. “As for Z, I named you as crew. That meant he’s going to find a work-around. Speaking of, if you are up to snuff about the equipment, do you have goggles?” 
 
    “I love my goggles!” Kryltane shared. “I’ve got a few added bonuses in my format. You see–” 
 
    “Not looking for a testimonial, Shotgun!” Jocasta interrupted. “My point is simply this: if you have goggles, why do you have a flashlight?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence and Jocasta took a good drag on the cigaro, blowing the smoke out slowly. She looked at the cigaro and found another reason why she wanted her First Mate back as soon as possible. 
 
    “Damn if that alien doesn’t grow the best shit!” she thought. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kryltane finally answered. 
 
    “That’s because it isn’t a flashlight,” Jocasta advised. “And you’re not to test or try a damn thing until you go through the training programs in your simulator file.” 
 
    “I don’t have any training files,” Kryltane replied, sounding confused. 
 
    “And you’ve gone through all the files associated with your weapons belt?” Jocasta asked. “This is Z we’re talking about, Shotgun. Your flashlight is on your weapons belt. There’s a pretty good chance there’s a file you missed. And that goes triple for everybody else. Even if you think you’ve got your shit down, if it came from Z, leave no file unopened! I didn’t even know about that gravity trap in my cane until my third or fourth time using it. 
 
    “So, what’s the juice on the girl?” 
 
    “Tusyll Ronnay,” Kryltane read to her. “She’s a registered CLJ, practicing under the name of Anastasia. She’s a citizen of Almandior, with a warrant out for her there. According to what I’m seeing here, she really wants to go to the Onyx Barony. She’s got some backstage coding making all sorts of arrangements for her there. 
 
    “And now I’m getting info on the Eye-Spy,” Kryltane stated. 
 
    “The what?!” 
 
    “It’s what Jockeys use to talk to each other.” 
 
    “Since when are you a Jockey?!” 
 
    “I’m not, but Satithe showed me how to look like one. Anyway… holy shit!” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Sorry, Captain. Captain, it seems that NBA left more than one contingency. He left killer code on the telnet, and a number of Jockeys have been reported missing. Others have had their endeavors reported to the authorities; damn if that bastard didn’t go out like an ass!” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Jocasta replied. “Get those shits out of those frames and have them ready for Round Two of our talks. Tolip, take us down to cruising speed and power up the stealth field.” 
 
    Jocasta took one more look out of the window and allowed herself a moment to be awestruck by the arrangement of the stars in this incredible pocket dimension called the Prism Baronies. 
 
    “Why not set a course for Pearl?” she whispered. “That’s where I want to go. But, after rushing to get Azuria, I pick up another damn Jockey. Next thing you know, I’m headed to Garnet. That’s a much different stone, isn’t it? And I don’t know why I rushed to get here. Just felt like the right thing to do… just like going to Garnet and Onyx instead of Pearl… again, it just feels like the right thing to do. 
 
    “But that’s not the only feeling,” she thought, looking out of the large window once more. “Right now, I’m feeling, ‘take a look… take a real good look… cuz it’s not going to be this beautiful after you get done with it’! Yeah, that’s a feeling too!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    No good deed ever goes unpunished. 
 
    Proverb  
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.06) 
 
      
 
    The contest had started like so many others, and he had every expectation that it would end within the parameters of what he considered to be ‘normal’. Though it had been of some curious concern to the man how three young women had come to find themselves in what had to have been one of the darkest corners of the spaceport. His dark brown eyes had tightened, staring at the unfolding situation, wondering if it was bait. Ship masters who practiced the ancient art of shanghaiing often set such traps looking for souls who at least would take the initiative to do something.  
 
    “I’ve had my time in servitude,” he had thought, hoisting his bag over his shoulder. He finally had the credits to get himself home, and now all he had to do was find a ship that was bound for the Gulmar System. It was a fair chance that it would either be a Slaver ship or a captain that didn’t mind ferrying slaves. That was a fight for another season; it was time to get home! 
 
    The moment had become too real when one of the women drew a small blade and scored a cut to the hand of one of her five agitators. “Blood’s seldom a component in shanghai-traps,” he had thought. “She’s feisty, but from the look of her grip, I doubt she’s ever cut anything before… even meat!” The man she had cut looked at his wound before feint-lunging at the woman. She had reacted in the very fashion the man had expected and he quickly trapped the arm, removing the small knife from her hand. He had then moved to stab the woman with it, but by that time the passive observer had opted to change his status.  
 
    The mysterious figure had moved quickly, taking the knife from the man and throwing it in one fluid motion. In the shadows of a stacking of crates, another man had cried out as the blade found his exposed foot. “There’s more than five of you,” he had declared, flipping his long, dark brown hair out of his face. Indeed, the beginnings of the engagement had been nothing new. 
 
      
 
    The seventh person fell to the ground, spitting blood and all kinds of muttered curses. The would-be savior panted as he readied himself for the last three. He blew out of his mouth twice, fairly content with the way he had paced himself, and metered his movement and his breathing.  
 
    “And here comes eleven through fourteen,” he thought without taking his eyes off the three who were in front of him. 
 
    “Actually, we are one through four,” Hanvashi replied as he came to a stop. The condition of his people laid about the area made this man something worth investigating. “Yulshal, will you be so good as to relieve my people of this man?” 
 
    “It will be my pleasure,” the wolf-rider replied as he walked from behind his Baron, signaling Xanu to stay and watch Hanvashi’s back. The time in Baron Zoll’s service had been everything the people of Minstrel had been promised. They had gone from being the savages to the revered Tau-Men, clad in their gray armour, wielding En-Form weaponry and the power that the Baron shared with the most loyal of his followers. “It is a shame you are winded.” The good Samaritan said nothing as Yulshal ushered the remaining three opponents to move away.  
 
    “Report to my position,” Lola Phandree ordered. The three soldiers quickly walked around the combat area. She could feel Hanvashi enter her mind, delivering what he had collected from all ten of his warriors here at the scene. He also added the experiences of the three young women who had begun to have hope they would be delivered from a troubling fate . The approaching man, however, was larger than their would-be savior and was certainly more menacing. “This one is trained,” Lola commented. 
 
    Yulshal strode directly to his opponent, reaching for his chest. His wrist was grabbed and the man spun around, landing an elbow strike to the lower back of the wolf-rider. His back-fist then struck the back of Yulshal’s head and his spinning foot sweep kicked Yulshal’s feet out from under him. 
 
    “Well trained!” Lola added. 
 
    The man’s downward punch was caught and Yulshal used raw strength to push his opponent back, nearly knocking him down with his power. The wolf-rider kicked up to his feet and turned to face the mysterious combatant. He charged and the man ran to meet him. The wolf-rider tumbled over the diving tackle that took out his lower legs. Getting up to his feet, Yulshal roared and jumped at his opponent. The man huffed, spinning out of the way of the outstretched hands, landing a quick uppercut to the ribs as Yulshal passed by him. The large man then put his eyes on the two other newly arrived people and the large wolf that traveled with them. Lola’s eyes stared at the man and he returned the gaze before smirking. 
 
    “Another time, another place,” he said softly, ducking under a wild hook Yulshal was desperate to land. A swift hook found the stretched ribs and locked wolf-rider’s body in pain. A combined grasp of the hair and a well-timed foot sweep sent Yulshal’s face to the floor tiles. 
 
    “Very well trained,” Lola concluded. “What is he thinking?” 
 
    “I cannot say,” Hanvashi replied, glaring at the man. “Ever since I revealed that I could hear his thoughts, his thought patterns have jumped through the moments of the fight he just had with my men and, of course, what he is presently doing to my wolf-rider. Apparently he is too well-trained!” 
 
    “They built this one to last,” the man thought as Yulshal moaned before getting up. He roared once more, but it quickly became a howling war cry. “And he’s special!” The man looked at his canvas bag and concluded it was too far away to even make the attempt. He pressed his lips together, hopping backward. His chest felt cooler as his jacket and shirt were ripped away by one clawing slash from the man whose features were suddenly more lupine. He had also grown sharp teeth. Lifting and crossing his arms over his head, the man blocked a downward pounding fist, catching Yulshal at the wrist. His knees bent and his body strained as it received the increased strength of the wolf-rider. “Blood ash! He was already stronger than me!” the Samaritan estimated as his body finally stopped lowering to the ground. “Where did this power come from?!” A quick twist of the arms and spin of the body and Yulshal was pulled and thrown over the man’s shoulder. 
 
    “No!” Yulshal growled, taking hold of the hands that had just thrown him. “No!” With hardly any leverage, Yulshal tugged and threw the man into the stack of crates ten meters away. The man collided with them, smashing two of the three as his body rolled over the lowermost container. 
 
    “Durr, help me!” the man prayed as his mind was spinning from all the pain that had been visited upon his body. 
 
    “I didn’t know plastiform could break like that,” Hanvashi observed. 
 
    “You have to hit it pretty hard,” Lola remarked as the wolf-rider got up and walked over to his stunned opponent. “This guy owns Yulshal in the skills department.” 
 
    “Owned, my dear,” Hanvashi added. “We must use proper grammar… especially when we’re about to witness the passing of a truly great warrior.”  
 
    Yulshal reached in with both hands to grab the man. Jagged pieces of plastiform sank into either forearm and the man twisted them, pulling Yulshal into a powerful knee lift. As the wolf-rider started to fall back, the man released his makeshift daggers and caught the wrists of his opponent while lifting his knees to his chest. 
 
    “Too bad I’m winded,” the man hissed, pulling the man toward him before kicking with both feet. Yulshal was actually lifted from the floor by the power of the maneuver. He landed on his back and rolled over his shoulders, stopping on his hands and knees. The man kicked up from the broken crates, landing on the one that remained. He was still stunned, blinking his eyes rapidly, but he was ready to continue fighting. 
 
    “Thank you, Master of the Mountain,” the man thought as he panted. 
 
    “We should recruit this one,” Lola stated. 
 
    “No!” Hanvashi said, moving to get a closer look at the man. “This man has a god, and he is very devout in his following of it. Perhaps it is time for him to see what the power of a true god can deliver! 
 
    “Yulshal, call your sister!” 
 
    “Xanu!” Yulshal howled and she quickly ran to him, her eyes flaring with a silvery light. She jumped as she reached Yulshal, merging with his body and making him more than a wolf-rider. He was now Yul-Nu of the Luprane. He stood two and half meters tall with a mixture of gray, white, and brown fur. 
 
    Yul-Nu lunged forward, landing just behind his opponent; his claws were wet with the incredibly dark blood of the warrior, just taken from his side. Yul-Nu turned and leapt once more, grasping the shoulders before the man had an opportunity to fall. His fangs sank deeply into the flesh of the shoulder just at the neck. There was a taste to this blood – one neither man nor wolf had sampled before – and with its salty, metallic taste there was a heat that was not from any spice, but it registered in their combined heart. The Samaritan screamed in pain as his arms were pulled out of their sockets. He had not even seen the first attack after the merging of the two creatures, and now all he could see was his own blood. 
 
    Releasing the man’s shoulders, Yul-Nu set his claws on the screaming man’s chest and ripped it open. His mouth finally released its grip and he slashed the man’s face before allowing the bleeding body to fall to the floor. The Luprane Warrior howled his victory and Xanu departed from Yulshal, the two of them looking untouched and refreshed. Moonwolf looked at wolf-rider for a moment and Yulshal nodded. 
 
    “I will ask the Baron,” he said, stroking Xanu’s snout. 
 
    “Ask me what?” Hanvashi inquired. 
 
    “Xanu wanted to know if, when this one is made a Tau-Man, can he be given a cub?” 
 
    Baron Zoll walked up to the bleeding heap of a man and squatted down. A gesture of his hand and the fallen hero was made to roll over onto his back. He moaned at the pain the moving had caused. “I suppose that depends on the man. Whatever empty vessel of theocracy you exercised before today, it has been the divine power of Xaythra that has brought you down… and can just as quickly restore you. You only need pledge–” 
 
    “Durr,” the man spat through clenched teeth. “He will… burn your house… to the ground!” 
 
    “Ahh, so it’s Durr, is it?” Hanvashi pressed, taking hold of one of the chest wounds. His fingers burned at the contact with the exposed innards, but he did not scream. “Before I am done with the Middle Rim, I will obliterate that name from this place and feast on the souls who would dare to follow him!” 
 
    “You don’t say,” the man chuckled. He wanted to choke the life out of the man, but he knew his arms would not move. He had already tried three times and only the slightest movement of his fingers had been the result. 
 
    “I do say!” Hanvashi hissed, pressing into the wound and breaking the man’s back. With the next gesture of power, Hanvashi teleported himself and his people to their ship. The man laid there as his body grew colder, looking up at the ceiling of the spaceport. Suddenly, his vision of the lights was blocked by the crying face of a very concerned young woman. 
 
    “Get out of here,” the Samaritan whispered, coughing up blood. He knew it would not be much longer. “At least I kept my word,” he whispered, feeling the soft hands of the woman on his face. 
 
    “What promise was that?” 
 
    “That I wouldn’t die in the arena,” he answered. “But… suppose this… was an arena too.” 
 
    “Then you know better than to give up!” she pleaded, holding up an Interplanetary Amalgamation badge. “One of those crates was filled with IA uniforms! I can hear the warning beacon now. You just have to hold on!”  
 
    “Nothing… to… hold on… to,” the man whispered as his eyes closed. 
 
    “No!” the young woman shouted as she pressed her hand against one of his chest wounds. The leaking near-black blood seemed to coalesce around her hand. The man’s eyes shot open as he growled and groaned in pain. “Don’t give up! Fight! You fought for me and my sisters. Fight for you! FIGHT!” 
 
    “Yes sir!” the man coughed as he opened his eyes. They opened wider in surprise seeing the figure of his savior and foster mother standing over the crying woman, her aged and powerful hand atop the one he could feel pressing against his body. 
 
    “Your fire has seen you through the arena, boy,” he could hear H’Lahray calling to him. Instantly, he was back in the desert, at the base of the Fire Mountain, the home he had come to when his original home was taken from him. It was where he learned to be a Desert Ghost, where he had abandoned the name of Sarnon Tirinos. “… why not let it see you a bit more, eh? After all, there are others who will need that fire!” The man smiled before he stopped breathing and collapsed. The young woman screamed and was about to pound into his wound again when she was grabbed from behind and pulled away from her would-be protector. 
 
    Scanning lasers fired from above the visor of the Magistrate’s helmet. “Man down,” he quickly reported. “… and he’s fading fast!” The man was soon joined by a medic who placed a large circular device on the man’s chest. Other IA Magistrates secured the area, the three women, and started investigating the damaged parcels. 
 
    “That’ll give us a few minutes,” the field physician reported. “Permission to proceed with treatment, sir?” 
 
    The female officer stepped forward, reading a report that had just been delivered to her visor. “Permission granted. Ripper, you let this one get away from you and there will be repercussions! Headquarters is not going to believe who this is!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “They certainly know how to splurge around here, don’t they,” Joslyn said as she walked into the large, circular chamber behind her twin. In the center of the room was a large, floating gem, about one meter in diameter at its widest point (which was only half a meter from its base), three meters tall, and crystal white in color.  
 
    “And then some, Jos,” Specs replied. “That thing is giving off all kinds of energy and I think more than one.” 
 
    “I am detecting at least two,” Ernestan claimed as he entered the chamber and circled to his left. “ThoughtWill and MannA… and, as already stated, in peculiarly abundant amounts.” 
 
    “I wonder if it’s doing that to keep our minds off the doorway to this room,” Jashana thought, patting the side of her shoulder bag as one of the living gems inside registered a change in locales. “Because we’re not in the castle any longer.” 
 
    “I do so love sharp minds,” Freund said, stepping from inside the gem. “It fills me with hope when I consider the obstacles this group may face. 
 
    “You are quite right, my dear,” Freund said, briefly pointing his staff toward the young SorceresS. “You are not in my castle. You have been… well, to not put too fine a point on it… evicted!” 
 
    “Evicted?!” Shanvah snapped before quickly catching herself and looking at the floor. She placed her left hand inside her right and lowered her head and nodded toward her mistress. “Forgive me, Mistress Shuronne.” 
 
    “I am not sure there’s a matter to forgive,” Shuronne consoled. “I would ask that our benefactor make himself clear.” 
 
    “Yes, that was the next matter to be handled,” Freund assured. “But I think an introduction is in order. You can of course see the construct behind me. I have come to call it Rook.” 
 
    “Does that mean it already outranks us?” Megan whispered to Reginald who smirked and patted her shoulder. 
 
    “Only if you are blind,” Freund thought, maintaining his countenance. 
 
    “He is the first of what I hope will be many… but more importantly, he is the next to last gift you shall receive from me.” 
 
    “Which means it’s not only an eviction you’re here to give us,” Shuronne deduced.  
 
    “Quite right,” Freund nodded. “Which brings me to my last gift: your freedom.” 
 
    “What?!” Ethadior barked as his arms unfolded. “Our freedom?!” 
 
    “Good to know that nothing gets by those ears,” Freund quipped as he turned to start for the door, walking around Rook which flared with light at his passing. He was in his fifth stride when he shook his head dismissively. “You should know the fate of the last Enacranite who sent MannA to me in an offensive matter, Ethadior… before you release what you believe is a well-prepared incantation targeted at dealing with me should the need arise. That time has come and gone, my friend, and I do not think you would survive the reprisal.” 
 
    “Aebrynn Mulrear survived your reprisal!” Ethadior snapped, feeling the hands of Jashana take hold of his arm. He was ready to pull his limb free of her grasp, but not for the look on her face when their eyes met. She was on the verge of tears and there was nothing but fear for her mentor in her green-gray eyes.  
 
    “No he didn’t,” Ernestan declared, putting his hand to his chin. Kannadi turned to look at him and it was clear she wanted to inquire what her master had gleaned. But she said nothing and returned her eyes to Freund who had stopped in his departure, turning his head to his left shoulder as Ernestan was to his rear and his left. “I am often called a seer, but I will freely admit I am overwhelmed at the level of vision you possess.  
 
    “We have been brought to this place, but it’s you who is leaving,” Ernestan continued as Freund turned to face the Star Gaper. “This place is meant for us. Not just Rook, but also wherever we are right now. Furthermore, if you are indeed evicting us and saying farewell, it cannot be a reflection of the performance of your Dark Pawns.” 
 
    “Oh?” Freund asked, taking a two-handed hold of his staff. 
 
    “Well, it is certainly couldn’t be a mark against them,” Ernestan answered. “It is more likely that while you were away you encountered something that gives you concern. Something that can even destroy you. No, you are not punishing us. You’re protecting us, in the hopes that we will continue doing what we must… or what we should, at any rate.” 
 
    “What you should?” Freund pressed. 
 
    “Just how sure of that are you, Gaper,” Shuronne inquired and Freund’s eyebrows shot up at the manner she had cut him off. 
 
    “It isn’t something I’ve gained through celestial sight, my Lady,” Ernestan explained. “But even Freund has a pattern to the way he works. The library of the castle is quite extensive.” 
 
    “And obviously it was put to some good use,” Freund thought, turning his attentions to Rook and adding his personal library to the memory of the living crystal.  
 
    “I understand,” Shuronne said before turning to walk toward Freund. “If I may be so blessed,” she requested as her arms came away from her sides. 
 
    “You place greater worth into embraces than I do,” Freund replied, releasing his left-hand grip of his staff and walking to meet Shuronne halfway. “The blessing in this case is all mine.” 
 
    “We shall agree to disagree, Master,” she whispered as she wrapped her arms tightly around the entity. “I cannot thank you enough for all that you have done for us. If you ever have need of me, Master–” 
 
    “I know, my dear,” he said, patting her back. “With you, I’ve always known! 
 
    “Get thee gone from these matters, child!” he projected to her mind. “Your colony needs you! Great is your strength, but it does not serve every place equally. You cannot lead godlings believing you are not worthy of your station. There was no question in you with the survivors of Tau Upsilon, but doubt only grows within you here and now.” Shuronne stepped back from Freund, feeling as if the world had been pulled out from underneath her. He smiled, patted her shoulders and turned to receive Shanvah.  
 
    “Hello, Trouble,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Going to miss you, old man,” the Chevalierra said before hugging him close. “Just not too much.” The two of them laughed together and Shanvah managed to step back and turn before the first tear escaped her eyes. 
 
    One by one, each person said their goodbyes. Waiting to be last, Kaila walked up to stand beside Shuronne with a knowing smirk on her face. She stood there for a moment and laughed when Reginald lifted Freund from the floor and spun around with the entity in his arms.  
 
    “Wow, that must have been a serious load he put on you,” Kaila said softly. 
 
    “Please, Kaila. Not now.” 
 
    “Okay, but don’t forget who you were talking to.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means that he said whatever he thought would serve you best,” Kaila explained. “Whether it was the truth or not… well, in the words of the very same pain… that’s up to you.” 
 
    “He said that I was better off going back to the colony and leading them,” Shuronne stated. 
 
    “Only because he knows that’s what you’ve been thinking,” Kaila quickly replied. “And he’s got a point. There’s a big difference between how you act when you’re leading and when you’re just taking up the leadership position, waiting for someone else to come along and take up the reins.” Neither woman saw the children of Survaysi gather off to the side of Rook. 
 
    “And what do you think of me leading the Dark Pawns?” Shuronne asked. Kaila’s face lost its softness and she snorted in disgust, walking away from Shuronne to take her turn at embracing Freund. 
 
    “Don’t get too big for your britches, old star,” she joked. “I’ll just have to find a new way around your head and bring you back down to reality!” 
 
    “Which we both know is not too great a feat for thee, my friend,” Freund returned, taking the young woman into tight embrace. She was surprised to find the same sentiment in Freund’s embrace. 
 
    “I don’t doubt her, but tell me, please, if I should,” Kaila thought, knowing he could hear her thoughts. 
 
    “She was your choice,” Freund projected. “I’ve yet to see you miss, Kaila.” 
 
    “But I can’t make her want it,” Kaila concluded. 
 
    “True,” he projected. “But her shortcoming will not be because you chose poorly. What you must realize is what you chose her to do.” Freund released her, his fingertips touched his lips before they were placed on the side of Rook which flashed at the reception of the contact. Freund turned to leave and faded out of sight before he had taken one step. 
 
    “That did it!” Shuronne said from between gritted teeth as she squared her shoulders. 
 
    “What was that?” Kaila asked. 
 
    “If he could have moved one that quickly before, why didn’t he?” Shuronne asked in a tone that said she did not need of a response. “He had his last card to play, his last moves to make. Old bastard! 
 
    “Rook, are you capable of speech?” Shuronne asked. 
 
    “I can be heard by all the declared members of the Dark Pawns,” Rook replied, flaring with light.  
 
    “Did anyone hear anything?” Shuronne asked as she looked around the room. “Because I didn’t.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Aleesha added. 
 
    There was a heavy silence in the room as Shuronne smiled. She quickly nodded in realization and she turned to face Shanvah. “And that only confirms what I’ve always thought and felt. 
 
    “It was a silly question I asked you, Kaila,” Shuronne continued. “Of course you believe in me. But you chose me to lead the colony. Look around. Everything that our people have come to call leader is either in this chamber or in a similar one with Hanvashi Zoll. I’m going back to where I’m needed and believe I belong.” 
 
    “Then you won’t be going alone,” Aleesha added. “Besides, it will give the rest of you a place where you can find refuge.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Reginald said as he stepped away from his other siblings. “Rook, wipe their memories of this place and send them to the hangar. Ready the shuttle Specs identified. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Shanvah asked as thin beams of light struck the heads of Shuronne Jassity and Aleesha Wohler. Neither of them could mount a defense against Rook’s overwhelming power and they were both rendered unconscious. “Belay that order!” Shanvah commanded but Rook did not stop. 
 
    “Shuronne was the leader and the only official station in our ranks,” Reginald explained. “The position of advisor holds no authority.” Edwarn reached for his pommel but he heard weapons charging behind him. Javier and Joslyn had taken position behind him and if they were called upon to fire, the only other person they stood a chance at hitting was Shanvah. 
 
    The Chevalierra then noticed that Reginald’s other siblings were also in position, but only Megan was in a position to engage in direct combat. Having seen Megan fight before, Shanvah was able to surmise that the combination of the young woman and Reginald stood a very good chance of overwhelming her relatively quickly. 
 
    “This is madness!” Ethadior proclaimed. 
 
    “Exactly the opposite, Master,” Reginald argued. “I’m not about to wager our collective asses on personal feelings. What Shanvah might’ve forgotten is that we grew up with Shuronne and Aleesha as surrogate mothers. Best damn aunts in the business. If they want to go home, so be it. We’re not going to stand in their way. Part of me envies them, but the Dark Pawns have a mission, and that comes before how we feel about these two women.” 
 
    “Try to keep in mind that if we do our jobs just right, we’ll have to take on our mother,” Specs added. “Nobody’s looking forward to that. But if we’re willing to go to that extreme, realizing what that means, understand how dedicated we are to this cause… and try to remember who we learned dedication from.” 
 
    “Stand down,” Kaila said softly. 
 
    “You’re assuming command now?” Edwarn barked. Shanvah lifted her hand signaling for his silence. 
 
    “For the moment, yes,” Kaila said as she approached Reginald, laying her hand on his shoulder. “That goes double for you, soldier.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Reginald said, taking a step back. The weapons were powered down and lowered. 
 
    Kaila sighed as she put her hands on her hips. She looked at the young people she had considered to be children even after their training. All they were was just young. Taking out her gloves, Kaila looked at Rook and thought, “Where’s the hangar?” A soft glow came from the stone and she was acquainted with the entire facility. Suddenly, the castle seemed small and almost second-hand in class. A smirk formed on her face and she started for the doors. 
 
    “Specs, kindly get with everyone and let them know what you learned from Rook in the two seconds we’ve been here. Rook, as soon as I’m in the shuttle, rig me a door to the colony, please. Also, be on the lookout for my thoughts. I’ll probably need some help getting back.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Rook replied. 
 
    Shanvah waited for Kaila to leave before she looked at Javier and Joslyn. “What were you going to hit my Gallant with?” 
 
    “Rapid fire ThoughtWill rounds,” Javier replied. 
 
    “And the particular style of ThoughtWill?” 
 
    “Sensory deprivation,” Joslyn answered. Shanvah curled her lips downward as she nodded. 
 
    “That would have been very effective,” she admitted. “But Megan, you don’t pack a gun.” 
 
    “The edges of my swords don’t have a stun setting,” Megan stated. “But the flats will leave you with a headache. The plan, however, was to keep you from blocking Reggie’s shots.” The Chevalierra thought it best not to ask the young man what he would have used. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    One of the most courageous things you can do is identify yourself, know who you are, what you believe in and where you want to go.  
 
    Sheila Murray Bethel 
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    “I have to be a pirate,” Jocasta said as she looked around the holding facility. “Because I spend way too much time in this room to be anything else… except maybe a Slaver. What do you think?” she asked Pulri as he slowly came to consciousness in his cell. “Do I have a future in the flesh trade?” 
 
    “You’re quick,” he said after a long moan. He blinked his eyes as they focused on the ceiling of his cell. “I’ll give you that. Damn fast! And a stretch stronger than you look, too.” 
 
    “Stop it. You’re going to make me blush!” Jocasta cooed before dropping the false demeanor. “Are we done playing footsies here?” 
 
    “You tell me, Captain,” Pulri replied as he slowly got to his feet. “You’re holding all the cards.” He looked at the cell, taking the most time with the energy field that served as the bars for the room and then set his eyes on Jocasta. “So, what’s the next move?” 
 
    “A little Q-and-A,” Jocasta advised as she took a seat she had already placed in the middle of the floor. “And don’t worry about your charges, they’re in the neighboring cells.” 
 
    “That answers my most immediate question,” Pulri stated, turning to find a place to sit. “What do you have on your mind, Captain?” 
 
    “A bit of truth coming from those lips would be a good start,” Jocasta answered. 
 
    “I wasn’t lying when I told you my name,” the man sighed as he sat down, “… but you probably know that by now. I also wasn’t lying when I said your asking price was not a problem. Those two had a thirty percent payment in my accounts inside of three minutes of taking the job. The transfer came with all kinds of account information, including the balance of the source account.” 
 
    “An account owned by Jockeys,” Jocasta added. 
 
    “We’re talking about my guild account here,” Pulri informed and Jocasta gave a slow and deep nod. Guild Accounts were expensive to open and maintain, and for good reason. Most of them employed their own private armies that they would dispatch the moment any unforeseen and inexplicable error occurred to the detriment one of their customers. “Everything checked out and they even procured transportation for me to their safe house.” 
 
    “And you thought you could handle that kind of weight going solo?” Jocasta pressed. 
 
    “Never said I was perfect,” Pulri admitted. “It was a sweet gig, and my contacts couldn’t find any open contracts on either of them.” 
 
    “Except for some guy called NBA,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “My contacts said he was recently deceased,” Pulri returned, “… and we’re talking about a well-informed and trusted source.” 
 
    Jocasta chuckled, taking out her previously lit cigaro. “Not saying they were wrong, but when you’re talking about Jockeys, they don’t have to be alive to be a pain in the ass.” Flipping her butterfly knife from open blade to the lighter, she lit her cigaro and closed the lighter. 
 
    “New lighter?” Pulri asked, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, it is pretty new to me,” Jocasta smiled. “You like it?” 
 
    “One of the better ones I’ve seen. There should be a thumb switch along the left-hand side that lets you flip straight to the lighter first… allows you to keep a bit of the mystery.” 
 
     “Much appreciated,” Jocasta smiled as she blew out her smoke. “So… tell me… did it hurt that much?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “My man Sinh’s punch,” she clarified. “Did it hurt that much?” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Well, you were still conscious,” Jocasta declared. “… either right then and there or somewhere along the way to the brig. And before you go down that worn out path of feigned innocence, asking me how can I say that… you’re a pro. A well-paid and still earning pro. You didn’t ask about the condition of your charges because you already knew that aside from slight burns and some bruising that they’re okay. A truly unconscious man would not know that.” Jocasta’s lips received the end of the cigaro as Pulri Andrus leaned back against the wall of his cell. They held each other’s eyes for a moment before Pulri looked down and contemplated his situation. He shook his head, dismissing the thought of things changing radically anytime soon and looked back up at the captain of the ship. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t go around with those eyes and the soft looks,” he said. “It’s pretty damn insincere!” 
 
    “I’ll make a note of that,” Jocasta chuckled. “Do you know what they’re running from?” 
 
    “A Dark Embrace,” Pulri advised, using the lingo for an open assassination contract. 
 
    “Where I come from, those things can get to be pretty pricy,” Jocasta remarked. 
 
    “Then we come from the same place,” the man replied, rubbing the bridge of his nose. He closed his eyes as he recalled events from two days ago.  
 
    It had really been a bad idea for Pulri Andrus to take the job on solo. He only hoped he would live long enough to regret it. He told Jocasta of the reception he had received at the Garnet Barony and how he had been lucky to get out of a crossfire trap with only the loss of some brand new body armour. He had been able to conclude that whoever was coming after the so-called sister and brother were a team – and a well-organized one to boot. They were going to be short a few pieces of trigger-pulling muscle for a while, but Pulri had managed to escape the barony after picking up the trail of his employers.  
 
    “Hold the line for a second,” Jocasta said as she leaned forward, her elbows resting on her knees. 
 
    “I don’t think that means what you want it to mean,” Pulri replied. 
 
    “You’re older than me,” Jocasta commented, “I’m willing to give you that one. But you walked into a fire-trap, got out with your ass intact, and then went about the business of finding the people who had gotten you into the mess so that you could get them out?!” 
 
    “That about sums it up,” Pulri admitted. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Jocasta smiled. “A true-to-life Caballero!” 
 
    “Normally when that conclusion is made, the situations are reversed.” 
 
    “I would imagine they would be,” Jocasta replied as the doors of the Brig opened and LeRoy entered. “Well, if it isn’t Nightingale. What can I do for you, Doc?” 
 
    Amos paused for a moment, acknowledging the name she had called him. Though he was still among the newer crew members, Annsura’s basic training had been very comprehensive, and the nuance of the Captain calling you by a nickname had been shared. “Captain,” he said with a nod of his head. “I could have sent these over the line, but call me one for the drama, I thought it would be better to relay this face-to-face.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Tusyll and Gazhaad aren’t brother and sister,” he reported before taking a breath. “Gazhaad is a clone of Tusyll!” 
 
    Jocasta looked at the messenger and could immediately tell that it was not a sense of drama that had motivated Amos to make the delivery of the news up close and personal. She glared up into his eyes and stood up to lean in close. “We’re still getting a feel for each other, Nightingale, so I can appreciate the approach. You get all kinds of points for being bold and basically a stand-up guy. You misread me if you think I’m going to flush that kid into space or stuff him into the generator. That said, don’t think… don’t even dream your presence will keep me from any decision I enact. Understood?” She looked away as Amos nodded his acknowledgement. “I’ll let you know when you’ve arrived at that rank.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Amos said softly. 
 
    Jocasta looked up into the man’s light gray eyes, an odd color for a man with his brown skin, and found an unspoken gratitude. She knew it was attached to a history that only time and a few rounds of good rum would pry loose from his lips. She put her hand on his shoulder and patted it twice. 
 
    “Are they both healthy?” she asked. 
 
    “We didn’t do the boy any favors, but I know that couldn’t be avoided,” Amos shared. “He’s healing pretty fast, almost as if he were in a regenerator. By my readings, he’s two and half years old, give or take a month.” 
 
    “They grow up so fast,” Jocasta ribbed as she looked as the boy who was still unconscious. Twelve was the youngest she would have been willing to go in estimating his age. “Any trackers?” 
 
    “Wow, you people really do think alike,” Amos said as she looked down at his comp-pad. “Llaz asked the same question.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I found three, but they have not been activated.” 
 
    “You mean they were off when you were looking at them,” Jocasta said, turning to look at the boy. “Computer, lock down the Brig! All buffers and breakers!” The lights dimmed as her orders were carried out. 
 
    “Warning, energy source detected in cell number one,” the computer advised. “Generation is quickly approaching weaponized capacity.” 
 
    “Might want to head for high ground, Doc,” Jocasta warned. 
 
    “I’m armed, same as you,” Amos replied, drawing his pistol. 
 
    “And when we have no other choice, that’ll be fine,” Jocasta said as she took her cane off her hip. “But I can’t put you back together. Now stand down and alert the rest of the ship.” Amos huffed once in frustration before running for the door. As they closed behind his departure, Gazhaad opened his eyes and looked at Jocasta. “Any chance I can say the words ice cream and get you to calm down?” 
 
    “Release me and my sister,” Gazhaad said as he stood up. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling it’s more than NBA’s contingency coming after you?” Jocasta said softly. 
 
    “Release me!” Gazhaad demanded. 
 
    “Oh kid, we so have to get you into charm school! Computer, power down the door to cell number one.” 
 
    “Power down?” Pulri questioned as Gazhaad walked out of his cell. The boy looked at Jocasta, somewhat confused himself as to her reasons. He turned to look at Pulri and then at the unconscious Tusyll. 
 
    “Release my sister,” he commanded. 
 
    “Come make me, you little shit!” Jocasta said, leaning on her cane. “You need a lesson in manners and lucky for you, I’m in a schoolmarm kind of mood.” 
 
    “You are relying on your combative capability, but you do not know the measure of mine,” Gazhaad said as his eyes started to glow with a soft yellow light. “You can only contend with an attack you can see coming, Captain.” Gazhaad lunged forward, moving fast enough to where the image of his body began to blur. He was a stride from a very still Jocasta when a faint blue light flashed in the room and sent the boy back into his cell where he slammed into the rear wall. 
 
    Jocasta smirked as she stood straight up. “I would estimate that we could effectively conclude your hypothesis as being shortsighted, if not wholly naïve, indicative of your relative level of experience in and out of the arena of combat.” She winced and her face twisted as if she had tasted something rotten. “Ugh! I don’t know how he does it. I’d kill myself if I had to talk like that all time. 
 
    “Lesson Number One: I will answer to Captain, Captain Starblazer, ma’am, sir, sex goddess, and you beautiful blue-eyed devil. These statements with the understood ‘you’ have got to go or I’ll break your jaw in so many ways that the name Mushmouth will be a kindness!” 
 
    “While I have never encountered one who can manipulate gravity in the fashion that you do, I am ready to correct my previous oversight,” Gazhaad said as he got up and started to walk slowly toward Jocasta. She deactivated the gravity pulse in her cane and smiled, shaking her head. 
 
    “Two years old and already a typical man,” she commented. “Which means you won’t start thinking right until I clip that other head.” Jocasta waved the clone to approach and set herself for a fight. “Come and get Lesson Number Two!” 
 
    “You should not have deactivated the gravity device,” Gazhaad thought as he lunged forward again. He reached forward with both hands; the woman’s neck was his target.  
 
    Her right hand came out of nowhere and swept across his extended arms. His hands grasped only air as he flew over her shoulder. The head of the cane was lifted up into the sternum as he passed, and his body tumbled into the wall behind her. 
 
    “Elder’s light!” Pulri gasped, seeing how fast the woman could move. He quickly counted himself among the fortunate to still be breathing. 
 
    Jocasta stumbled as she completed a spin faster than she thought she could move. She breathed out through her mouth as she watched the boy slowly get up from the floor. 
 
    “They say a good teacher learns from their students,” Jocasta whispered as she set herself to move again. “Kid, you are teaching me a few things about myself.” 
 
    “Good, because you have much to learn!” Gazhaad said as he pushed off from the wall. Jocasta stepped forward, her straight right hand punch canceled out Gazhaad’s speed and momentum. His unconscious body fell to the floor. 
 
    “Do tell,” she spat before lifting her cane and swinging it down on his jaw. She could see Pulri out of the corner of her eye. He jumped as the head of the cane made contact. “Let’s see you mouth off now!” Touching the head of the cane to the boy’s back, Jocasta gave a flick and his body was thrown back into the empty cell. “Computer, lock down cell number one, please,” she commanded. The energy wall was quickly erected as Jocasta looked down at the floor and composed herself. “And dispatch a drone to take Tusyll to my Ready Room. We could stand a second stab at some girl talk. 
 
    “Fast little bastard,” she said softly. 
 
    “Apparently not fast enough,” Pulri remarked. “You are–” 
 
    “About out of patience,” Jocasta snapped. Pulri Andrus quickly lifted his hands in surrender. 
 
    “Captain, if there is anything else to know about these two, please know that I am as much in the dark as you. You have my word on that account.” Jocasta chuckled in response and Pulri frowned. “Manners. It seems to be a lesson that needs to be learned by many.” 
 
    “You know what the wonderful thing about me being on my ship is?” Jocasta asked, taking hold of the chair she had brought out for herself. “If I say so, there’s no such thing as a double-standard! You read me, old man?” 
 
    “I read you, Captain.” 
 
    “Warning,” the computer advised. “Contact. Three spacecraft on an intercept course. Range: one thousand kilometers!” 
 
    “Who’s on my helm?” Jocasta inquired as she walked out of the Brig.  
 
    “That would be me, Captain,” a shaky voice replied. “Nielsen Feldspar.” 
 
    “Feldspar, already I can tell you have the wrong temperament for the moment,” Jocasta weighed. “Take a moment and a breath, young man; remember that we have a stealth field around the ship.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” Feldspar whispered, sounding somewhat more relaxed. 
 
    “Steady as she goes then, son,” Jocasta said calmly as she opened another channel. “Brain Trust, somebody talk to me!” 
 
    “We were getting three separate beacon signals up until a few seconds ago,” Deolun reported. “I was able to scramble all three, but I think those three ships were still able to get a fix on our speed and direction.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jocasta replied. “Good work, Deolun. Helm, increase speed and stealth-field integrity. Let’s get through the rendezvous point before those three ships. And can anyone tell me why they were able to get so close before we saw them?” 
 
    “Scans indicate large bursts of MannA, Captain,” Kryltane reported. “The particular signatures are not in our database, but the readings of the pulses are indicative of a teleportation spell.” 
 
    “Old spells, new casters,” Jocasta reflected. “Got it. Nightingale, get Synh and Thom in full armour and the three of you need to take a trip to the Brig. Put a whammy on the kid in cell number one. Apparently he needs to be conscious for those trackers of his to work. I want him doped so heavy you can get high just standing next to him!” Amos LeRoy quickly acknowledged the command he had received as the drives powered up and the Xara-Mansura accelerated to the desired velocity. 
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    “Whoa!” Llaz called out as he stepped away from the pole. “Where do you think you are going?” Agatha screamed in frustration as she collapsed against the side of the corridor. Marlene patted her shoulder, trying to console her frustrated friend as she looked back at the Cutter of the crew. “Not while you’re signed up for a work detail,” Llaz argued. He put his fists on his hips as Agatha collapsed to the ground, moaning. 
 
    “So close,” she wailed. “We were so close!” 
 
    “Easy, Murder,” Marlene soothed before looking back to Llaz. “We were about to take a look in the auxiliary hangar. We’ve either been working or working out since Z left, and we haven’t had a chance to–” 
 
    “You two have a work detail waiting on you,” Llaz said, completely uninterested in Marlene’s explanation. “And those of us who did not have a freaking thing made for them could give a damn about what you think you might have waiting in that hangar.” 
 
    “Uh, we just got off a work detail,” Agatha advised. 
 
    “I know. And I just put you on another one. Maybe you’d like another three instead,” Llaz said as he looked at his comp-pad. “I hear Roc can stand all the help he can get.” 
 
    “No, we’re good,” Marlene quickly replied. “We’re just fine, Llaz. Just fine.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Llaz said as he pointed over his shoulder. “Simulator Room is waiting for you. Full diagnostics and a sweet shine, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Aye-aye,” Marlene said as she got Agatha up on her feet. They walked to the lift and Agatha mock-cried into Marlene’s shoulder. 
 
    “No soul,” Agatha whispered. “He has no soul!” 
 
    “Sweets, that’s not even the beginning of his problems!” Marlene remarked. “Another damn detail! Gods, what are they trying to do, work us to death?!” 
 
    “Maybe they want us to be as soulless as them,” Agatha said, stepping out of the lift and into the corridor. 
 
    “You might have something there,” Marlene said as she looked up to see three more of the crew walking toward them. “Oh man, did he get you guys too?” she asked. 
 
    “If, by ‘he’, you mean the indivisible Llaz, then yes, he got us too,” Bruveia hissed. “Just about to settle into some quality time with my man and he comes over the intercom. Fuckin’ simulator stalls?!” 
 
    “Funny how you don’t want to complain about them when you’re learning stuff you couldn’t learn anywhere else,” Deolun added. 
 
    “D, I swear, if you say another word, it won’t matter whose relation you are, I’m going to plant your ass!” 
 
    “Easy, love,” Hennix said, walking behind Bruveia and taking a massaging hold of her shoulders as he piloted her down the corridor. “He’s got a point.” 
 
    “Not arguing that,” Bruveia quickly countered. “But why stop there, when he can have the rest of my arm up his ass too?!” 
 
    “Didn’t know that royalty had to do work details,” Bruveia snapped at Pristacia who was approaching with Silnee from the opposite direction. 
 
    “Right, just like you didn’t know that reflective surfaces can’t lie,” Pristacia replied. “The horror you see is real, Bru, get used to it.” Bruveia tried to pull away from Hennix, but he had already set his grip and would not let go. 
 
    “You’re a lucky one, Princess,” Bruveia hissed. 
 
    “That much is obvious,” Pristacia returned. “If I had that face looking back at me, I’d kill myself! You’re a good man, Hennix.” Marlene stepped in between the women before Bruveia could wrench herself free of Hennix’s grip.  
 
    “We’re all on the same side, people,” she said, putting her hands out to keep the women separated. “Let’s try to remember that. If we’re mad at anyone, it’s Llaz for putting us on yet another work detail.” 
 
    “Let’s just get this over with,” Silnee sighed before walking into the room. Marlene looked at Pristacia, making a silent inquiry. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Pristacia said softly. “It’s like she’s refusing to come up out of her funk.” 
 
    “I take it her and Cutter were really close,” Bruveia whispered. 
 
    “Really close,” Pristacia stated. “Like long lost sisters.” 
 
    “Been there,” Bruveia stated and Hennix’s hands made a quick return to her shoulders. “The kind of thing you wouldn’t wish on your worst enemy.” 
 
    “I hear you,” Pristacia said before grazing her shoulder into Bruveia. “I wash, you dry?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me.” 
 
      
 
    The doors to the Simulator Room opened and the seven walked in to find each of the units sparkling as if they had just been installed. From the looks of things, they questioned whether they would be able to find dirt on themselves. 
 
    “What the hell gives?” Agatha asked as an image of Llaz formed in front of them. It was just over a meter tall and about half a meter above the floor. 
 
    “Work detail, all present and accounted for,” the image reported. “Welcome to Project Pinion, and despite what measures were used to get you all here together, you only have one purpose here. You see, aboard the Xara-Mansura, Z has a methodology. He doesn’t strictly enforce it, which is why you don’t know anything about it, but I discovered it when I investigated why the First Mate had assigned me my weapons rig.  
 
    “It is just as the Captain said, we’ve all got unopened files on the system. Six of you here have more than most, and the reason why you have that surplus is because you have not yet opened the files regarding the vehicles that Z has made for you. This work detail will remain in your rotation until I see some steady progress in all categories. 
 
    “Princess, you probably want to know why you’re here,” Llaz stated. 
 
    “The man’s a mind-reader,” Pristacia said softly. 
 
    “You are going to be Mission Control,” Llaz explained. “You will be monitoring their progress and developing their missions. Go ahead and make your way to master console and get acquainted with your post as the pilots, gunners, and engineer get to their simulator pods. Happy flying, people. Make us proud!”  
 
    Most of the people on the main floor smiled as they ran to a simulator. Silnee walked and Pristacia jogged up the stairs to the control room. She shook her head as she took to the chair behind the massive control board. Virtual goggles formed in front of her eyes as she sat down. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” she could hear Llaz’s voice in her ear. 
 
    “Do you?” she thought. “If nothing else, you have to admit the boy is definitely putting in the work! You couldn’t pay me to step into Annsura’s wake. But cool-ass Llaz is so far making it look simple.” 
 
    “You’re thinking, ‘what the hell am I doing here’?” 
 
    “Bull’s-eye!” she thought as a virtual hangar was initiated. 
 
    “Simply put, you’re being trained by Z on how to read people. I want to see if we can stretch that beyond social situations. You need to press them, Princess. Find out what makes them tick and what they’re afraid of. Better for them to encounter that here than when lives are on the line.” 
 
    “Gods, it’s sounding and feeling like maybe JoJo picked the wrong person to be her first Cutter,” Pristacia considered. “But if I’m going to do this, I need to at least get everyone back to zero. Silnee’s sub-par right now. She isn’t even excited about her new ship! I think I might have an approach though. 
 
    “All right everyone,” Pristacia said, opening a channel to the active pods. “Take a few moments to look over your ride. Hennix, make sure you rein in Deolun, but only when he gets out of hand.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you, Control,” Hennix replied. “But it sounds like we’ve got the right eyes on us for this sort of thing. A fellow pilot would only add to the chaos.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to forward your perspective to Llaz,” Pristacia replied. “The next time you all hear my voice you should be in your vehicles and ready to launch. I figure we’ll launch all three at once and just do some general flying around for our first time out. Look forward to things getting hairier as we all progress.” 
 
    “Oh, sweet mother, bring it!” Agatha cried out. 
 
    “In time, Murder,” Pristacia replied. “In time. Okay people, let’s get to your ships! 
 
    “Can I bend your ear for a moment?” Pristacia’s voice called out to Silnee. “We’re on an exclusive channel right now.” 
 
    “Let’s put a pin in it for now, Princess?” Silnee sighed as she entered the pod. She donned the facemask and air was pumped through as her body was suspended in the fluid. A veteran of the experience, Silnee prepared herself while reaching to her brace-com to speak to everyone in the simulation. “Close your eyes for a four count!” At two, there was a flash of light and Silnee opened her eyes to find herself standing in the hangar with the others of Project Pinion. “Good-ness!” she whispered, looking at the vehicles that had been placed in the chamber. Everyone recognized Daedalus, but that did not diminish the effect of looking upon the construct. Even standing still he was something to see and Deolun ran his hand along the side as he walked by on his way to what had to be his group’s ship. 
 
    “Welcome my friends,” Z’s voice greeted them as they approached. “Please note that the names you find are merely suggestions, and I more than welcome your input. After all, these are yours to fly, not mine. 
 
    “Trident,” Bruveia said softly as she walked up to the gleaming white spacecraft. “I can see where he got the name, but this paintjob’s–” 
 
    “It’s not paint!” Deolun declared as he looked hard at the hull. He touched his brace-com and his goggles formed over his eyes. “It’s a type of prismatic crystalline surface.” 
 
    “Easy words, D!” Bruveia barked. 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure yet. It could be a natural shielding against light-based… laser bolts!” 
 
    “What else could it be?” 
 
    “From what I’ve read in Z’s notes, probably a new type of stealth skin.” 
 
    “Shit! He’s got out names marked in the cockpit!” Bruveia advised. “Looks like he’s got you back in the pilot seat, D. But that doesn’t look like any piloting console I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “Babe, he’s got you on weapons,” she continued. 
 
    “Way to go, Z!” Hennix said, pumping his fist. “What about you?” 
 
    “I have no freakin’ idea,” she replied, lowering herself into the chair. “But I sure as hell hope this thing comes with a manual!” 
 
      
 
    “The C I 1,” Marlene read as she walked up to the black spacecraft. It was a large, heavily armed and armoured fighter of a style neither woman had ever seen before. Agatha waved her hand over the label and the words Cruel Intentions filled in to take up the rest of the placard. 
 
    “The man is a scary poet,” Agatha said as she walked under the fighter. “Looks kinda heavy though.” 
 
    “If the size of the engine means anything, I  think we’ll be just fine,” Marlene assured. She jumped when a door lowered from the belly of the craft. When Agatha turned to look at it, the door quickly closed. Marlene quickly stepped forward and waved off her friend. “This apparently is not meant for you, Murder,” she said with an evil smile. “Kindly move along, riff-raff.” 
 
    Agatha smiled as she nodded, backing away. “Riff-raff?! Okay. I see how things are going to be.” A ladder lowered down the side and she took hold of it. “Then again, maybe I don’t. Screw it. Not going to find out anything from down here.” Agatha screamed when she looked down into the cockpit. She could hear the engines powering up. 
 
    “Mayhem? Is that you?” 
 
    “That’s Miss Mayhem to you, and make sure you smile when you say it!” Marlene said as she powered up flight systems. “Babe, you’re not going to believe this. We’ve got blasters, solid beam weaponry, missiles, bombs… this bad boy even has shields! Get in, I’ve powered up your chair!” 
 
    “My chair… has power?” 
 
      
 
    “The Golden Feather,” Silnee whispered as she walked up to the small, sleek spacecraft that was the same color as Z’s eyes. The first thing she was drawn to was the look of the construct. She took a moment to look at the other two ships and take in their flavor. She smiled at how each ship seemed to match perfectly with the people intended to use it. 
 
    “I suppose I should at least give the man benefit of the doubt,” she thought. “Can’t really say that he nailed it two times, but completely missed with me. It’s just a little… unexpected.” She touched the hull, halfway expecting the seamless hull to ripple at her touch. She was surprised to find it warm though, and while it was a hard surface, it was incredibly smooth. 
 
    “I think it fits you perfectly,” a female voice spoke to Silnee, causing the young woman to turn around. Silnee pressed her back into the starship and reached for her blaster. “We’re in your head, Sil,” Annsura said calmly as she approached. “You’re not armed in your mind. And what would you do if you were? Shoot me?! Is that where we’re at now?” 
 
    “You’re not real!” 
 
    “Sorry, sister,” Annsura smiled. “That you could have gotten away with while you were still the property of the Slaver’s. We’re several Djinn, a pack of TCs, and gods know how many InvokeRs passed being able to think we know what can and cannot be real. 
 
    “I don’t have much time,” Annsura shared. “I may not be with you, but trust me, there’s still work to do once you cross over. Not that I’m saying you should be in a hurry to get here. Let’s just say that whole ‘rest in peace’ bit is for the birds. Trouble exists on both sides, it’s just different troubles. And it’s your troubles that are the focus here.” 
 
    Silnee stammered, trying to find the right words. “I wasn’t ready,” she finally managed, “… none of us were.” 
 
    “Hard to be ready for the unknown, Sil,” Annsura pointed out. “But if it means anything to you, I left with a clear conscience. I did what I had to, and now you’ve got to get around to doing the same thing. Which means getting over the fact that I’m not there, and especially the guilt that you know you still have feelings for Olkin.” Silnee’s eyes gaped wide open and Annsura nodded. “Yeah, you got it by me when I was with you, but the view from this side is so very clear. I can’t say if Olkin will ever be able to reciprocate, that’s another issue. I’m here to help you with yours.” The image of Annsura started to fade before returning and Silnee bolted forward, reaching out for the woman. She was amazed when her hand did not pass through Annsura’s body. 
 
    “I’ve got to get going, Sil,” she said, smiling at one of her closest friends. “You’ve got to get back to being Silnee. All you’ve ever talked about was being a pilot. Well, now someone’s gone and made you a ship. What are you going to do, Tolip?” 
 
    “Make you proud!” Silnee cried. 
 
    “Too late. Best you can do is make me prouder.” Annsura faded and Silnee fell to her knees crying. Her mind raced through the memories, starting with the restraints of being a slave. She had not said much to Annsura then, but she remembered seeing her brought in. Silnee still wondered how so few men had managed to shackle the woman who would come to be called Cutter.  
 
    Silnee wiped her eyes and laughed as she recalled the fight in the hangar. Mel, Olkin, and Silnee had taken on Annsura and barely managed a victory, thanks mostly to Mel and his craftiness. She remembered wanting to kill the woman when Z brought all hostilities to an end. He had also been the instrument through which a friendship was born. 
 
    “And we were in the simulator then too,” Silnee thought as she stopped crying and stood up. “But Z’s not on board this time. My girl was right… really can’t put a flag in what can and cannot be real. Not around here.” 
 
    “Okay, people, this is Control and I am all set,” Pristacia’s voice came through loud and clear and Silnee spun around quickly, walking toward her ship. She walked by the placard and ripped away the word ‘golden’. She lifted her brace-com, called for her goggles and linked them to ship she was boarding. “Are you guys ready to launch?” 
 
    “Cruel Intentions is ready to launch,” Agatha replied. 
 
    “Trident is ready to go,” Deolun added. 
 
    “Feather is ready to fly,” Silnee reported and Pristacia keyed up a simple flight plan. She was sure they would all complain, long enough to make sure they had been heard. Then they would go about the business of telling their fellow crewmen what Z had made for them.  
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the assist,” Pristacia said as she watched the ships begin the simulation. 
 
    “It was my pleasure, Princess,” Tuitonn replied. “But some would say–” 
 
    “Don’t they always though?” Pristacia interrupted. “She’s eager to fly again. Maybe… just maybe she’ll get around to being truthful to who and what she wants. Someone’s always going to say something about how she got there. The moment their opinions equal life or death, I’ll be ready to hear them out! 
 
    “After all,” Pristacia concluded, “… we’ve all still got the same problems… we just have a different way of looking at them. My personal mantra these days: vive la difference de point de vue!” Tuitonn merely floated there without making a response and Pristacia chuckled, remembering she was not talking to the First Mate. “Long live the difference of perspective,” she translated. 
 
    “Indeed!” the small orb replied. “Now, if you will excuse me, I am needed elsewhere on the ship.” 
 
    “Please, don’t let me hold you up,” Pristacia quickly said, opening the doors to allow simpler passage for the floating orb. “And thanks again for all that you’re doing. With any luck, the Captain will be handing you your crew name. It’s a bit overdue from this chair.” 
 
    “Very much appreciated, Princess,” Tuitonn replied as he moved to take his leave. He did not think it would be so soon for that particular rendezvous with Fate, but the timing was not his to make. “The Captain has had a lot on her mind as of late.” 
 
    “Amen to that, brother,” Pristacia sighed as she turned back to the controls. “Speaking of… I wonder how our sticks will react to a singularity! That’s still keeping it simple, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Be honest, brutally honest. That is what’s going to maintain relationships.  
 
    Lauryn Hill 
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    Yawning and stretching awake, Ephaliun realized that he had been knocked out and sat up quickly, seeing that he was in sleeping attire and in a rather comfortable bed. 
 
    “Damn, almost to the second!” Jovasor said, looking at his brace-com. “For someone who’s not a physician, the man is a special kind of spooky.” 
 
    “I take it you’re here to keep me from going off and killing that bitch?!” 
 
    “I’m not a keeper,” Jovasor explained. “But you’re under strict orders to say in bed. And, I was curious as to whether Z was right about how long it would take you to come to,” the young doctor explained. “Oh damn. He did get it right. I forgot about the give-take margin he mentioned.” 
 
    “Yeah, you got to watch that with Z,” Ephaliun muttered as he got up out of bed. The moment his body was away from the mattress, there was a pulse of energy that came from under the bed that stunned Ephaliun, causing him to fall. 
 
    Jovasor sighed as he got up from his chair. He lifted Ephaliun’s feet and placed them under the covers. “Not a keeper, but I am the only one here who can deactivate that stunner under the bed. Now, knowing how the device works, I know you can hear me. Z wants you two to have a nice sit-down conversation about what happened aboard the scout ship. Until the two of you agree to have this discussion, you’re confined to quarters. Welcome back to Black Gate. Too bad you missed out on the DerFae. Man, was that an experience! 
 
    “It’s a no go from this side of the house,” Jovasor reported into his brace-com. 
 
    “Not doing any better in the west wing,” Teela replied. “And the injectors are working just fine. I figure she’s got about another four doses before we need to switch posts so you can refill the machine.”  
 
    Jovasor shook his head before acknowledging the update. He walked out of the bedroom, closing the door behind him. Across the hall, Teela came out of the room and smirked over at the doctor. She shrugged her shoulders and looked both ways down the corridor before she leaned in to whisper at Jovasor. 
 
    “Why does he want us to lead them into thinking that we’re in an estate?” she asked. 
 
    “From what I have gathered, it is mostly for Ephaliun’s benefit,” Jovasor suggested. “The last time he was at Black Gate they stayed at an estate house.” 
 
    “The more expensive the surroundings, the less likely they are to act foolishly and destroy things in their rooms,” Dungias said as he stepped out of the stairway and into the corridor. He walked in between Jovasor and Teela, proceeding directly to his room. “And I appreciate the two of you watching over them for the time we have been here. I have nearly concluded our business here and we will be leaving sometime tomorrow, late morning. If you would like, why don’t the two of you go out and enjoy an evening in Black Gate.” 
 
    “That sounds just capital!” Jovasor said before he turned and smiled at Teela. “I don’t suppose I could interest you in accompanying me?” 
 
    “Just give me a moment to get changed,” Teela smiled, giving a slight curtsey before she spun on her heels and walked to her room. Jovasor watched until she closed her door; he then turned quickly to look at Dungias who had just emerged from his room. 
 
    “Now what do I do?!” he asked in a very harsh whisper. 
 
    “I would try going out and having a good time,” Dungias replied. “If you have need of me, I will be on the roof.” 
 
    “What about Dugger and Rahneece?” 
 
    “I have their bio-signs on my brace-com, Doctor,” Dungias answered, feeling the need to move more quickly. “… if there is an emergency I cannot handle, I will alert you.” Reaching the stairs, Dungias engaged the Star-Stride along with Pax’Dulah and ascended fifteen flights in four bounding and blurry lunges. He opened the door to see a small air-car landing on the roof of the hotel. The engine was still powering down when the door to the passenger seat opened. Dungias easily recognized the form of the Governor’s guardian and she walked quickly over to the Star Chaser to embrace him as she would any other brother she loved and had missed. 
 
    “It is good to put eyes to you once again, strong spirit,” she said softly in his ear as he wrapped his arms around her body. She closed her eyes; the winds atop the roof started to blow harder, and Dungias could feel soft and warm hands touching him, though it was not his skin that received the contact. For a moment, it felt as if he were in the company of the Stars. 
 
    “Likewise, good soul of the Great Mother.” J’Raldri stepped back from their embrace, a smile of surprise on her face. Isaiah stepped out of the air-car, pleasantly surprised by the reactions of his L’Konno Warrior to the one called Z. 
 
    “What do you know of the Great Mother?” the L’Konno woman asked. 
 
    “Some time ago, I visited the Valprun Valley,” Dungias explained. “I ate of the gray berry and danced in the yellow clouds. The Great Mother came to me and gave me the name D’Yekvo, but I have not been able to translate it. What name did she give you?”  
 
    “J’Raldri,” the woman replied, barely able to speak. She knew the meaning of the word and she also knew why the blue-skinned one had yet to find its purpose. J’Raldri knew that much of the culture of the L’Konno would never be recorded to any database. It would instead forever be carried by the Spirits and they chose their Wind Whisperers who would then receive the inscriptions into their hearts and minds. “I was given my name and then given my path. That is why I stay with this one,” she said, pointing at the Governor of Black Gate as he approached. 
 
    “She says it like she’s serving time,” Isaiah Gundryss whined. He smiled brightly as he walked up to Dungias. He threw his arms out from his sides and the two men embraced. “Here is a vote of gratitude that is long overdue, Z.” 
 
    “No, Lord Governor. The information I forwarded to you about your Keeper was of no trouble to accumulate.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, but I was referring to when you saved my life!” 
 
    “It is a good life,” Dungias replied, “… one of great purpose and greater potential. When will you be taking your leave of Black Gate?” Isaiah stood there with his mouth open for a moment before he chuckled and stepped back. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on leaving anytime too soon, Z.” 
 
    “I see,” Dungias replied as he looked over and walked toward the vehicle in which the Governor had arrived. “That is… unfortunate. I am sure you have your reasons.” 
 
    “The guy’s adorable, but you can never get anything out of him,” Isaiah said to J’Raldri who covered her mouth as she smiled. The Governor stepped around his guardian and friend to walk with the Star Chaser. “Something on your mind, Z?” 
 
    “I suppose the best response to that inquiry is ‘undoubtedly’,” Dungias answered as he approached the edge of the roof. “My perspective was not solicited–” 
 
    “I would argue it is,” Isaiah countered, setting his brown eyes on the gold pair in Dungias’ head. 
 
    “The potential paths for this place do not trek with your own,” Dungias stated. “Are there many things you can bring to Black Gate that it sorely needs? The answer to that inquiry is blatantly obvious. But Black Gate… it lacks something vital for any hope toward sustained success.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “It does not want to be saved, Isaiah,” Dungias declared. “The barons profit too much from the element that swarms to the safety of this station. It basks in the shadows, and you are a creature of light. You can shape some of the shadows… but eventually, either they or you will have to be removed.”  
 
    “Say something!” Isaiah thought. “Tell him where he can take his blue-skinned philosophies!” 
 
    “No matter where that place is, it will not change the truth, Lord Governor.” 
 
    “You know, I am beginning to see why JoJo is the way she is,” Isaiah stated. “… but this is not why I wanted to meet with you. I’ve come by some information. I didn’t want to try and beam it directly to JoJo and run the risk it would be intercepted, but it’s fair to say that it’s of vital importance and it could make JoJo change her plans about how long she wants to be in The Territories.” 
 
    “What is this information?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “It looks as though there’s about to be an inter-baronial conflict,” Isaiah declared. “Nemus and the Pearl Barony look to be the players in this one. and by conflict I mean open aggression.” 
 
    “Of course,” Dungias thought. “It would have to be the Pearl Barony!” 
 
    “The Tonnogard, the treelike citizens of the Iolite Barony, are beginning to form their ranks. Apparently there was an attack on the Royal House and the King was killed. According to my sources, the heir to the throne is not a font of knowledge or discretion. He has openly declared war on the Pearl Barony and he hasn’t even been crowned yet!” 
 
    Dungias looked down at the floor tiling and considered his options. “The Tonnogard are known for their fairly exclusive society and even more for their ability to wield the Energies… all save MannA. What reason could they have for declaring war on the Pearl Barony?” 
 
    “Because they believe it is the Dragons who are keeping them from mastering MajiK,” Isaiah explained. “Just beyond where the Star-Wing Corps make their base is the gateway that leads to Cloud Keep, the home of the Dragons. And somewhere in the heart of the keep is the aperture that leads to the Realm of Dragons. But that’s not the worst of it.” Dungias looked up from his considerations and turned to face Governor Gundryss. “The Dragons have a lot of enemies, but only one of them has a barony all their own that they can mobilize and gird up to aid the Tonnogard; that would be the citizens of Lutaeus, the Calcite Barony. We’re talking about problems that got started before you and I were born, Dungias; thousands of years ago! Now, because the people of the Calcite Barony are a little harder to keep track of–” 
 
    “As shape-changers tend to be,” Dungias added. 
 
    “… I cannot say for sure if dignitaries of Lutaeus or Nemus have met yet.” 
 
    “This is one occasion where the need for the Tonnogard to be left alone works against them,” Dungias quickly concluded as he started for the stairs. “Thank you, Lord Governor. You were right, this is very important information, though I doubt it will change JoJo Starblazer’s mind about anything!” Dungias stopped just shy of the door and looked back at the Governor. “If I were in the market for a Jockey, where in Black Gate might I look?” 
 
    Isaiah Gundryss did not bother to take the standpoint that Jockeys took up residence inside The Territories. This was no time to be political or try to appear to be clean. “The Bowels,” he said plainly, quickly following up that answer with, “… but it’s not the sort of place I would send a friend… especially the kind that likes to take on things like this alone! You brought crewmen, Z. Use them!” 
 
    “Speaking of advice, you may wish to call out your full militia,” Dungias said without stopping. “Call it a hunch.” He was inside in the next stride and before the door could slide closed, Isaiah watched as Dungias jumped over the railing of the stairway and dropped into the building. 
 
    “Is it just me or did that give you a shiver?” he asked J’Raldri who shook her head ‘no’. 
 
    “Not as much as the name the Great Mother has given him. What of his advice?” 
 
    “That one’s easy,” Isaiah answered. “Sound the silent High Alert!” 
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    A big, bright smile was stretched across Adleon’s face as he walked out of the administrator’s office. He looked at his wrist and how the Imperial Seal sparkled; pale in comparison to his prideful grin. He pumped his fist once into the air and then started running. He hurdled a few shrubs and a couple of hover-cars on his way off the grounds and into the city, losing his false smile the moment he was beyond the gates. 
 
    His pace of transit only increased when he walked out on to the open streets, bustling with people of various strides of life. Adleon managed to weave in and out of the foot traffic without running into anyone as he made his way down the boulevard to the transit station. From there he rode the air-rail to the other side of the megaplex. The station where he exited the tram was visibly different from the one he had left, in need of new paint, new light bulbs, and in some cases, new fixtures. That grade of condition continued as he strolled out on the street amidst the many apartment buildings and warehouses. This was nothing like the scene around the Temple, but more like the area of the city where Adleon had been born. It was getting dark and fairly windy; he was outside the environmental shield and he could feel the less than honorable intentions of six young people who had chosen larceny as their means of dealing with despair. Adleon Veej could understand their perspective, but he could not condone their resolution. Still, he had pressing matters to see to, and it was all too simple to reach into their minds and have them think of something they would rather be doing. As they started exercising, making a contest as to who could do the most handstand push-ups, Adleon turned up the long sidewalk into the orphanage. The front doors were unlocking and opening before he had reached them and he smiled at Nurse Porodee as she welcomed him, quickly ushering him inside. 
 
    “We weren’t expecting you until the morning,” she smiled, kissing the young man on the cheek. 
 
    “I received some pretty good news today and I wanted to share it with the others,” Adleon admitted. “Is that alright?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly!” the kind woman said, waving off his concern. “Of course it’s okay. The kids are just going to light up to see that you’re here. I’m just glad you showed up after dinner.” 
 
    “If it is all the same to you, I’ll just wait for them in the attic.”  
 
    Nurse Porodee nodded and Adleon made his way to the stairway. He was halfway into his six-story climb when he stopped on the landing with a cross look on his face. He had missed something and it had taken a good length of time to realize the problem. 
 
    “I saw the smile on Porodee’s face,” he thought. “… but I didn’t feel her elation! Was I simply too preoccupied with my own elation for being awarded the status of Chevalier?” he considered as he extended his senses, feeling absolutely nothing! “… or am I being blocked?!” 
 
    “Is there a problem, Chevalier?!” Adleon looked up to see Racidio standing on the top floor. The smile carved so deeply into the young man’s face as he glared down on Adleon shook the newly promoted Temple man, which was exactly the reaction he was hoping to receive as he revealed that he had already drawn his weapon. Quickly aiming, Racidio’s eyes flared as he pulled the trigger. “Die, traitor!” he screamed. 
 
    “Don’t!” Adleon cried out as he swung his hand across the path of the laser bolt, slapping it into the wall. Racidio’s cold and evil smile gave way to shock. Adleon was also surprised by the outcome and he looked at his hand. There was slight bruising at the center of the palm, but nothing of what he should have seen in the way of damage. “It worked!” Adleon muttered as he looked back at Racidio who was firing a second shot, this one was easily dodged and Adleon started running up the stairs. He streaked up half a flight of stairs before he stopped, feeling a surge of energy coming from the bottom of the stairway. Adleon looked down to see a gravity pad forming, and Racidio was jumping down the middle of the shaft. 
 
    “No!” Adleon whispered as he set his feet and cleared his mind. Using telekinesis to augment his actions, Adleon jumped across the shaft, landing a solid flying kick to Racidio’s chest. His back slammed against the banister and bounced off. Adleon landed on the gravity cushion as the anti-gravity field encapsulated his body and brought him down for a gentle landing. Racidio collided with the concrete floor and Adleon could hear bones breaking… one of them might have been his neck! 
 
    “Nice moves, son.” Adleon looked up to see a man walking down the middle of the corridor. It was Master Surshad, clad in clothing more suited for fighting than talking. The well-known Endowment Ethos Northerner took slow, deliberate strides. “They say it is a more fitting death when you do not die alone! You have seen to that. Now let me see to you!” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?!” Adleon shouted, looking for a means of escape. 
 
    “Is that the way you wish to play this out?” Surshad asked. “Very well. It is, after all, your death. You should have some say in how it comes about. You have been accused of teaching against your sworn Temple standing. Upon investigation, we found this orphanage where you decided to hide your little class.” 
 
    “It’s only been five days!” Adleon thought, recalling the effort he had taken to carefully observe and recruit who he thought would be fitting students. They had only exercised one full period of meditation, but Adleon had been amazed at what eager minds could achieve. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ve already taken care of all eleven students. They’re waiting for you in the Next Stride, son.” 
 
    “You killed them?!” Adleon shouted, using his anger to shield his thoughts. “Animal!” He reached to his side and removed the housing for his En-Blade. Closing the circuit, only sparks flew from the end of the device. 
 
    “And you enter the field of battle with an untested weapon,” Surshad said, shaking his head. “Better to be an animal than a damn fool, eh?  
 
    “And don’t think for a moment I didn’t notice your reaction to the number I stated. So, there were more than eleven. I thought that one… Dovl was his name, I think… he was a bit too eager for my tastes. Now it seems that he was hiding something after all.  
 
    “Kill the woman,” Surshad commanded, shouting over his shoulder. Porodee protested, but not for long before gunfire silenced her. Adleon reached for his brace-com and activated it. 
 
    “Now how did you manage that?” 
 
    “Much like how I managed this!” Adleon hissed, hurling a MannA bolt down the corridor. It was smaller than a fist and easily deflected by a quickly drawn En-Blade, but the burst blinded Surshad from Adleon’s approach and the heels of his boots pounded against the Master Chevalier’s jaw. As the Chevalier flew back from the attack, the veil blocking Adleon dissipated. The building was surrounded by Magistrates, commando Magistrates – which were called Interstellar Angels – and at least three additional Master Chevaliers… but that was not all he could detect. There were two small souls posing well as shadows, but their fear would soon increase and give away their presence and position. 
 
    In a simultaneous action, Adleon brought Surshad’s weapon to his hand as he removed and threw his brace-com and necklace into the stairway. They never landed on the floor, but instead ascended to the top floor where a pair of eager hands took hold of them, putting the brace-com on one slender arm as the necklace wrapped the other’s neck. Once the connection was made, an exercise of ThoughtWill – which had been stored in the brace-com – was activated and the two souls were away. 
 
    Adleon ducked low under a lightning fast attack from Surshad whose fist shattered the wall when it passed over Adleon’s head. A force beam from Adleon’s free hand thrust Surshad’s face into what remained of the wall.  
 
    “Come with me brother,” Adleon said as stepped forward into a swing, removing the stunned Master Chevalier’s head. “The Grey Realm awaits us all.”  
 
    The blade of light receded back into its housing and Adleon braced himself, feeling so many minds attempting to seize control of his. The young Chevalier had already been struck blind and he was beginning to go deaf. He dropped to his knees, knowing he did not have long before the powerful minds would rip through what remained of his defenses.  
 
    “Dungias, protect her!” he pleaded softly. He was sad, and he was crying… not out of pain… but out of rage.  
 
    “I failed your wisdom, Z… but JoJo is cloaked in it. See that woman to her fate!” As the suggestions to recall each student in his class grew in strength, Adleon focused his thoughts on Dovl, placing the emission port of the En-Blade under his chin. The images started to crack when he closed his eyes and activated the weapon. 
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    Dungias cleared his throat before speaking. “Wakey, wakey!” he said as he nudged Amosse with Alpha. The young man jumped, nearly coming up off the floor by sheer will alone. Amosse rolled over and scurried to his feet, looking at the squatting Traveler as he tried to gather himself. He reached to his shoulder and gasped when his hand did not grasp the strap of his bag. “No, the bag is not there,” Dungias clarified. “In fact, the bag never existed. I have never made a bag to operate like the holding pockets on your weapons belt. Sorry, the weapons belt.” 
 
    Amosse looked down at the same time his hands reached for his belt. His hands could not grasp what was not there for his eyes to see. He then put his hand to his hip and felt a projectile pistol in a holster that had been clipped to a regular and very non-Z belt. 
 
    “On the other side of your hip, you will find two clips, at their maximum capacity, ready to be loaded into the gun and fired. I put your knife at the rear of the belt and one throwing knife in either boot. You will find that the wrist-com is already linked with the computer here at Black Gate.” 
 
    “Black Gate?!” Amosse repeated as he looked around. The looks of things, and the incredible stench, he was not anywhere near the university campus. They were up high, on the scaffolding of a large advertising display, in between the main power units and the display screen. 
 
    “To be up this high and still have the smell,” Amosse thought as tried to see the ground level. There was too much smoke and steam to allow a clear view. Amosse tapped the side of his head only to find his goggles had also been removed. Dungias held up a slender rectangular box. 
 
    “The closest I could come was safety glasses,” he offered. 
 
    “What is going on here, Z?!” Amosse shouted. 
 
    “I think I have had enough of you yelling at me,” Dungias said as he stood up. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Amosse said quickly, patting the air with his hands. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe you are, Amosse,” Dungias agreed. “But allow me to give you what will amount to the last of my assistance to you, as you have only one possible means to be of any assistance to me. 
 
    “Don’t bother begging,” Dungias directed. “It will simply be a waste of time and energy. You’re going to need every bit of both, for your life is on the line tonight, Amosse… and I am betting against you! 
 
    “By now you realize that the past few days of your adventure have been an ongoing, interactive simulation,” Dungias said. “You did not really liberate the MannA Keys. You did not manage to use one of the Keys to destroy me, though I took note of how quickly you initiated action toward that objective. You also did not teleport to NayFall and receive asylum from the Olasson. 
 
    “While I will talk to Satithe later on some of her programming decisions, I will say that the expediency and hostility you demonstrated in directing the power of the Keys at my Captain is one of the reasons why I believe I am talking to a dead man!” The glare that Dungias directed at Amosse left no question as to how he felt about the young man. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Amosse mumbled. 
 
    Dungias shook his head in disbelief and shrugged his shoulders. “I can now conclude you have chosen to ignore my first directive; that pseudo declaration and inquiry comes very close to begging, Amosse. You have never known me to be one who engages in pranks, and you would have to admit the Bowels of Black Gate would be a poor place to start such a trend.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just kill me then?!” Amosse screamed before lunging at the Traveler.  
 
    The right overhand punch was filled with rage, and fear, and very little technique. It would have been easy to sweep across the wrist and force the punch to go wide of its intended target. There was, however, all too good a chance the power behind the blow would take Amosse off the scaffolding and down to the street far below. A fall from that height would have been fatal, and Dungias was not yet ready to let him die. Alpha was swung to smack down on the quickly approaching knuckles, and Dungias heard two of the fingers break from the collision.  
 
    “Because I am not interested in showing you any mercy,” Dungias said calmly before thrusting Alpha lightly into Amosse’s chest. The man took in air to yell again, but nothing save compressed air came out of his mouth. “It is amazing that if the vocal chords are not allowed to vibrate, you cannot speak.” Dungias turned as he spoke, looking toward the streets below. He could feel Amosse weighing his options and it took a few moments for the young man to convince himself that attacking Dungias a second time would not yield him anything useful. As he came to that point of clarity, he could hear the sound of voices, a good number of voices, shouting as they drew closer. It sounded like a mob! 
 
    “Impressions,” Dungias said softly. “They can be used as a most fascinating tool. Take for example the impression I gave a particular man of power in this community. You see, he has lost something very valuable to him, I gave him video records of you stealing said item, followed by the promise that I could track you down and…” Dungias fired off a flare from Alpha, “… signal him! 
 
    “The zip-line, which you will find at the end of the scaffolding behind you, will take you approximately three hundred meters to a rooftop where you will find a parked sky-bike,” Dungias spoke slowly as he looked at his brace-com. “… by now, it no longer has the power to reach the main lift shaft, but it does have the speed and power to liberate you from the immediate area. I would wish you well, Amosse, but I see no reason to be disingenuous.”  
 
    Amosse did not wait for another word. He leaned into his best sprint. He jumped and grabbed hold of the handle for the zip-line. The catch holding the apparatus in place was released and Amosse started down the line. He could hear the yelling voices fading behind him as well as a few desperate gunshots. 
 
    “I am going to live through this, Z!” he silently vowed. “And then I’m coming after you and the Keys!”  
 
      
 
    “Z!” Brattle called up to him from his hover-car. “Was that ‘im?” 
 
    “Aye,” Dungias answered, “… and from my scans, he has your data bin on his person!” Dungias watched as the short man signaled the commencement of the chase. He dropped down into his seat as his driver throttled up on the hover-car. 
 
    “Remind me to never get on your bad side,” CK stated. 
 
    “That is not an option that exists for you or your saytrah,” Dungias replied as he reached back and drew the hood of his cloak over his head. “Do you have a location on the three targets?” 
 
    “You mean at the risk of making you mad if I don’t?” CK jested. “You better believe I do. Uploaded to your goggles.” Dungias smiled at the subtle hint as his goggles formed over his eyes. A three dimensional map formed over the landscape he was looking at, and a blinking arrow pointed to his left. Turning in that direction could see a target marking the location of what he sought. 
 
    “They have not moved,” Dungias commented. 
 
    “And the guard at their location has been tripled,” CK informed. “Are you sure you don’t want me to get on the telnet and signal Jocasta?” 
 
    “You have enough to do looking after Satithe,” Dungias replied as he leaned forward into a run. “Besides, I think it is time for Z to have some fun!” 
 
    “Uh, did I just hear you right?” Dungias chuckled as he dove off the scaffolding and glided on the wind. “Okay, never mind, we’ll get into this later… you’re in BAM!” Dungias laughed as he turned away from his target and dropped to near street level, gaining speed and finding something of a jet stream. His laughter echoed off the close walls of the buildings and through the dark alleys. “Seriously in bad ass mode!” 
 
      
 
    “Who brought ‘im down?” Brattle asked as he stepped out of his hover-car with his Rod of Correction in his hand. The wrought iron club was the scepter of rule in these parts of the Bowels. It had seen many masters and logged many great feats. It had even blocked the En-Blade of a Temple Chevalier once… before the arms of that master were removed by that same weapon. Now, it belonged to Simmons Brattle and, being a metal worker, he had added to the greatness of the club by wiring it with power lines. He kept the battery under his jacket and electricity sparked as he dragged the club along the ground as he walked. He kept his eyes on the young man who had a body pinning each limb and a fifth man who held on tightly to two handfuls of hair. 
 
    “He brought himself down,” one of the men reported. “That sky-bike is for shit!” 
 
    “Take it to Mission n-way,” Brattle ordered. “See if that freak can do anythin’ wif it.” 
 
    “You got it, Brattle,” the man said before he turned to retrieve the downed vehicle, signaling for three men to follow him.  
 
    Amosse looked up long enough to see Brattle. He had stopped struggling and started laughing. His overhand right had finally landed on someone and managed to deck the first of the people who had reached him. The punch had taken too much time and power, as Z had told him time and time again, and he stumbled after landing it. The steps he had taken to regain his balance left him open to a flying drop kick. The slender girl might have looked like she was starving, but she knew how to hit.  
 
    She had also been quicker than Amosse to get up from their collision. He was not quite up when he had swung up for her face. She side-stepped the punch and drove the sole of her boot into his ribs. Her fist had hammered down on the back of his head and Amosse had not been given the opportunity to get up from that moment. 
 
    “You findin’ sumfin funny, friend?” Brattle asked. 
 
    “Just the delivery agent the blue man’s picked to do the deed,” Amosse shared. 
 
    “Wha’zat supposed ta mean, pretty boy?” 
 
    “Well I don’t rightly know,” Amosse said. “But I’m thinking that he wants something from around these parts and I’m his distraction.” Looking around, Amosse chuckled. “Just what percentage of your people did you call out to come chasing after me?” 
 
    Brattle chuckled as he squatted. He pointed at Amosse with his rod and said, “Pat ‘im down!” The one holding Amosse’s head moved to carry out the order, but had not been at it long when he came to the outside jacket pocket at the front of the jacket. Reaching in, a familiar-looking storage card was produced. “Wow, look at that. You’re turnin’ out ta be one helluva distraction!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Amosse snapped. “If you have the right kind of scanner, you’ll see I never touched that thing!” 
 
    “Oh, you mean like one of those high n’ mighty med-scans?” Brattle asked. “I got one o’ those in my ride!” 
 
    “Well go and get it then!” Amosse yelled. 
 
    Brattle took a step back as the exchange had taken an unexpected turn. “Well, that’s not right,” he said, looking into Amosse’s eyes. There was fear, as there should have been; death awaited the fool... but what the street thug could not see… was duplicity. Scared and very angry, yes, but he did not appear to be lying. Brattle stood up and reached for his communicator but never took his eyes off of Amosse. 
 
    “Fannie,” he called out. “It’s me! You got eyes on me empire?” 
 
    “Is that what you call it?” a female voice responded with a tone of levity and familiarity. “Seems to me to be ten sectors of sh–” 
 
    “Can tha wise ass and take a look ‘bout!” Brattle snapped. He could hear the woman keying in commands as she cleared her throat. She knew it was serious business and moved quickly to check Brattle’s holdings.  
 
    “No trouble at the bins,” she reported. “The last shipment of bodies has been tagged and put down for the night. They’re counting the take at the sweat house,” she continued. “We had a John who didn’t want to pay earlier, but he’s been moved to the bins. Day-Workers are all checked in; Night-Workers are either on site or on the way.” 
 
    “Wait!” Amosse said, realizing a possible point of interest. “Is she looking through cameras directly wired into her console or are the images fed to her through a computer?” 
 
    “What diff’rence does that make?” Brattle asked as his eyes squinted at having found what could have been the first slip his captive had made. 
 
    “Look, I’m not in a position to screw you over here!” Amosse snapped. “But if it’s through a computer, tell her to check again and see if the images are exactly the same.” 
 
    “N’ why would it change?!” 
 
    “Exactly the same?!” Amosse stressed. “The same guard walking by? The same spark coming from faulty wiring?! The same fucking rat creeping down the same fucking gutter!!!” 
 
    “Oh shit!” the woman said over the open line. “He’s right! Every time I call up a site, I get the same video feed!” 
 
    “Hold the line, Fannie,” Brattle said as he thought for a moment. “Get ‘im up!” he commanded and Amosse was lifted from the alley floor as Brattle walked up to him, fuming in anger. “I don’t even know this batter,” he stated, “… so it can’t be because I crossed him! What’s this blue bastard’s game?!” 
 
    “In his eyes, he doesn’t need a reason to take anything from you,” Amosse advised. “That means everything of yours is fair game.” 
 
    “He can’t be in all these places at the same time!” Brattle shouted before realizing what was incredibly clear. “He can be if he takes my triplets,” Brattle whispered. 
 
    “I’ve got people rolling to Eastern Suites,” the woman advised. 
 
    “No, Fannie, don’t bover wif that!” Brattle spoke as he turned to move toward his hover-car. He waved for his men to bring Amosse along. “I had ‘em moved to my place once I heard the BGK was stepping down.” 
 
    “That would explain a great many things,” Dungias said as he came up through the pavement. A gravity pulse knocked Brattle and all of his people to the ground, throwing them to the walls and the parked hover-car.  
 
    The pulse, however, seemed to roll around Amosse and he was untouched. He gasped as all the people flew away from him, and he froze at the sight of Dungias standing there with his black cloak settling around his body.  
 
    “Well done, Amosse,” he said as he drew the larger of his two flechette tubes. Twirling the tube in his hands, Dungias took a two-handed grip and swung a gleaming claymore sword through the middle of the hover-car. “Now we’re even, your fate is your own!” The blade vanished into the tube and that device disappeared into the cloak. Dungias started down the street, keying a command into his brace-com. A pulse of white light burst from his body. Similar pulses burst from the remains of the hover-car and the communicators of Brattle and his men. Amosse’s wrist-com was untouched. 
 
    The former crewman did not wait for any of the street thugs to get to their feet. Amosse knew he stood little chance in convincing them that the Malgovi was playing them all. But he could run, and while the sky-bike had been just another part of the trap, it had managed to bring Amosse closer the shaft of the lift. It was nearly a quarter mile away and there was good reason to believe many of the people chasing him were faster runners with greater endurance… but it was the only chance he stood at living. 
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    Her dark brown hair blew in the wind as the carriage made its way down the avenue. Teela laughed at the antics of the young doctor as he re-enacted his first day in Cyber-Medicine. Apparently the cadaver he and his partner had been given had not been the clinical definition of dead, coming to life the moment power was put to the circuits. While the only action the body had taken was sitting up and saying ‘hello’ in eleven different languages, the reactions of the student body was what Teela had found to be worth cackling over.  
 
    “Yeah, the Cyborg Zombie was one for the books… and that solved the overcrowding problem,” Jovasor concluded. “We went from thirty-nine students all the way down to sixteen.” 
 
    “What?! You have to be kidding!” 
 
    “No at all,” he assured her. “By the time we got to our rotations, there were only five of us left. We felt like we were being hunted down and dragged away one at a time. So the five of us moved into an estate house and we became something of a family.” 
 
    “An estate house?” Teela asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jovasor said dismissively. “Well, I was on a kind of scholarship so the school just gave it to us.” 
 
    “Schools don’t do that, Jovasor,” she said, keeping a smile on her face. “I’m thinking maybe you bought an estate house and invited your four friends to live with you.” Jovasor’s face fell blank as he looked at the young woman. 
 
    “H-h-h-how… how do you come to that?” 
 
    “Look at where we are!” Teela shouted, standing up in the carriage. “You insisted on that penthouse restaurant, and I was the only one looking around like I had never been there before.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to that place!” Jovasor argued. 
 
    “No, but you’ve been to places like it! You knew the man was going to pull out my chair for me, and you gave that look of disappointment when they were late bringing out our water. Plus you’ve yet to use the credit stick in your brace-com. You just keep using your thumb. That means you’ve got an account here at Black Gate.” 
 
    “I used to live here!” Jovasor pointed out. 
 
    “So did I, and I know how much that option costs per term,” Teela advised. “My campus meal plan was cheaper! If it makes any difference, a lot of us already knew you had money.”  
 
    “How?” Jovasor asked, surprised to hear his disguise had not worked as well as he had hoped. 
 
    “The way you carry yourself,” Teela quickly answered, taking her seat. “You faced off against the Captain as if she wasn’t the sort of person who might shoot you for disagreeing with her.” 
 
    “She would?” The young woman could not keep from collapsing into laughter looking at the wonderment spread wide across the young doctor’s face. He swallowed hard as he watched the young woman laughing, but his attention was drawn away when the carriage slowed to a stop. Letting Teela continue to laugh, Jovasor Cole got out of the carriage and started down the walk into the park. 
 
    Teela, nearly overcome with laughter, noticed his departure and started to rein herself in. She wiped her eyes and stood up. “Where are we?” 
 
    “The moment of truth,” Jovasor muttered as he continued to walk. 
 
    “Hey, this…” Teela said as she stepped down from the carriage and remembered when last she was in this facility. “Jovasor, why are we here?”  
 
    “This is where the mighty Z was brought to his perfect knees,” Jovasor said as he walked up to the path that would lead to the point where the First Mate had been petrified and captured. Jovasor had never looked at the place as anything other than a controlled location where he could take scans and search for evidence of what had happened. He had never taken the time, nor given the opportunity, to just take the place in for what it was.  
 
    “I don’t know what all is wrong with this boy, but he has some serious issues!” Teela thought as she started to follow after Jovasor. She could see movement in the foliage inside the park and there was too soft a breeze to account for the sound. “And I am so not in the mood for poetic justice right now! 
 
    “Jovasor, we really need to be getting back.” 
 
    “Why?!” Jovasor shouted as he walked faster. “Why do we hold him to such a level, huh? Like he’s some kind of god or something!”  
 
    “Are you sure you’re talking about all of us?” Teela asked. “… or just you?” 
 
    “I love it when couples argue,” Skorunn said as he came out from the shrubs. He knew the woman had heard them, so there was no need to maintain the uncomfortable attempt at stealth. “Don’t you guys?” Eleven people walked out from the shadows from five different directions, effectively surrounding the two. 
 
    “Constable,” Jovasor called out, cueing the laughter of nearly everyone in the approaching group.  
 
    “Sorry, Rich Boy. They haven’t put that back online just yet. Seems there was a storm that got out of control a while back. They’ve fixed all the pretty stuff, but the wiring caught massive hell with the lightning and what not; gonna take a little longer to restore. Too bad you were into your own little world back at the sign notifying you of that. And we took care of your automated driver before your girlfriend could spot us.” 
 
    “This one’s bent,” Teela thought. “He knows we’re bilked! He just wants to see us squirm… and it looks like Jovasor’s going to give him what he wants!” 
 
    “Okay, we don’t want any trouble,” Jovasor said, holding up his hands in surrender. 
 
    “Too bad, Credit Kid,” Skorunn replied. “Cuz trouble sure as hell wants you!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Life isn’t about finding yourself. Life is about creating yourself.  
 
    George Bernard Shaw 
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    “What am I doing here?” Jovasor thought, looking at the man who had just threatened him. His green eyes took inventory of the figure who was doubtlessly the leader of the group. He was of a disheveled appearance, but it looked like it had been perfected to the limits of his means. The thin-spiked black and green hair seemed to work in conjunction with the earrings and the chain going from his nose to his ear. “I don’t even know if I like Teela… and before I know it, I’m trying to wine and dine her. How that got us to this point, I’m not sure. Gods, am I about to die? 
 
    “You touch me and you’ll regret it,” Jovasor warned. “I’m part of a pirate crew! We both are!” 
 
    “Oh no,” Teela thought. “Jovasor, this is no time for name-dropping!” 
 
    Skorunn’s green eyes flared wide with surprise as he processed what he had just been told, though he could not believe what he had heard. “What?!” Skorunn screamed as his cohorts cackled at the warning. “A pirate crew? You?!” 
 
    “I am the Chief Medical Officer on the Xara-Mansura,” Jovasor declared. “Look it up if you don’t believe me. Our Captain is a friend of the Governor of Black Gate. You don’t want to mess with us.” 
 
    “Oh, I do,” Skorunn said as he rubbed his chin. “I really, really do. Especially now that I know you’re in tight with the new Gov’nor. I mean, he’s the only one who’s ever come down to the Bowels, after all. 
 
    “So, you’re the Ripper for a pirate crew. Did everyone hear that?” Seven slowly turned into sixteen as most of Skorunn’s flock stepped out of the shadows. A second wave! Skorunn had allowed himself to be part of what could have been a baiting situation. “We are in the presence of greatness! Too bad the Gov’nor didn’t tell you one of the unwritten laws of Black Gate: if you wan’ be a bad-ass, you best bring yo stank witcha!” Skorunn said in a pronounced accent that was quite amusing to his cohorts. 
 
    Teela looked around, hoping to see some passerby or some avenue of escape. She found nothing of any use as her hands clenched nervously at the fabric of her jacket. “We’re not ready for this,” she thought. “I just joined this damned crew, and I think Jovasor was on board only days before me. I’ve only completed the first stage of my basic training. 
 
    “Basic training!” she whispered. Teela moved quickly to stand in front of Jovasor. She was desperate to find the means to come from this encounter with their lives intact. “What he meant to say is there’s no need for violence.” She reached to her wrist and removed her brace-com. “Here, you can have this! It’s custom made! There’s no need for violence.” 
 
    “Who said anything about need?” Skorunn returned, much to the delight of those that traveled with him. “After I get done making Rich Boy here bleed, I’ll see to my needs with you!” Skorunn glared at the young woman, taking a moment to look up and down her body. “You just wait your turn! Right now, I’m dealing with the Pirate Doctor.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to save your energy for me?” Teela returned, surprising herself and the people gathering around her as they started making howling noises. Teela closed her eyes for a moment and steadied herself. 
 
    Skorunn smiled, turning to face the courageous young woman. He chuckled, walking to stand directly in front of her. “You going to faint?” 
 
    “You don’t stink that much,” Teela replied, generating more howling and some laughter from the crowd. “J-j-just don’t have me… falling asleep with…” 
 
    “I think you want to say ‘that little thing’, or something like that,” Skorunn commented, dropping his face into Teela’s eye-line.  
 
    “No, I just wanted you to get closer,” she said before slapping him hard across the face.  
 
    “Damn, Skorunn!” one of the others yelled. “She suckered you, man!” 
 
    “She did at that,” Skorunn said as he put his hand to where he had been struck. “You know, you just might be brave enough to get yourself into trouble.” 
 
    “You’re filth!” Teela shot back before spitting in his face. Skorunn’s fist crashed into her face, splitting her upper lip, sending her to back an empty bench. 
 
    “Get her ready for me and hold her down!” Skorunn commanded as he turned to face Jovasor. Three rushed over to grab Teela. One directed two to each grab an arm, turn the young woman around and bend her forward over the back of the bench. He removed her belt and pulled down her pants, taking a moment to feel the smooth flesh revealed. He heckled her as he went about his inspection, asking Teela who was going to save her. No one noticed as Teela closed her eyes and opened her right hand. 
 
    “Battle wand, your Mistress beckons!”  
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    “I am beginning to see why my Master is so involved with saving these people,” CK commented as he received the signal that a brace-com had been removed away from the ship. He kept the signal from being sent to the Xara-Mansura; it would serve as nothing but a distraction, and a needless one at that. He also did not allow the signal to go to Dungias, as he was deeply invested in the Bowels of Black Gate. CK did have two readily available assets of the crew which he could deploy.  
 
    “Wake up, you two!” CK commanded as he administered an electric shock from the brace-coms of both Rahneece and Dugger. They were awakened as he sent messages to their brace-coms, alerting them to the emergency. 
 
    “Kot!” Ephaliun said as he read the message while he checked his weapons belt. Nothing of his had been removed, so he proceeded quickly out of the room. 
 
    “Which one of us goes and which one stays to guard the stash?” Rahneece asked as she came out of her room, forcing her eyes to open wide as she was still waking up. 
 
    “Double Kot!” Ephaliun cursed before their brace-coms received another message that a drone was en route to watch over the cargo. “Well, I guess that answers tha–” 
 
    “I hear you, Mistress,” a deep and echoing voice boomed from Dungias’ room. “I hear and I obey!”  
 
    “Mistress?” Rahneece and Ephaliun said simultaneously while looking at each other. Lifting their hands and arms to cover their faces from the debris of a shattered door, the battle wand came flying out of the room. It floated for a moment before turning down the corridor, flying toward the window at the end. Ephaliun gasped before he took to sprinting after it, though it was clear that the wand was flying faster than he could run. 
 
    “What the hell are you going to do if you catch it?” Rahneece shouted as she ran after him. The wand bashed into the safety glass and thousands of cracks formed inside the frame. The second attempt saw the wand crashing through and out into the city. 
 
    “I got an idea!” Ephaliun shouted as he pushed his body for more speed. He called for his goggles and activated his bodysuit. 
 
    “This doesn’t work, there isn’t a regen in existence that can put me together,” he thought as he continued running. “Yeah, that means it’s worth trying!” He was slightly relieved to see the wand delayed by the window and he readied the gravity setting of his piton and cable. He hurdled up and planted on foot on the frame of the shattered window. He jumped up and out, targeting the battle wand. Throwing his left hand forward, Ephaliun smiled as his crosshair marker flashed and stayed green as the piton fired from the side of his forearm. The anchor smacked against the side of the wand, but the young man’s body did not swing toward the ground, as the wand was increasing in its flight speed. The sudden addition of bodyweight made the wand lower its altitude almost five meters, temporarily, and it continued to fly… and therefore so did Ephaliun. 
 
    “Follow meeeeeee!” he shouted as he streaked over the rooftops.  
 
    “I’ll be damned… he made it,” Rahneece thought as she watched the wand and Ephaliun streak out of sight. “Still, that cable thing’s going to be faster than the lift or the stairs.” 
 
    “Load swing program,” Rahneece commanded and her goggles formed over her eyes. “Yeah, that never gets old,” she remarked as she looked on the three dimensional mapping of the city. “I need the most easily procured fast transportation.” A park-lot was highlighted on her view and the message: scanning for accessibility, scrolled across her view. One vehicle flashed red, an air-car, and it was  followed by the message: target located, drive systems activated, alarm system deactivated. Rahneece took a deep breath as she opened one of the pockets of her weapons belt. The moment she produced the piton gun, she could feel the belt tighten about her waist and the body armour felt a little more snug. She blew out hard as she jumped out of the window, aiming the piton gun. She fired when her marking cursor turned green. The handle of the gun released four small arms; three locked around her right hand while the fourth protruded from the side of the gun for her left hand to grab.  
 
    “This is crazy!” Rahneece screamed as she threw her legs forward, as she had practiced in the simulators. Her speed of descent fed into the speed of her swing as she angled around a building.  
 
    The anchor released as she cleared the wall of the park-lot. Rahneece landed on her feet and rolled to a stop two meters from the air-car. She got up and the dome over the passenger section opened. Rahneece jumped up over the door and landed in the seat. She threw the throttle all the way forward as she piloted the air-car. She was relieved to see the vehicle could move, but she did not allow herself to relax too much. She was rushing toward a scene to where Teela had either forgotten about the cardinal rule about the brace-coms, or she had remembered it and was calling for help. Things were about to be either very embarrassing for her or threatening to everyone. 
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    “Whatsamattah, Doc?” Skorunn inquired, rubbing his face. It was clear to see that Teela’s actions had agitated him and he was more eager to hurt someone. “You couldn’t un-ass your feet and give your fellow crewman a helping hand? That’s must be some ship you’re on!” Jovasor shook with anger and fear as he glared at the man who was slowly walking toward him. “That’s it, get your courage up, Rich Boy! Come at me. Let me have it. Who knows, you might get lucky and land one.”  
 
    Jovasor yelled as he bolted forward, taking three steps before swinging his fist with all of his might. Skorunn chuckled as he side-stepped the blow, lifting his knee into Jovasor’s ribs. The doctor doubled over in unexpected pain, stumbling forward until he fell to his hands and knees. 
 
    “Those are the ribs,” Skorunn stated. “You probably have some eight-syllable word for them. But it don’t matter… pain is all you need to understand right now! And I’m just getting started. 
 
    “And get your hands off!” Skorunn shouted, seeing one of his men appreciating the hindquarters of his next conquest a little too much. 
 
    “Aww come on, Skorunn,” the man argued in protest.  
 
    “You can have her when I’m done,” Skorunn declared, staring intently at the man who knew what it meant to receive the glare and quickly stepped back, lowering his eyes to the ground. “That’s right.” Skorunn turned around in time to receive an uppercut from Jovasor that made him stumble back, but he did not fall. 
 
    “Actually, that was a left,” Jovasor panted. “This is a right!” Jovasor stepped forward, setting himself to punch down on Skorunn’s jaw. A quickly sent side-kick stamped against the young doctor’s knee and he grabbed his wounded leg, staggering back a couple of steps. 
 
    “Nah, that was a wannabe right,” Skorunn hissed. “This is a right!” A punishing right hook hammered into the side of Jovasor’s face and sent him reeling to the ground. “You see, that’s the kind of right that makes you say, ‘all right’! You know, unless you’re the one receiving it.” Skorunn grabbed Jovasor and lifted him up to his feet. He ducked a haymaker meant for his face and landed another powerful hook to the same place he had placed his knee lift. Jovasor cried out in pain as his body tried to fold around Skorunn’s hand. 
 
    “Where’s your crew, Doc?” Skorunn teased as he looked around. He stopped and kicked hard at Jovasor’s feet, knocking them out from under him. The young doctor fell hard to the ground and rolled over on his side in pain. Skorunn stomped down twice on Jovasor, asking over and over, “Where?” but never received an answer. 
 
    “Maybe they’ll all gather at the wake,” Skorunn hissed. 
 
    “NO!” Teela cried out. Her voice no longer sounded like a damsel in distress; it was a potent sound that shook the stone of the area and the bones of those who stood within its range. Teela came away from the bench, clad in black body armour that looked more like a second skin that  had assembled about her body. She threw her arms back and the ones who had been holding her down flew over Skorunn and Jovasor, screaming as they tumbled through the air. They crashed to the ground and rolled to a moaning stop. 
 
    “Let me feel your skin, baby!” Teela whispered as the grabbed the chest of the man who had been groping her. “Ohh, it feels so soft!” she said through gritted teeth, punctuating her statement by lifting the man up and driving his back into the walkway. She stood up and swung the battle wand in an arc, releasing five MannA Bolts, each taking what appeared to be an erratic path to its target, but each struck true to the chest of her five targets. Each body burst in green and gold flames as MannA attacked their bodies. Teela stumbled forward as she was shot in the back. It was a projectile rifle that had fired the shot. Teela turned and the three large crystals on her left shoulder fired Force Energy beams, imprisoning the man in a cube that slowly contracted around its captive. He screamed as he fought against the walls of the construct, but his objection did nothing to slow the process. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Skorunn yelled and Teela turned around, ready to thrash the young man. She stopped and gasped at the sight of Skorunn holding a blade to Jovasor’s neck. Blood was already beginning to run down the steel. “You can just hold it right there, bitch!” Teela looked around, but she could find nothing that would resolve her dilemma. “Now you drop that stick or lover-man gets his throat ripped! Now… I’m counting down from five.” 
 
    “I hate countdowns,” a synthesized voice called out. Both Teela and Skorunn turned to the source of the voice, seeing only the tall trees around the edge of the park. Teela only needed to turn her head, but Skorunn had to turn his body. “Bingo!” A laser beam shot out from the treetops, striking Skorunn in the right forearm, removing everything from that point to his fingertips from the rest of his body. He screamed, watching his hand drop to the ground. 
 
    “Get to Jovasor and get low!” Ephaliun commanded, dropping from the tree. The hard landing forced his stealth field to fail. He rolled and came up firing at the two men closest to the downed doctor. As soon as Teela bolted into her run, Ephaliun ran toward the tree, fading from sight, running around it once he was invisible. 
 
    “They’re like cockroaches when you turn on the lights,” Ephaliun thought as he tried to get a line on his next target. He thought it better to get away from the trees and closer to his fellow crewmen. He ran as fast as his suit would enable. Gunfire tore into the small grouping of trees that had served as his landing pad and Ephaliun ran to the couple, readying his satchel catch-net. 
 
    “Hold your breath!” he commanded as he threw the field over their bodies. He scored some of the walk way and the contact cancelled his stealth field. 
 
    “There he is!” one of the men yelled. Ephaliun turned, dropped two smoke bombs and fired his pistol, scoring the shoulder of the crier. 
 
    “Damn snitch,” Ephaliun muttered as smoke rose up to his chest. He dropped to one knee and re-engaged the stealth field.  
 
    “Damn, I really need to stop watching the Captain’s video logs,” Ephaliun thought. A bullet whizzed by his body and another ricocheted on the ground nearly a meter in front of him. Ephaliun jumped back and then quickly to his right. He was surprised to find that the smoke did not give any sign of his movement, but chose not to take time to question the matter. Tossing a grenade to his three o’clock, he ran toward eleven o’clock. Jumping over one man, he could hear another howling. Landing outside the ring of people, he could hear responses to the call… in all directions. 
 
    “What the hell!” he thought as he took to running again. Knowing the general area, he took the path that would lead to the area that had served as the battleground when his captain had squared off against Falco Sylgarr. He did not plan on running the entire distance, he just needed to reach the arrangement of shops that would serve as a level of cover for him. He was surprised with the speed that he covered the distance, and quickly opened his holding bag as soon as he reached an alley. Jovasor gasped for air as he rolled out and Teela slid to a stop on one foot and one knee. She did not look pressed for oxygen in the least and stood up to look at Ephaliun as his face mask retracted into goggles. 
 
    “We can get to explanations later,” the young man said. “How bad is Cole?” 
 
    “Damn me for a fool!” Teela cursed as she looked around. She had not been away from Black Gate that long. How could she have overlooked the feeling of when the tide was coming in? “How could I have forgotten about this?! 
 
    “He took a couple of hard blows,” she explained. “I don’t think he’s critical.” A gunshot ricocheted off the black armour and into Jovasor’s leg. The body armour held, but the impact made him cry out in pain. Both Ephaliun and Teela fired on the sniper, but he had returned to cover before the laser blast or the MannA Bolt could get to him. 
 
    “I got them over here! Southeast Annex!” the sniper called out. 
 
    “This is a damn nightmare!” Ephaliun said as he pressed his back to the wall. 
 
    “No, this is a Bowel Tide,” Teela explained. 
 
    “A what?!” Ephaliun asked, taking out another flash-bang grenade. 
 
    “A Bowel Tide. When the Bowels invade the lower city sectors. 
 
    “And this is your first time dealing with one?!” 
 
    “The campus is on the other side of the station, and it has security!” Teela stated. “We’re on the wrong side of the city at the wrong time.” 
 
    “Must have been some date,” Ephaliun said as he threw the grenade up to the sniper’s position. He readied his goggles, flexing his hand around the pistol grip. 
 
    “Actually, it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Ouch. Oh well. Don’t look up.” The light burst was incredibly bright and the sniper stood up from his position, putting his hands to his eyes. Ephaliun took assisted aim and fired, scoring a head shot. “Just like in the simulator! But that only takes care of the sniper. We need to get mobile, and I mean fast!” A horn sounded outside the alley as an air-car landed on the street. Rahneece peered up over the window and waved. 
 
    “Hey, you need a lift?” 
 
    “Okay, at this exact moment you are one of the sexiest things I’ve ever seen,” Ephaliun said as he looked around for more snipers. 
 
    “Not half as sexy as seeing you go flying across the skyline,” Rahneece thought. 
 
    “Truce?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Rahneece smiled. “I was out of line.” 
 
    “We will have to agree to disagree then,” Ephaliun replied, returning the smile. “Teela, get Jovasor and let’s go!”  
 
    “Whoa,” Rahneece thought, slightly reviled by what she had heard. “Did he just tell the girl to–” Teela used only one arm to lift Jovasor from the alley floor and she ran quickly, obviously unimpeded by the additional bodyweight. “Never mind!”  
 
    They could all hear howling as Teela closed the door with both her and Jovasor in the back seat. Ephaliun rode shotgun and only started to relax when he could no longer hear the howling. 
 
    “Don’t breathe too easy just yet,” Rahneece said as she looked at her brace-com. “Look at what just came across the channel!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Dungias moved as quickly as he could, opting to maintain his power reserves, placing the load of transit on his body. His strides were smooth, powerful, not at the maximum speed he knew he could attain. He allowed most of his muscles to relax, keeping his senses sharp given the current level of activity in the lower sections of Black Gate. People were moving about on all tiers and the Traveler could feel their emotions swelling, building toward a rage. 
 
    “CK, what is the likelihood I am observing the beginnings of a Bowel Tide?” he asked. 
 
    “With all of the sightings of Bowel citizens on the upper levels, and the formation of entrenched security forces at the sector gates, I’d say we can confirm one is happening.” 
 
    “The hotel where the others are, is it in a protected area?” 
 
    “The hotel is, yes.” 
 
    “CK!” Dungias hissed. 
 
    “The situation is well in hand, Master,” CK insisted. “… I am keeping a good watch over all of them. They’re not exactly helpless, Master. You need to concern yourself with your destination and how you’re going to liberate your targets, given the security of the complex where they are being held.” 
 
    “We shall see if their idea of security is a means to absorb and repel a frontal attack,” Dungias whispered. “That is the tendency here, and Brattle does not seem to be the sort to change things.” Gunfire drew some of Dungias’ attention as he jumped from a rooftop to a support beam. The angle of the beam allowed him to slide down its length to the outside wall of this level of Black Gate. Dungias jumped before reaching the wall, flipping so that his feet landed against it allowing him to press off from the wall, bounding for another building.  
 
    Using his cloak and Alpha, he rode the air currents all the way to the apartment building where he phased through the walls and floors until he came to a type of storage room. Without an exact location of what he was looking for, Dungias thought the room was as good a place to start as any. He had to be mindful of sounds and the flow of the Energies, specifically electricity. The people he now sought would not be in an area of low current. 
 
    “But they just might be there,” Dungias thought as he looked through his goggles to find an area that practically glowed with electrical current. In the middle of the activity were three small bodies surrounded by five large forms, though only one was larger than the Traveler.  
 
    Checking his power reserves, Dungias opted to use the door out of the storage room. He encountered a roving guard and the Traveler’s hand was faster than the human’s ability to speak. Striking the man’s throat to keep him from screaming, Dungias touched the man and an electrical current passed from Alpha to the man’s spinal column rendering him unconscious. Dungias was one flight up the stairway before the man fell to the floor. 
 
    Opening the door to the apartment, Dungias could see the largest of the five guards who looked up and was quite surprised to see someone he did not recognize. “And just who are you?!” the large man barked as he looked Dungias up and down. 
 
    “Someone who is not looking for needless aggression,” Dungias replied. “You are currently in possession of three souls. If they tell me they wish to remain with you, we will not have an issue. But if they ask for freedom, I intend to give it to them.” 
 
    “They got shooters in the walls!” a young female voice screamed a warning and Dungias smiled. The Traveler had a dedicated affinity for children, and he did not mind demonstrating emotion to the guard. There was every indication the man was not capable of the sort of awareness to come to the healthiest of conclusions. 
 
    “Take him!” the man commanded in a strained whisper.  
 
    Alpha had already erected a gravity field around its creator, and Dungias put his hands against the field as slots to Dungias’ left and right opened revealing ready gunmen with their assault rifles trained on him. They fired at him without mercy and had spent nearly half of their fifty-shot magazines when they noticed that their projectiles were not reaching the intended target. 
 
    The gravity field allowed Dungias to extend his energy-absorption ability and rob each projectile of its kinetic force. Round after round dropped to the floor, to the amazement of those doing the shooting and the one who had called upon them to fire their weapons. The large man looked at the floor and saw the bullets. Clenching his fists, he looked up into a pair of unwavering gold eyes. 
 
    “Allow me to guess,” Dungias said softly as he drew Alpha from its sleeve. “You intend to do what the bullets could not.” The man lunged forward and choked as Alpha was thrust into his neck. He gasped, grabbing at his throat when the rod was thrust into his chest, delivering a bolt of electricity. “I am coming girls!” Dungias announced. He heard three cheering voices as he walked further into the apartment. “The rest of you may wish to strike or shoot yourselves while coming up with a suitable and agreed-upon story as to why the triplets no longer belong to Brattle. Good evening, gentlemen.” 
 
    Dungias opened the door to shouted warnings. Gravity pulses struck the catches and triggers that needed to be kept in place to keep the traps from going off. He looked into the room and tried not to let his anger register. The accommodations were deplorable, save for the computer equipment. It was not state of the art, but it was probably the best Brattle could get his hands on, and it had been highly customized. 
 
    “Hey, how did you know about those?” one of the girls asked. They were identical triplets, looking to be about ten years of age, but two of them had dyed hair, probably for identification purposes. It was the natural brunette who had spoken. 
 
    “We can talk about that when we have more time,” Dungias explained. “My name is Dungias, but my Captain calls me Z. How would the three of you like to go for a little ride with me?” When all three heads eagerly nodded to the affirmative, Dungias smiled. He turned away from the children and opened his holding compartment to make sure it was clean. 
 
    “But before we go,” Dungias said, leveling Alpha toward the nearest computer console. A short burst of light flew to the machine and script across the screen signified acknowledgement of instructions received. 
 
    “What was that,” the green-haired girl asked. 
 
    “He just downloaded a sub-routine,” the purple-haired girl stated. 
 
    “Cool!” all three cooed as Dungias turned to face them. He had the girls embrace each other before placing them side the small holding chamber. Looking around the room, he found nothing that a young girl might want to keep but failed to mention. Dungias jumped and phased through the wall, landing on the roof of the lower adjacent building. He could see ground-cars arriving; Brattle’s men. He was over one hundred meters away by the time the first man reached the stairway into the building. 
 
    “CK, relay the following message: All drones and personnel are ordered to proceed with haste to the Kulri-Kraythe. Disembark from Black Gate, report to the coordinates I am sending to each of your brace-coms. Be advised that the ship will leave without you in thirty minutes to rendezvous with me in thirty-five. That is all!” 
 
    “Message has been sent,” CK reported. “I suppose it’s a good thing they are already mobile, with the time limit you have given them.” 
 
    “There is little time to waste, CK,” Dungias returned, keeping a watch over how long the girls had been in the chamber. With only three of them breathing the air, he estimated they would have enough air to last them the entire trip. Still, he planned on opening the chamber up to fill it with air before leaving Black Gate.  
 
    “That is not all that must be done before you leave, Traveler,” a voice called to Dungias. It possessed a female tone, but it was not Cihpares. “I must speak with you before you leave this region. Your life may well depend on it!” 
 
    “And who, may I ask, is speaking to me?” Dungias projected. 
 
    “I am Eesa, of the Chorus of the Rims. I am with the Stars of The Territories. It is only with their permission that I am able to commune with you. Take your ship into the portal for the Prism Baronies. We will meet there.” 
 
    “I will be there shortly,” Dungias replied, confused, excited, and slightly fearful of this unforeseen turn in his trek. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The only thing you sometimes have control over is perspective. You don’t have control over your situation. But you have a choice about how you view it.  
 
    Chris Pine  
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    “Now this is what I call a surprise,” Lady Sylgarr said after a fair amount of silence. 
 
    “That’s the part I’m hoping will keep these kids alive, your ladyship,” Jocasta stated. “It was a matter of circumstance that we even crossed paths. Apparently The Territories are smaller than I thought.” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    Jocasta leaned forward in her seat as the image of Lady Oedelorana Sylgarr started to blur. When it cleared, another image had joined her and the pirate captain now looked upon mother and son. 
 
    “Captain Starblazer,” Loranos spoke in a strong and clear tone. “Please pardon the sudden change.” 
 
    “Some would call it an intrusion,” Jocasta remarked. 
 
    “Not when you are opening a channel to my estate,” Loranos advised. “I am under the impression you have passengers you wish to bring to this very same estate for the purposes of finding a safe port for them, is that correct?” 
 
    “It is at that, your lordship. I should have them there in about five days.” 
 
    “Consider yourself with granted landing rights at this estate, Captain,” Loranos said quickly. “I look forward to meeting you. It is time we put right what this family has heaped upon you, your ship, and your crew.” 
 
    “If you can handle these three bodies, consider the slate wiped clean,” Jocasta offered. 
 
    “You are too gracious, Captain. We will discuss the matter further upon your arrival. I will leave my mother to see to our goodbyes. Good travels, Captain.” Loranos stood up from the chair he had been sitting in and quickly walked out of frame and his half of the screen was removed from the signal. 
 
    “Broad shoulders on that one,” Jocasta commented. “I know you’re proud, but I have to ask. Should I expect a trap?” 
 
    “Duplicity, it seems, is something that only Falco has employed in family matters. Did you say five days?” 
 
    “That is what I said,” Jocasta returned. 
 
    “Then we shall meet then, face-to-face, Captain. I am looking forward to the event.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping it’s more boring than you’re making it sound,” Jocasta said before closing the channel. She sighed before sitting back in her chair. She thought for a moment, finding reason to smile. It seemed that things were going her way.  
 
    The smile, however, did not remain on her face for long. She looked across the desk of her Ready Room at a face that was anything but pleased; the face of a woman who felt scorned at the very least. She was, in fact, hostile and contrary, and Jocasta threw up her hands in frustration. “What is it now?! You’ve got a nice little haven waiting for you! Is this still about the bloody lip?” 
 
    “You punched me!” Tusyll complained. 
 
    “I told you to stay quiet while I was talking to Lady Sylgarr,” Jocasta defended. “You refused and I made you be quiet! Better be glad I used my fist instead of one of these gravity paperweights!” 
 
    “And what makes you think I want to be dropped off anywhere, let alone an Imperial estate?” Tusyll barked, bringing a look of utter confusion to Jocasta’s face. “What?” 
 
    “I think… no, I’m pretty sure you missed a step,” Jocasta said softly as she put her hand to her chin. “Who gives a shiny Kot what you want?! I could put you out right here if I really wanted to.” 
 
    “No you wouldn’t,” Tusyll argued. “You’re not a murderer.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Very!” the young woman replied with an annoying smirk. “I’m not saying that you won’t blast me if I give you good enough reason.” 
 
    “Okay, that sounds more like it.” 
 
    “… but I haven’t given you a good enough reason and you know it.” Tusyll added, pointing at the pirate. Jocasta wanted to argue the point, but she just sighed. “And why can’t I stay on board and join the crew? It’s not like you couldn’t use a Jockey on board!”  
 
    “Now see, for that to happen you’d need to have someone on the ship who actually wants you on board… but who could that be. Wait, I got it. Me! You need to have me wanting you here!” Jocasta barked. “And while the time might come when I can look a Jockey in the eye and not get sick to my stomach, let me assure  you that this is not the day, and you are not the one!  
 
    “Not to mention your baggage coefficient,” the pirate captain quickly added, getting up out of her chair. 
 
    “Baggage coefficient?” Tusyll questioned as she stood up. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jocasta hissed, “I figured I’d make it easier for you to process. Everybody’s got baggage, little sister, but you’ve got more than most and I’m kind of a simple-minded wench. No one is allowed to have more baggage than me!” 
 
    “What kind of rule is that?” Tusyll argued. 
 
    “A simple one!” Jocasta barked. “I can’t kick me off my own ship, but if I could, Missy, oh, rest assured I’d have a foot-sized sore on my own ass right now. So the question for you is a pretty easy one: you’re already three of a kind… do you want a repeat of the conclusion of our first conversation?”  
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary,” Tusyll said softly, lowering her head. Jocasta smacked her hand upside the side of the young woman’s skull, nearly knocking her down. “Okay, that was lame!” Tusyll admitted, holding up her hand in surrender as her other hand took hold of where she had been hit. “And pretty freaking desperate.” 
 
    “I get that,” Jocasta said in a softer tone as she relaxed in stance and emotion. “Yes, it sucks. But you gotta know, I’ve got my own enemies to make. I can’t keep them waiting too long.” 
 
    “You’re so cavalier about it.” 
 
    “No I’m not. Just being realistic,” Jocasta said. “The universe has got to balance me out somehow.” 
 
    “That has to be the most arrogant thing I’ve ever heard anyone say,” Tusyll said as she stepped out into the corridor. Feldspar stood there, waiting to escort her back to the Brig. 
 
    “A very good friend of mine taught me that the difference between arrogance and telling it like it is boils down to one’s perspective,” Jocasta said, thinking of her First Mate and pondering what wonders he might be working at that very moment. 
 
    “Just my luck he’s wondering the same thing about me,” she thought, finding reason to smile from the warmth the consideration brought to her demeanor. 
 
    “In that case, you might want to stop drinking that rum,” Tusyll giggled. “… it’s got your perspective a little off. And why did you say five days when it won’t take that long to get there?”  
 
    “Hmmm, you noticed that, did you? Quick girl.” 
 
    “Speaking of quick, with that time I could amp up your systems a bit around here,” Tusyll smiled brightly as she spoke. “… make it harder for people like me to screw with people like you.” Jocasta stopped walking as she thought about the offer. She looked up at Tusyll and smiled before nodding to the affirmative. 
 
    “You’ll need to talk to Shotgun, but I’m sure he’ll be happy to get the help.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain!” 
 
    “Thank you, Tusyll.” When the young woman turned to walk, Jocasta put her eyes on Feldspar and they flared wide. Nielsen turned and hammered his bracer across the back of Tusyll’s head. 
 
    “Ouch!” Jocasta winced in sympathetic pain. “Don’t you have a freakin’ stunner, man?! I could’ve done that m’damn self!” Nielsen stammered as he realized he did have such a device and looked back and forth between the unconscious Jockey and his displeased captain. Jocasta shook her head and stepped around the young man. “You sure are working on that crew name, Feldspar. Get her to her cell and page Shotgun. I’m going to take a walk in the Arboretum.” She walked a few steps and stopped, turning to face the young man who was lifting the unconscious Jockey over his shoulder. 
 
    “Sorry, Nielsen, I just pulled a Ratchet Cratchet.” 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “The way you put the Jockey down was excessive,” Jocasta remarked. “… but you read my eyes perfectly because unconscious is what I wanted. Good work.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain.” 
 
    “Not too shabby a shot either!” Jocasta added as she resumed walking to the lift pole. “Helm, what is our ETA to the Garnet Barony?” 
 
    “Looking like sixty-four hours, Captain,” Thomasine replied. “We shaved some time when we ripped through that rendezvous point.” 
 
    “Shave a little more, Thom,” Jocasta ordered. “I want to be there in two days and it needs to early morning according where those last transmission coordinates came in from.” 
 
    “Increasing drives now, Captain,” Thomasine replied. Jocasta snickered as she reached the pole.  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Hands clapped down on Llaz’s shoulders and gave them a slight shake. He turned in his chair to see a very happy Hennix smiling down on him. 
 
    “Yeah, you can’t let us goldbrick around here when there’s work details to get done!” the man said as he took a seat next to the Cutter who was eating his dinner. “That was a sweet set-up, Boss!” 
 
    “Glad you enjoyed it,” Llaz replied, quickly making eye-contact with the man.  “But make no mistake, it is a work detail. I’ll be reviewing skills and progress every three days.” 
 
    “Say what you want, Boss,” Hennix said, waving Llaz off. “It’s not work when you find something you love doing. And I’ll be damned if Z didn’t up and find a way to make it even better!” 
 
    “Several ways,” Bruveia added as she walked by. It was clear to see that she too was overjoyed with what the work detail had revealed. “I’ll get your plate, babe. You need a refill there, Llaz?” 
 
    “I could stand another cup,” Llaz replied with a smile. “Thanks, Bruveia.” 
 
    “No problem, Boss.” The woman nodded once and turned for the serving line. Llaz looked at Hennix and shook his head. 
 
    “So, we’re going with Boss, are we?” 
 
    “Knew you’d have something to say if we called you Cutter,” Hennix explained. 
 
    “You better believe I would,” Llaz said quickly. “She was the best!” 
 
    “She was what this ship needed to get to where it is,” Hennix quickly replied. “But you need to square yourself away with something: it’s where she brought it and where she handed it off to you. Annsura might have been able to clean your clock, but you’ve earned your spot, Llaz.” 
 
    “Not might have,” Llaz corrected. “She was able to mix it up with the Captain and received one-on-one training from Z. There’s no might have in any of that!” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give you that,” Hennix nodded. “… but I’m not the only one who thinks the office has been improved since you stepped up to do the job.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Hennix,” Llaz said, looking off into nothing, remembering a woman he would have followed into death had she asked. The young man had serious doubts if he would follow himself. “Especially coming from you.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Silnee asked as she sat down across from Hennix. 
 
    “Hennix has logged more time doing what he does than most of us,” Llaz explained, looking at Silnee and seeing light shine from her eyes once more. “Did you have a good time too?” 
 
    “I flew, Llaz,” Silnee explained. “I flew my ship! And that walk from the Sim-Room to here. Yeah, sure, I’ve done it hundreds of times, but that last time was the best!” 
 
    “I’m with Tolip,” Hennix quickly added before looking at the woman inquisitively. “Are they really ours though?” 
 
    “You will note the lack of presence of anyone else,” Silnee answered. “If it had been for everyone, then every single body would have been in the Sim-Room, or at least scheduled to train in the Sim-Room.” 
 
    “Well, everyone is scheduled,” Llaz added. “… but make no mistake, those ships were made solely for Project Pinion personnel. You guys are our star-force!” 
 
    “Each with a different job,” Agatha proclaimed as she walked into the Mess Hall. “Feather will scout ‘em out, Trident will board them and Cruel Intentions will provide starborne support!” Agatha hugged Llaz from behind and kissed his cheek. “And you are a darling slave-driver of a man, and I wish I could stay, but can anyone tell me where I can find Shotgun?” 
 
    “Fab Lab,” Llaz, Silnee, Hennix, the returning Bruveia, and Marlene said at the same time, falling into light laughter afterwards. 
 
    “Did you know they have beds down there?” Marlene asked her pilot. “Sweet little cots that are comfortable as hell. If it weren’t for PT and work details, I doubt ol’ Kryl would ever leave that place.” 
 
    Looking at his brace-com, Llaz nodded. “And with the time we have before we reach the Garnet Barony, I get the feeling that he’ll be in there until we dock.” Agatha said nothing. She just smiled brightly, slapped hands with Marlene, and took her leave. “I’m going to file that look under ‘I don’t need to know’.” 
 
    “Instincts!” Hennix said, taking both trays from Bruveia so she could sit down beside him. She smiled at receiving both his attention and consideration. “… the man’s got instincts!” 
 
    “To the hilt!” Everyone turned to see Cilrus Cliye standing, once again without a shirt on, glaring at Llaz. He unfastened his weapons belt and handed it to Olreye. “I’m tired of taking orders from a sniveling little snot. I challenge for the position of Cutter. Stand down or be ready to wake up in the infirmary. Either way, I’m about to be Cutter of this boat!” 
 
    “I suppose it’s too much for this to be a really bad joke,” Llaz said as he slowly stood up. 
 
    “Llaz,” Silnee said, taking hold of his hand. “You can’t use your guns in this one.” 
 
    “Thanks for the reminder, Tolip,” Llaz said, patting her hand. “I’ll try not to read anything into that.” Silnee stammered and chose not to say another word. 
 
    “I accept,” Siekor called out, getting up from his seat. 
 
    “My challenge is not with you, Siekor,” Cilrus replied. 
 
    “Oh, but it is,” Siekor argued. “At the moment, Llaz is not Cutter… he’s acting First Mate and I’m his acting Cutter. So if that’s the place you’re looking to fill, your fight is with me!” 
 
    “I don’t care what body I send to the Rippers,” Cilrus barked before looking back at Llaz. “Unless you have something to say about this.” 
 
    “Siekor, clear all work schedules,” Llaz ordered. “See you in the Rec Room in ten minutes. And you’ll be facing this sniveling little snot,” Llaz said, pointing his thumb at himself. 
 
    “That will be fine by me,” Cilrus smiled before walking out of the Mess Hall. Llaz watched him walk out of the room and then turned back to those who had joined him at his table. He smiled at Hennix before speaking. 
 
    “How are those instincts now?” 
 
    “Last I checked, I’m a bigger than JoJo,” Hennix stated. “… didn’t seem to slow her down from handing me my ass… and we were three-on-one then.” 
 
    “Two and a half anyway,” Bruveia added. “I’d still like to get a taste of that Captain block now that my leg’s mended.” 
 
    “Another fight for another day, babe,” Hennix said as he stood up, looking back at Llaz. “We’re with you, Boss, and I think I speak for everyone when I say we’ll take that fight if you give the word.” 
 
    “Fine, tell Cilrus that I order him to fight Cilrus,” Llaz joked to the laughter of many. “Not that it would make this any simpler. And for what it’s worth, Siekor… thanks.” 
 
    “Anytime!” 
 
    Llaz nodded before walking out of the room with everyone else following behind him. Even Roc put down his apron to make his way to the Rec Room.  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Touching the side of the face, she was amazed with how soft the skin of the sleeping woman felt. For days she had thought her assignment had been administrative overreaching; the need to demonstrate authority over the need to exercise logic and precision. It was typical among Imperial Officers, but Felantri had grown use to the abuse of power, and it was more likely that her superiors were unaware of the things she would discover. 
 
    “I wonder how they will work it so that they’re the ones to get medals for this,” Felantri thought as she took scans of the JoJo Starblazer doppelganger. Her initial reading took her by surprise. 
 
    “That can’t be!” she gasped, looking at the readout. “It’s not a clone!” 
 
    The door to the room opened and Felantri nearly dropped her scanner. 
 
    “Captain?” she could hear the voice of one of the techs calling from down the corridor. 
 
    “Whaddaya need, Scamps?” Jocasta replied. She was at the door, but not yet in the room. 
 
    Felantri closed the lid of the sleep unit and pushed it back into its hiding place in the wall. “Just an inquiry from the crew,” Obanyo stated as he drew closer to the woman standing just outside her personal chambers. “We were wondering if you could give a length of time that you intend on staying in the Garnet Barony.” Felantri allowed the partition to lower into place quietly and secured it. 
 
    “How does she not know about this thing?” she wondered. “… or does her so-called First Mate have her that star-blind?!” 
 
    “Really can’t say at this moment,” Jocasta replied, feeling something in her quarters. It was then she remembered there was no Satithe watching over the Captain and her crew. She had let her guard down and she was out of position, vulnerable, screwed! No move had been made yet and Jocasta made no sign she felt anything was amiss. “You guys hatching somethin’ I don’t want to know about?” 
 
    “Something like that, Captain,” Obanyo replied, chuckling. 
 
    “And they send the brainy thief to do the talking,” Jocasta surmised. “Smart.” 
 
    “Well, we are the Brain Trust.” 
 
    “How much time do you need?” Jocasta asked before quickly putting her hand to Obanyo’s chest, realizing what she had just said. The movement was quick, but her touch was very light. “No, scratch that. That question was not posed! I can give you a solid thirty hours,” Jocasta decided. “After that, I’ll be sure to channel you guys up.” 
 
    Obanyo laughed, knowing there had to be a very funny and entertaining story behind the Captain’s words and actions. With any luck, he might be able to pry it out of the First Mate or Satithe upon their return. “That should be more than enough time, Captain. Thanks!” 
 
    “Anytime, Scamps,” she said smiling before catching herself again; this time she took hold of Obanyo’s shirt. “No, not that either. I am glad to have been of help on this occasion! Yeah, that’s what I’m goin’ with. Now get out of here, you’re botherin’ me!”  
 
    Jocasta stepped into her room as she steadied herself. Her eyebrows shot up when she saw a female lying in her bed. Long, straight black hair fell over her pillows, though the head the hair hung from was propped up on a smooth-skinned shoulder. 
 
    “Didn’t know you made house calls, Culshee,” Jocasta said as she put down her cane. 
 
    “I thought it best to maintain a certain level of discretion,” she replied, giving her Captain a warm smile. The Mistress of the Xara-Mansura nodded in agreement and removed her weapons belt.  
 
    “You might want to use the brace-coms next time,” Jocasta suggested. “There’s a very short list of the people who can enter my room without my knowledge or permission, and all three of them would never do it. You see where this is going?” 
 
    “I believe I do, Captain,” the woman said as she moved quickly to get out of the bed and gather her clothes. “I’ll be out of your way in just a moment.” 
 
    “And you brought a med-scanner?” Jocasta said as she saw the small machine tucked away in the crumpled shirt. 
 
    “Damn, this bitch is good!” Felantri thought as she turned to look at JoJo. 
 
    “Looks like I’m busted,” the woman admitted with an awkward smile. “Truth is, I was going to get your readings afterwards… you know, during the afterglow.” 
 
    “Then busted you are,” Jocasta agreed. “Don’t get me wrong, I like assertive people, but anything out of moderation can get a little–” the partially hushed laughter of her med-tech cut Jocasta’s speech short. “Something funny?” 
 
    “You, talking about things out of moderation,” she giggled as she continued to dress, losing the fight of holding back her laughter. 
 
    “Just leave, Culshee,” Jocasta ordered, pointing her thumb over her shoulder toward the door. The woman put her hand to her mouth and giggled as she staggered out of the room, into the hallway. The doors closed behind her and Jocasta looked around her room. Nothing seemed to be missing… nothing, save her bed linens, was out of place. 
 
    “So why do I have an itch?!” Jocasta thought. She took hold of her weapons belt and turned for the door. Culshee was there, fully dressed, armed, and poised to strike. 
 
    “How the hell–” Jocasta’s belt had just unfastened and fell from around her waist, hanging from her left hand as her right blocked a lightning fast hand thrust meant for her neck. She ducked an inside crescent kick and pushed Culshee into the door. With a quick and practiced motion, she threw the belt around her waist and the buckle locked. 
 
    Felantri stepped forward and spat the gas she had been holding in her mouth. A green misty cloud flew out over Jocasta’s face and she squinted from the burning sensation in her eyes. Jocasta’s left cross hammered against Felantri’s chin and she was sent back into the door, stunned. 
 
    “Sahteef,” Jocasta stammered, feeling weak and dizzy. 
 
    “Offline, Captain!” Felantri hissed as she lunged forward. Her attack was received and Jocasta spun, pulling her attacker off balance. Felantri came around Jocasta’s body and her face was driven into the wall. Her vision was blurred for a moment and there was a slight choking sensation.  
 
    “Yor offwine, bish!” Jocasta whispered as she collapsed. Both women fell to the floor, unable to move properly. Felantri, however, could still speak. 
 
    “Administer Stage Three stimulant,” she commanded and her brace-com complied. She gasped as the Gwarthine hit her system. The bleeding from her nose stopped and she felt reinvigorated. She looked at her opponent who looked to be struggling against the effects of the toxin. “Incredible!” she huffed as she got up. “I’ve seen men three times your size drop like stones from this stuff! I’ve got the antidote in me already and I still can’t feel my tongue!” A swift kick to the face ended Jocasta’s effort to remain conscious. 
 
    Felantri took out her scanner and rest its reading parameters. “Now, let’s see what’s under your skin. And don’t worry about the real Culshee. I left her with Slavers in the Bowels of Black Gate. So, after some thought, I guess maybe you should worry about her. 
 
    “This is impossible!” Felantri said, looking at her findings. “Not even twin sisters have these kinds of reading… only clones. Clones that don’t register as clones?! And talk about a high level of functionality! Your maker has you posing as the Captain of this ship!” 
 
    “Dungias is many things,” Tuitonn said as he appeared in front of the woman. “But he is certainly not her maker! And not only are your thoughts registering with me, my dear, as I am sure that was the Captain’s intent,” the orb pointed out, “… you are also no longer protected from me!” 
 
    Felantri looked back at Jocasta. The necklace that had been given to her, when everyone thought she was Culshee, lay in the palm of the captain’s left hand. Felantri lunged for the jewelry, knowing that all she needed was physical contact with it for her mind to be protected. Her feet had not left the floor when everything fell dark.  
 
    Tuitonn floated over the body, blasting it twice, just to be thorough… and slightly menacing! With little effort he telekinetically lifted Jocasta from the floor, disrobed her, put her to bed and made sure her room was in the condition it should have been. He then removed the effects of the gas and wiped Jocasta’s mind of the entire encounter, leaving her interchange with Obanyo intact. 
 
    A drone entered the room and picked up the body of the Imperial Operative. It was then told to take the body to one of Dungias’ restricted labs, as they had all been made sound-proof. He then went to Jocasta’s computer console and verified their estimated time of arrival to the Garnet Barony. The thirty-hour window she had given Obanyo would be more than sufficient time for Tuitonn’s purposes and Dungias’ aims. Wanting to waste no more time, and sensing that Jocasta was about to wake up, the orb took its leave. 
 
    Jocasta sat up in bed three seconds after the doors to her room had closed. She reached under her pillows and found her projectile pistol and her boot knife… just where they should have been, though she could not remember putting them away. 
 
    “Man, I needed some shut-eye more than I thought,” Jocasta said as she put her hand to the back of her head. She hand-brushed her hair and looked at the communications console at the door. “Computer, where is Llaz?” 
 
    “Crewman Llaz is currently in the Rec Room.” Jocasta smiled at the thought of seeing his body covered with sweat. 
 
    “How long is he scheduled to exercise?” 
 
    “He is not currently exercising per se,” the computer explained. “He is engaged in a ‘to the hilt’ challenge with Cilrus.” 
 
    “Cilrus!” Jocasta gasped as she got out of her bed and quickly dressed. She was fastening her weapons belt when she stepped out into the corridor, walking at what was nearly a jogging pace. “What the hell is he doing mixing it up with a damn gladiator?!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Change does not roll in on the wheels of inevitability, but comes through continuous struggle. And so we must straighten our backs and work for our freedom. A man can’t ride you unless your back is bent.  
 
    Martin Luther King, Jr. 
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    “The Witch didn’t say anything about this,” Llaz thought as he circled to his left. “You would think she could have given some mention that I would have to face a man who looked like he could eat me just as easily as he could beat me!” Cilrus’ jab was just barely dodged and Llaz countered, landing a hook to the ribs. It felt like he was hitting a column of stone more than another living, breathing soul. “And that was a reminder to keep your head in the game!” 
 
    “Was that supposed to hurt?” Cilrus chuckled. 
 
    “You’re lucky we’re not allowed weapons in this,” Llaz shot back as he started to move around on the balls of his feet. “One mirror is all I would need to wipe you out!” Cilrus frowned as many of the others laughed. He lunged forward to get a hold of Llaz, but his hands were slapped away, followed by three slaps to his face. They were rapid and stinging; the acting First Mate smirked at his opponent as he flexed his hands. “You keep being a bad boy and I’ll keep spanking your ass,” Llaz warned. 
 
    “But being bad is the only thing I do good!” Cilrus said as he marched toward Llaz with his guard up and set. 
 
    “Bad grammar and a frontal assault,” Llaz thought as he stepped forward, throwing his body weight into a fierce straight punch. It was a punch that the ship’s First Mate had taught him how to use and how effective it could be when employed correctly. Cilrus’ head snapped back from the surprising power of the punch, but both of Cilrus’ hands had taken hold of Llaz’s arm.  
 
    Cilrus had been caught unawares and his vision was blurred, but he did not need not to see things clearly for what he had to do next. Blinking his eyes rapidly, Cilrus set himself and bent at the knees. 
 
    “Oh, we’re about to go for a ride!” Llaz anticipated when he saw Cilrus lower his stature and his center of gravity. The young man was throwing his bodyweight forward as Cilrus pulled on his arm. He could see Cilrus moving toward him, lifting his arm to stretch across Llaz’s chest.  
 
    With the extra momentum that Cilrus had provided, Llaz was able to jump and use the gladiator’s shoulder as a vault. Llaz knew he was not Ephaliun, but he was quite agile and vaulted the man easily, landing squarely behind Cilrus. He opted not to try and stand, but stayed low. Cilrus spun around swinging furiously, but hitting nothing, still blinking his eyes.  
 
    Llaz spun around, sweeping Cilrus’ legs out from under him. As Cilrus fell to the floor, the younger man jumped up and came down, driving his elbow into the former gladiator’s sternum. Cilrus screamed out in pain, sitting up from the floor. Llaz drove his fist into Cilrus’ left eye before rolling down the man’s body and landing a downward right hook to the crotch. Everyone watching the fight winced in sympathetic pain. 
 
    “This one’s over,” Deolun said as he turned to leave. Hennix took hold of Deolun’s shoulder.  
 
    “Do you remember why you didn’t shoot ol’ Klaro with your brand new shotgun?” Hennix asked. 
 
    “All it was going to do…” Deolun remembered the event and turned back to the challenge. “… was piss him off!” 
 
    Llaz had gotten up to his feet and set himself for another attack. Cilrus did not appear to be in any condition to receive it. Llaz lunged forward, landing a driving sidekick to the face. Cilrus fell to the ground, but his eyes were wide open and he looked enraged. 
 
    “Oh dear God,” Deolun whispered. He stepped forward and lifted his arm to get Llaz’s attention. The heel of Bruveia’s boot applied to his instep kept him from speaking. 
 
    “Mind our business, cousin,” Bruveia said softly. “He’s a big boy and he accepted the challenge. He either has what it takes or Cilrus needs to be Cutter.” 
 
    Llaz came forward with another kick, this one a jumping front kick, and he gasped in horror when his body caught in mid-air by the wounded gladiator. Though he was surprised, he was still able to send out his hands to slap the ground before his back slammed down on the surface. According to Dungias, such measures supposedly took away some of the force of a long or hard fall. If that were true, Llaz knew he did not want to feel the unadulterated power of the throw. His entire body was in pain and it was hard to breathe. 
 
    “You got him now, Rus!” Olreye cried out. “Kick his brown ass!”  
 
    “Come here, my pretty-pretty,” Cilrus growled as he reached down for Llaz. He took hold of his shoulders and lifted the young man from the floor with ease. His hands were knocked away by sharp, chopping strikes going up; they came down on either side of Cilrus’ neck. 
 
    “Fight smart, not hard,” Llaz’s mind recalled a mantra he had learned from Annsura.  
 
      
 
    “You’re quick, Llaz, use it!” she had told him during one of their sparring sessions. “The hand can do so much more than simply punch,” she had advised. “… and the body can attack with more than just the hands and feet. Trust me, Llaz, for your style of movement, you want your enemies to get close. Keep your strikes short and punishing. Forget the wannabe pugilist and embrace the technician!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, he’s damn close,” Llaz thought as he turned his left shoulder toward Cilrus, thrusting the heel of his left hand into the man’s sternum. Cilrus’ head came forward and Llaz stepped to his left, lifting his elbow up into Cilrus’ face. The gladiator’s head snapped back and Llaz stepped toward his opponent, landing another heel strike, this time to the open throat. “I guess I have him right where I want him.” 
 
    Cilrus choked as his body started to weaken. He was dizzy and in pain, reeling from more fight than he thought the young man could bring. A right-handed chop landed on the side of his neck again and it hurt more than the first two combined. It was also more than a simple strike, as Llaz took hold of the back of his neck and brought Cilrus’ face forward into a left forearm butt. Before the sting of the strike could register, Llaz had set and leaned into a left-handed back fist. The first forced blood from Cilrus’ mouth, the subsequent two strikes chipped away at the gladiator’s resolve and consciousness. 
 
    “No!” Cilrus yelled, swinging a wild right-handed hook that Llaz ducked, landing a ridge hand to the sternum as he stepped under the blow. Cilrus doubled over and Llaz came around the back of the man, jumping up and coming down with a winding elbow strike to the back of the head. Cilrus’ knee met with the floor, triggering a mantra of his own. 
 
      
 
    “Pain!” the taskmaster had shouted as he brought his chain whip down on the stone of their proving grounds. “It is the food of choice here. Don’t botha lookin’ at tha menu. Around here, de cook only make one dish! You will eat it, mornin’, noon, n’ night! Tha only choice you have, tha only choice you evah gon have, is whether you eatin’ or servin’! 
 
    “You have to take all of the skill, all of the speed, all of the power, and all the anguish in your body… take what you’ve eaten and serve it up!” 
 
      
 
    A well-placed knee-lift brought Cilrus out of his recollections, but instead of falling down, the momentum of the blow was used to get up on both feet, and it was a glaring pair of brown eyes that were set on Llaz. 
 
    “Serve!” Cilrus yelled just as Llaz landed an uppercut to the sternum. The boy knew how to punish, that was for certain, but the blow did not register on Cilrus’ face. His head came forward, but as an attack. Llaz was able to raise his arm to receive the head butt, but Cilrus took hold of his shirt.  
 
    “Serve!” he yelled again as he swung his free hand, punching Llaz in the face. He brought the hand back hard across the young man’s face, and suddenly it was only by Cilrus’ power that Llaz was standing.  
 
    “Serve!” Another wide swung hook landed against Llaz’s jaw, and this blow knocked him out of Cilrus’ grasp. He spun around as he fell; his arms made failing attempts to prevent him feeling a hard fall. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa,” Jocasta said as she walked up on the event. “… looks like I all but missed a serious throw-down.” 
 
    “Get ready to receive a new Cutter, Captain,” Olreye said excitedly. Jocasta looked at the man as he watched the contest, shadowboxing and smiling too brightly for her tastes. 
 
    “Calm down, Olreye. Besides, this fight isn’t over yet.” 
 
    “All but, Captain,” he argued. “All but!” 
 
    “Yield, boy,” Cilrus panted, looking down on an opponent that was barely moving. “… while you still can.” Llaz made no response save to gather his hands under his chest. Cilrus walked over, grabbed Llaz by the belt and the shoulder, and lifted the stunned crewman from the floor. Cilrus screamed again, but it was not his battle-cry. Llaz’s right elbow had shot back and found the sternum. His left elbow bashed against Cilrus’ face and the gladiator staggered back. 
 
    “You want me to yield?!” Llaz hissed, spinning around and landing a haymaker to the face. Cilrus backed away three more strides but he did not fall. “And here I thought you knew me!” Llaz yelled before lunging forward, grabbing Cilrus’ shoulders and jumping up, lifting his knee up into the sternum. Cilrus wailed in agony and dropped to his knees. He groaned as he tried to get up quickly, grabbing for Llaz. Llaz caught the wrists of either arm, the two men glared at each other. 
 
     “Hold for a moment, Llaz,” Jocasta said as she lifted her cane. 
 
    “Captain!” Olreye barked, scandalized by the interruption. The tip of Jocasta’s sword nipped the man’s previously wounded ear and he grabbed the sided of his head, falling to the floor. 
 
    “Take note I did not say ‘please’ before. Calm the hell down or you’ll find my steel getting closer to your skull. 
 
    “Llaz,” Jocasta said in the most normal of tones. 
 
    “Captain,” the young man panted his reply as he glared up at Cilrus who definitely appreciated the cessation of punishment. 
 
    “What’s all this, please?” 
 
    “Resolving an issue among the crew, Captain,” Llaz replied. Jocasta had to keep from smiling. 
 
    “Specifically, man,” she pressed and the change in her tone told everyone in the room that the time for levity had passed. 
 
    “I accepted a challenge from Cilrus for the position of Second Mate,” Llaz explained as he released his hold of Cilrus’ wrists. 
 
    “But CeCe can’t be Second Mate,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “I can’t?” the gladiator panted. “Why not?” 
 
    Jocasta shrugged and spoke matter-of-factly. “Because, you’re my Enforcer! One of the conditions posted to me by Z before he took his leave of us. It seems that after recent events, the Captain can’t go anywhere by herself anymore. He feels that is when we get into the most trouble. I can’t say I agree with him, but the man is seldom wrong… so, to that point. We are about to put to planet and when we do, CeCe, you’re my shadow.” Jocasta turned and faced Silnee though she still spoke to the large gladiator. “… so go get yourself some sim-time and get up to speed on how I operate.” She stepped toward the young girl and looked her up and down.  
 
    “Tolip, how goes it?” 
 
    “Clean and green, Captain,” Silnee replied. 
 
    “And my Pinion Group?” 
 
    Silnee thought for a moment, speaking in a clear voice. “Individually I think we were all a bit ahead of the game. As a flying unit, we’ve got a lot of ground to cover.” 
 
    “And how about Princess?” 
 
    “She’s a lot like this fight, Captain: an unexpected surprise.” 
 
    “You’re my Flight Leader, Tolip,” Jocasta declared before she started for the door. “By the way, Llaz, you’re supposed to have a shadow too. I expect you’ll be picking Siekor?” 
 
    “Negative, Captain,” Llaz answered, wiping the blood from the side of his mouth. “With your permission, I’d rather have Siekor as a Team Leader.” 
 
    “The crew is yours, Llaz,” she said as she left the room. “Carry on.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we done here, CeCe?” Llaz asked, looking up at the muscular man. Cilrus looked back at him and realized he had seriously underestimated his opponent. Truth be known, he should have had more than Llaz in the tank, but the repeated blows to the sternum made it hard to breathe, hard to move, and his body was burning a lot of energy. 
 
    “We’re done, Boss.” 
 
    “Then get Olreye and have LeRoy take a look at the two of you,” Llaz ordered. “Send me a notice the moment you’re cleared. 
 
    “As for the rest of you… work details await!” 
 
    “Yes, Boss!” Mel answered in a very loud and proud tone. One by one, the crew started to leave the Rec Room… save for Silnee who brought a chair to Llaz after everyone had departed. 
 
    “Why don’t you take a load off?” she offered. 
 
    “If you really wanted me to take a load off… you would’ve brought me a mattress,” Llaz said as he dropped down on the chair. He sighed from relief of the strain he had taken off his legs. He rubbed his jaw where the most powerful of Cilrus’ punches had landed. “Damn if she wasn’t right!” 
 
    “Who was right… and about what?” 
 
    “The Captain,” he replied. “… about Z seldom being wrong. We haven’t sparred too many times, but the last time we went at it, he hit me pretty damn hard. It felt like he had driven his fist through my chest! When I could look up and speak, I told him I thought it was over the line. He said, ‘it is not matter of being over a line, but the establishment of one. You have been hit very hard and you survived it. Any blow you receive that is softer is under that line and you need not worry or wonder if you can contend with its power’. Cilrus is big, strong, and all kinds of nasty–” 
 
    “But he didn’t hit you as hard as Z,” Silnee concluded as she put her hands on his shoulders and began to massage them. 
 
    “Not even close,” Llaz sighed, “but I didn’t want him knowing that. Don’t get me wrong, those shots hurt! For a second, I couldn’t see five centimeters in front of me. But I knew I could deal with the punishment… just didn’t see that Cilrus needed to be in on that realization.” 
 
    “Speaking of realizations, there’s one big, strong, and nasty ex-gladiator who’s found a new region of respect for our Cutter. And he’s not the only one. You surprised the hell out of me!” 
 
    “Did a pretty good job on myself too,” Llaz stated. “And if there’s new respect for a Cutter to be found, find it for Annsura. She taught me how to fight like that. Made me drill with her every single day and review it in the simulators for at least ten minutes on Scholar Mode.” 
 
    “Ten minutes?!” Silnee asked and Llaz nodded. “On Scholar Mode that’s like…” 
 
    “About three hours, give or take,” Llaz defined. “It would get up to five or six if I didn’t have to rewind to make sure I didn’t miss a move. It was an experiment of hers and after those results, I think I might be picking out a few of the crew to take a few classes.” 
 
    “You have anyone in mind?” 
 
    “I don’t see why we should go beyond the first triumvirate that ever mixed it up with Annsura,” Llaz answered. “You, Tank, and Cupid know how to work well with each other. I think we should keep that going.” 
 
    “Why don’t you put Thom in my slot?” Silnee requested. “I just got pushed up to Flight Leader and I think my Scholar time should be put toward that.” 
 
    Llaz thought about it for a moment. He did not think Silnee’s new position was the only or most pressing reason for her request, but there was truth in what she had said. She was Flight Leader now, and needed to get her head clear. He nodded after a few moments. “Good point. I’ll think about Thom. I’m leaning more toward Princess though.” 
 
    “You sound like a man who is playing favorites.” 
 
    “I’m a man playing to what I know,” Llaz shared. “Hearing Cilrus say ‘to the hilt’ hit me harder than any punch! And I could hear Olreye rooting for me to lose! Thanks for keeping quiet, by the way.” 
 
    “It was a little difficult to keep quiet,” Silnee admitted. “… I figured that would be the way you would want it. I think all of the old guard knew.” 
 
    Llaz chuckled. “Old guard.” 
 
    “Hey, it might only be a few days difference, but what happened at the Gulmar System changed my life!” 
 
    “That’s one reason why I’m looking forward to this port of call the Captain is headed for,” Llaz said. “We had the opportunity to train under Z for weeks and it made a big difference! If I can get some down time with the crew–” 
 
    “You’ll only find more problems,” Silnee said as she walked from behind the Second Mate of the Xara-Mansura. “Nothing’s changed, Llaz. We made a decision to be with the Captain.” 
 
    “Sounds like there was more regret in that voice than declaration,” Llaz monitored. “And don’t even try to hide under what happened to Annsura with me. We all miss her; some more than others, but that voice sounded like someone who was reconsidering a number of things.” 
 
    “Just how many hits are you willing to take for her?” Silnee asked. 
 
    “As many as I have to,” Llaz quickly replied. 
 
    “It was that sort of thinking that got Annsura killed.” 
 
    Llaz stood up and checked his mouth for blood once again. He was going to need some time in the infirmary, but he believed he could wait until the med-techs were done with Olreye and Cilrus. “Yes, it was, thank goodness. Because she saved a lot of lives with what she did.  
 
    “Have you ever thought about what would have happened if that weapon had hit that mountain range?” Llaz posed, looking at the young woman. What Llaz had read concerning Silnee’s performance in the first Pinion Project training session had eroded, maybe it had gone away for good… or maybe her resolve only applied when she was flying. He did not know nor did he care to inquire – answers in that vein would not address the problem. Silnee needed to move on or be taken out of the rotations.   “Or are you too busy trying to dig up ways to be fucked up by this whole thing?!” 
 
    “You don’t get to talk to me like that!” Silnee yelled. 
 
    “Oh really?” Llaz countered without raising his voice. “Don’t like it? Take a number! Because while you’re all jumbled up, going up and down the emotional rollercoaster of your self-indulgent perspective, you skipped something: Cutter was good to go! She had zero complaints about what was happening. None! Who the hell am I to argue that she was wronged if she didn’t bear a grudge?” Llaz gave a soft cleansing breath and decided to remove himself from the room. He got to the door and stopped. It was as if he could feel and hear a very good friend, urging him to finish what he had started. He smiled at the notion, having something of a soft spot for Annsura, thinking that she would have never given herself enough room to have one. The smile faded though, and he looked back at Silnee. “You’ve got until the Captain touches down at the Garnet Barony.” 
 
    “Before what?” 
 
    “Before I tell Cupid what the rest of us already know. That is, if he doesn’t already know himself.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “Can and will, Tolip,” Llaz assured. “You’ve got a choice on how he receives the word, Silnee. I suggest you look into it and make a decision. Make a damn move!” 
 
    “And what if it’s the wrong move?!” she cried. 
 
    “Welcome to our world!” Llaz said before leaving. The doors started to close behind him. “But at least you would have taken your shot!” 
 
    Silnee wanted to scream, but she knew it would not get her anywhere. Besides, Llaz was right. She was not necessarily mourning the loss of a very good friend. Yes, it still hurt for Annsura to be missing from all of their lives, but she had died a hero’s death, a glorious death if there ever could be such a thing. It was a passing that had defended life. Nothing could have encapsulated Annsura any better than her final act. It was the people she had left behind that were the central point of Silnee’s problem. 
 
    “Computer, what is Olkin’s current location?” 
 
    “Olkin is at the weapons range.” 
 
    “Of course,” she whispered as she walked out of the Rec Room. “Where else would Cupid be? Probably perfecting that sweet shot of his.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Jocasta sat in the chair behind her desk and looked at the view of her virtual monitor. Dungias had managed to mount optics around the borders of the Observation Deck’s massive window and she could take a gander anytime she wanted without fear of walking in on a moment or having someone walk in on hers. Here she could sit with a glass of rum and relax with her thoughts and feelings. She activated the recorder and smiled. “I can just imagine you sitting there, listening to this playback and wearing that stone face of yours. Once again, you were right… Llaz is doing a great job, but he was challenged anyway and, as you predicted, I stepped in to protect him. Honestly, for my money, neither one of them would have walked away pretty, but cool-ass Llaz was more than holding his own. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear I was watching a white-haired, chocolate, male Annsura taking it to that giant of a man. The only thing he was missing was the experience of knowing not to stand so close to a man-eating machine, especially after it’s been hurt.” Jocasta took a sip of rum and savored the flavor of the libation. “In other news, I’m about to land in the Garnet Barony and we’ll be dumping the newly acquired baggage. It’s not a popular decision, I know, but I can’t say I care enough to change my mind. 
 
    “Is that wrong, Z?” she asked, looking at her glass. “Here I am, pushing everyone to get on with things and the main reason I’m dumping these Jockeys off is that they remind me of him and how he took my Cutter. Ugh, I can hear you now… telling me that we all have ways to deal with the problems of the day, and that I can always recruit someone else. Besides, the Prism Baronies is one place CLJs are allowed to flourish. 
 
    “And if I keep talking into this thing, I’ll never be able to send it,” Jocasta concluded as she got up out of her chair. “No matter where you are… no matter what you’re doing… know that you’re missed. I am without my best friend, my best hand, my best reason. I’ll press on, because the last thing I want to give you is reason to lay that golden glare on me! So this is JoJo, signing off. Show no mercy, First Mate, no holding back, and get back to our ship as soon as the Stars will allow. 
 
    “Computer, load recording and data files to the portable storage device and commence launch.” 
 
    “Data pod is sent,” the computer advised. “Estimated time to Black Gate Hub, thirty-nine hours.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Jocasta remarked before she finished her glass of rum. “Computer, what is the location and physical status of Llaz?” 
 
    “Crewman Llaz is leaving the infirmary,” the computer replied. “He has been cleared for duty by Medical Technician LeRoy.”  
 
    “ETA to the Garnet Barony?” 
 
    “Six hours, forty-seven minutes.” Jocasta nodded as she licked her lips.  
 
    “We do this right, that gives me four hours for a good nap.” Jocasta grabbed her cane and walked out of her Ready Room. It was time to cash in a rain check. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Once more the process of ascension to a celestial consciousness was rapid, but it did not stop with just the mind of the Traveler being elevated. Dungias could see his projected form and it held both presence and texture. Dungias pressed his lips together, already repulsed by the time that would eventually come: when he would have to depart from The Territories. The Void had such a cleaner feel here, sweeter and more fulfilling. He did not look forward to departing from the region. 
 
    Looking about, the chamber remained unchanged. The attendants he had seen on his last visit were still present. They did not all possess pleasant resting faces; they seemed pleased to see him return. 
 
    “You assign this region and these Stars too much credit, kind soul,” Fadym-Fiera said as light twinkled in her soft amethyst eyes. So many voices spoke inside of hers and they all echoed, filling the chamber with their sound. “We are not aiding in your efforts to reach us. If there is any marked improvement, it comes from the Traveler. But perhaps that is best saved for another discussion. Your strong mind affords you the boon of folding our time here into the passage of events in the realm where your body now dwells. We should not squander that advantage on simple words.” 
 
    “Humility, it would seem, is something I both practice and observe, gracious Mistress,” Dungias returned, bowing to the female entity and her compatriots. His voice now echoed, though nothing like what he had heard. “Though I fear I must take exception to your perspective.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I cannot consider any word passing from your lips as simple,” Dungias explained, and the female entity smiled. 
 
    “Then refer to me by name, Traveler, and while I am eager to speak with you again–” 
 
    “Many here hold to that desire, Traveler,” another entity spoke. He was the only one holding on to a weapon – a stone-poled, crystal-headed war spear that resonated with its own sentience – and it glimmered, agreeing with its master’s statement. Dungias looked at the flowing field of silver stars that made up the creature’s hair, though he wore it more like a mane.  
 
    “… we must be about the business that brings us all together. Our sister Eesa is most eager to share words with you, Traveler.” 
 
    “And with that single statement, so many of my questions are answered,” Dungias thought as he nodded in acknowledgement.  
 
    “We will give you this chamber so–” 
 
    “Forgive me, Mistress, but there is no need for privacy as far as I am concerned,” Dungias interrupted.               
 
    “I agree,” Eesa said as she made her way out of the darkness at the far end of the room. Dungias could not feel a wall behind her. The darkness was some sort of aperture, and he was given another reason to like the Chorus of The Territories. “The news I bring is not something which will be contained to the Stars outside this pocket dimension, despite its magnificence.  
 
    “The Chorus of the Rims is tainted!” Eesa announced. The Stars in the chamber did not take the news well and the spear-wielding individual adjusted his grip, lifting it from the floor. His eyes met with those of the Speaker of the chamber; she nodded at the silent suggestion she had received from him. Carrying the spear, the muscular form took his leave. 
 
    “Sranzhurn will see to the protection of The Territories,” Fadym-Fiera explained. “Please continue, Eesa.” 
 
    Eesa nodded before speaking. “The light within the Rims Chorus is not whole, not true, and it keeps my brethren from seeing matters clearly, keeps them from being clear! They have taken it upon themselves to keep from awakening the full Chorus – not even other Anchor Stars – and take action in their small numbers. They seek you out, Traveler, because they fear you.” Dungias’ nod came with a slight and Eesa stepped to stand even closer to him. “The boon you asked of Isse blinded more than Freund,” she advised. “And now, the Stars react to the mystery of you as many of the mortals in the Rims would react to that which they do not know, with fear and contempt. They plot to take action against you, Dungias, the moment you are returned to the Rims Space.” 
 
    “I have been able to withstand many things… engaging a Star–” 
 
    “Is something you need not do,” Eesa was quick to say. “Though I am also too weak to contend with them, I do possess the knowledge of an Anchor Star of the Rims Chorus. I feel that we will be able to aid each other in order to achieve our own personal aims. If I may share my light with you?” 
 
    “Do not fear, Dungias,” Fadym-Fiera said, walking to stand behind Dungias. “I do not know what she means to show you, rest assured my light will not allow you to pass from this realm.” 
 
    “Then proceed, Mistress Eesa,” Dungias said. Eesa closed her eyes and allowed the light of her Inner Star to shine brightly inside the chamber. Each member of the Chorus of The Territories was pleased with what the light brought forward in their minds. Eesa was, comparatively speaking, very young and weak. She was, however, quite resourceful, giving a sense of hope to her brethren.  
 
    His first time sharing knowledge in such a fashion, Dungias took longer recovering from receiving the light. He came to understand what the term ‘Anchor Star’ meant. They were the members which could be seen by the naked and untrained eye, providing light and power to the Cosmos. But there were also small slivers of darkness within the light that shone from Eesa. He wondered if the message he had received was the same that had been told to the Chorus of The Territories. 
 
    “Rest assured that it was not,” Fadym-Fiera advised. “We find no offense in the young starling keeping matters outside our realm to herself. You were not harmed, which is all that we wanted to insure. You have been informed, and I would request that you not share what she has shown you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Fadym-Fiera,” Eesa said.  
 
    “Your thanks, while accepted, is not what we sought, for you are not the only resourceful Rims Star. Sranzhurn reports that Boj awaits the Star Chaser outside The Territories. When he takes his leave, if he is able to slip past an Anchor Star, there will be questions. I would prefer to legitimately not have any answers for him when the inquiry is put forward. 
 
    “Return to your dim body now, Traveler,” Fadym-Fiera directed. “Seek out my light inside the aperture of Black Gate. I have a gift of my own that I would like to impart.” 
 
    “Then I shall do as I have been asked… by the both of you,” Dungias said, turning to look back at Eesa. “It will give me the opportunity to resolve a pressing matter. And with that, I thank thee all.” Dungias bowed to all in the chamber and turned to walk away.  
 
    His eyes opened and he was once again aboard the Kulri-Kraythe. He could hear movement aboard his scout ship and allowed his mind to take a moment. He was still slightly dizzy from the feed of information Eesa had given him, but he was also aware of the restoration Fadym-Fiera’s touch had delivered. 
 
      
 
    Rahneece led them up to the cockpit and stood to the side, ushering the three girls into chamber. The woman was a bit taken by the lack of fear exhibited by the triplets. They seemed to be more engaged in taking in everything they could see of the interior of the Kulri-Kraythe. Per Dungias’ instructions, each of them had spent a short time in the regenerator. The hair dye had been removed and Rahneece could no longer tell them apart. Three identical dark-haired, dark-eyed girls.  
 
    The triplets had only one question: was Rahneece in charge of the man who had taken them from Brattle. The young woman thought it best to shoot straight, and she shared there was only one woman in charge of the blue-skinned wonder and Rahneece was not that woman. Receiving that information, the three sisters went resumed their visual sweeps of the ship’s interior. 
 
    “Z?” Rahneece said as the first of the girls entered the cockpit. “Per your instructions, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rahneece. We will be fine.” 
 
    “Aye sir,” she said before adjusting her hair clasp and taking her leave. 
 
    “What–” the closest girl started to speak but stopped when Dungias sharply lifted his hand. 
 
    “Before we begin with your questions, share my chair with me,” Dungias suggested, pointing at the last girl to enter the cockpit. 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “Because you are the most eager to learn piloting,” Dungias answered. “You were the one without any coloring to your hair.” All three girls responded in like fashion: surprised and elated. 
 
    “Whoa! You can tell us apart?” the girl said as she moved by her sister. 
 
    “Your bodies look similar, but your demeanors are quite different,” Dungias shared as he turned to look at the one standing closest to the helm. “You are the explorer. The one that the others have to sit on to keep you from going places you’ve never seen or opening doors with no idea of what is on the other side. “You are the one who had green-colored hair and you are most eager to take the seat of the navigator. The ships systems are monitored from there, as well as the information gathered by the ship’s sensors. 
 
    “And me?” asked the young girl who was the most pleased to be rid of the hair dye. 
 
    “You hair was dyed purple and of the three you are the most relieved to be rid of the coloring. You can share the navigator chair, but sit on the right side. The computer is on the far right side of the console.” Dungias waited as the children took their positions. He put his hands on top of the girl’s and guided them over the console so she could feel the controls.  
 
    “Why do we not begin with what you would like to be called. My name is Z’Gunok Tel Dungias, but I am called Z.” 
 
    “Do we really need names?” the piloting girl asked as she took the ship into a tight right turn. 
 
    “It would make for a more expedient social exchange,” Dungias advised. “If all three of you are answering to ‘hey you’ all the time, you will not be able to get much done without distraction.” 
 
    “He has a good point. Do you have any suggestions?” 
 
    “This is the beginning of your freedom, girls,” Dungias said. “It is the first of many decisions you will need to make for yourselves.” 
 
    “Before we do that, tell us why you came to get us,” the computer-enthused girl requested. 
 
    “A simple enough request,” Dungias replied. “Place your hands on the consoles, please.” Once all three girls did as they were told, Dungias directed Alpha to deliver a prepared package to their minds. In it, he detailed what he had come to the Rims to do: to save humanity; and how he felt that the lives for which he was fighting should be allowed to enter into the effort. 
 
    “Do you know who the enemy is?” the navigator asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” Dungias answered plainly. 
 
    “How would we help?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “To put it plainly, I do not know how long I have before there is a major engagement, nor am I assured I will be alive to see the end of this affair. If you decide to come with me, I will have you trained… in hopes that you will find your own place in this struggle.” 
 
    “And if we don’t come with you,” the one stationed at the navigator console stated, turning to look at Dungias, “… you’ll set us up with some sort of foster parents where we can live happily ever after and watch as you fight for our lives?! That doesn’t even sound sensible!” 
 
    “I will not force anyone to join me,” Dungias stated confidently. 
 
    “Why not?! Either we join you, join the enemy, or accept the fact that our fates will be decided by the winner.” 
 
    “She’s got a point,” the pilot added. 
 
    “Very well. That is something to consider. Still, some measure of delineation will be required,” Dungias sighed, reminding himself of what he had read in the data files about the girls.  
 
    During the time the Star Chaser tried to familiarize himself with the Rims, he had come across the symbol on only two occasions, neither of any great significance. The merged F and K inside a near-encompassing C was the logo of the Fuji-Karro Corporation. It was a multi-system Middle Rim company known for their groundbreaking work in genetics and their numerous contracts with the Ardrians. The source material regarding the girls had been destroyed hours after they had been reported as stolen. As a matter of interest, CK had gathered what data he could on the triplets. They were the product of the first successful pairing of a synthetic human sperm and a synthetic egg. Genetically engineered to be the paragons of the limits of human development, it was presumed that the children were perfect. The circumstances of their disappearance were unclear. The facility where the children had been born was destroyed in an explosion claiming thirty-five hundred square miles of the urban development where the lab had been seeded. 
 
    For thirty-one months, the girls had been kept in stasis and smuggled about through black market channels. How they came to be at Black Gate was still a mystery, but CK had found DNA evidence that they had been living in the Bowels of the super-station. 
 
      
 
    As the engines powered up for maximum acceleration, Dungias received a notification from CK. Jocasta had sent a data-pack, but CK’s counterpart aboard ship had added a file regarding the presence of a captured spy on board. CK had already accessed his network inside Black Gate and found two places where the real Culshee, if she were still alive, might be found. 
 
    “CK, this file shows that Jocasta just sent this log today,” Dungias thought, using Alpha to direct his thoughts. 
 
    “You’d be surprised what we can do when you bridge with the Stars,” CK replied. 
 
    “Not any longer, I wouldn’t be,” Dungias thought. “Kindly notify Governor Gundryss of the situation. Ask him to engage in a stealth-based rescue operation. If Culshee is indeed still alive, direct the Governor to where she can be delivered.” 
 
    “I’ll make the necessary arrangement,” CK noted.  
 
    A grin formed on Dungias’ face as he reviewed what Jocasta had sent. Using Alpha, Dungias reviewed all the files in seconds. He made a response and arranged for it to be sent back to Jocasta in two days.  
 
    “Darthi,” the navigator said aloud before looking to her sister that shared her chair. 
 
    “Tadreene,” she said with a smile and the two looked over to the one sitting in Dungias’ lap. 
 
    “Z’Gara,” she stated before turning to look up into Dungias eyes. The Malgovi could not keep from showing how he had been touched that they had chosen names from his initials, and he knew better than to think it was a coincidence.  
 
    “So be it,” he said softly. “Your family name will be Xaraman and I will explain that to you later. 
 
    “We need to be on our way,” Dungias announced. “You have training to begin, and I have matters to which I must attend.” Dungias re-initiated the laid-in course and got out of the chair, making sure to be careful with Z’Gara. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Darthi asked as she looked at the course route. 
 
    “Through a portal which will take us out of this dimension,” Dungias said as the rocket launched from the side of the ship. It exploded just in front of the Kulri-Kraythe and the girls were treated to a view of the making of a dimensional breach. “We are going to the InterVoid, the Realm Astral. 
 
    “No holding back indeed, Captain!” he thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Discovery consists of seeing what everybody has seen, and thinking what nobody has thought. 
 
    Albert Szent-Gyorgyi  
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    (V) 
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4203.09) 
 
      
 
    Abhorrent! It was the only word that came to his mind to describe this place. Austin used his walking stick to push aside the overgrown foliage that had been claimed by a form of life given to the generation of resin. While it was not the markings of a giant spider, the pitch-covered vines acted very much like a web, though the creature that had deposited the material did not need to be as expeditious as an arachnid. The resin contained agents that fed on the skin of whatever came into contact with it, growing around said body and covering it with even more resin. If that was not detestable enough, the material was the antithesis of aromatic!  
 
    “I realize there is a balance to the universe,” the Legerian thought, looking around for a sign of why he had come to this place. Some three hundred meters in the distance he could see a flashing light. “… but I must see the paradise that made the creation of this place necessary! 
 
    “Oh, bother!” Austin said as he slowly blinked his eyes. A cylinder of white-hot flame shot forward from the front of his body, cutting through the vines, creating a cleared path for him to use. “There, much the better.” Austin smiled as he walked forward toward the flashing light. Two hundred and thirty meters down the path, he could see that the light belonged to a most familiar ship. It tickled him that the creator and pilot of the craft had yet to master the art of landing his vessel. Austin had not bothered to keep a running count as to how many times he had found the ship as askew as its captain and sole passenger. 
 
    “Your parents might have named you after Chuck Yeager, my friend, but–” Austin started as he waved his walking stick toward the ship. The entry door opened, but only so far before it stopped and closed. “Chuck, my boy!” The engines then fired alive, churning up significant gushing winds. Another wave of his walking stick and the debris passed around Austin’s body. “How positively rude! 
 
    “And suddenly, I cannot detect my own ship,” he thought. 
 
    “You shouldn’t hold him accountable,” Xaythra said as she came walking around the nose of the craft. 
 
    “And that would be the reason,” he concluded. “Goddesses, they grow up so fast!” 
 
    She looked at the small ship and made a gesture with her left hand. The craft was suddenly thirty meters off the ground and starting to fly away. His radio clicked as it received a transmission from the departing ship. 
 
    “Austin, I’m sorry!” Chuck radioed. He sounded frightened and exhausted. Austin closed his eyes, feeling the strain the minor entity had been put through to be the bait for this trap. “She found me when I was with the family. I was trapped!” 
 
    “Think nothing of it, my friend,” Austin said calmly as the engines fired brighter. “The best laid plans of mice and men often go astray.” 
 
    “An effort to making poetic last words?” Xaythra asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” Austin replied, calmly. “But getting back to the sentiment, Steinbeck has always held a certain bite for me, though I think I prefer Vonnegut’s offering: Of all the words of mice and men, the saddest are, ‘It might have been.’  Yes, that brings the proper punch to it, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I think that there will be few things in my existence that I shall enjoy more than what I am about to do to you,” Xaythra stated. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Austin smiled, poking the ground with his walking stick. “You’re getting good at this sort of thing! Kudos to you, my dear. This was absolutely diabolical! When I think of what you had to do in order to find Chuck... what can I say, it boggles the mind! But shouldn’t you be about the business of getting your army together for the coming contest?” Austin inquired, surprising Xaythra to the point of her body visibly shaking in response to the question. 
 
    “How do you know about that?!” Xaythra asked. 
 
    “My dear, I am the Legerian,” he smiled, “a collector by life and trade. One of the many things I collect just so happens to be… information. You have a very powerful stroke to your abilities, but you are underestimating the blind one. Trust me, my dear, you seldom get a chance to do that twice.” 
 
    “You will tell me how it is you know of these things,” Xaythra demanded. 
 
    “Now that would serve to be a most unforgivable last-word testament,” Austin countered, examining his nails. Xaythra breathed out through her gritted teeth. “So instead, allow me to pontificate the following–” 
 
    “Just stop! Please!” Xaythra shouted as she began to pace. She wanted desperately to destroy Austin and then find the means by which to deal with his constant companion Virgil. However, there was no mistaking the possible advantage the Legerian would bring in the contest with Death and Freund. Xaythra was eager to find the means through which she might earn a reprieve from Antavida. 
 
    “Welcome to immortality,” Austin announced with all the fanfare available to him at the moment. “All this incredible power at your disposal, and yet you’re shackled by what you consider to be an inferior being. And I am immortalized for having put you into this position. Yes, that is a fitting passage through which I may expire gracefully.” Austin held his hands out from the sides of his body and let his head fall back as he closed his eyes. “Very well, I am ready! Grim Reaper, old friend…” Austin’s head came up and he put his eyes on Xaythra. “Did you know that the Reaper was once a lover of Death?” He looked away, smiling as he reflected. “I remember when they met and introduced death to life. Hmmm, those crazy kids!” 
 
    “Enough!” Xaythra yelled as she stopped pacing. “We shall strike a bargain.” 
 
    “What bargain?” 
 
    “One that will allow you to leave this place alive!” 
 
    “How so, Goddess Xaythra?” 
 
    “I will give you my word not to kill you if–” 
 
    “Hah!” Austin blurted, which was very much out of his character, surprising the entity. He staggered back as he laughed. When he composed himself, he looked back at the goddess. “I’m sorry, when did I say I started collecting stupidity?!” Looking away, Austin made a consideration. “Of course, I did collect you…. hmmm.” 
 
    “As I said, I will give–” 
 
    “While you are an entity and at least fall under the definition of a goddess,” Austin interrupted, “… you are not what we in the trade call a card-carrying member of the celestial bureaucracy! You need not be pressed to keep a promise of anything! As I’m sure your Tau Upsilon followers can attest.” 
 
    Xaythra’s eyes glowed white as shimmers of fluctuating gravity passed over her body. Some of the debris was made to float, some sank deep into the ground. A few pieces flew together, forced to merge while larger pieces flew apart without the need for an explosion. 
 
    “Ahhh yes, there’s the divine discipline I’ve come to expect,” Austin muttered. 
 
    “What arrangement would appease you, Legerian?” she asked in a cold, hissing voice. 
 
    “Unlike you, I am a member of a divine assemblage. If I break my word, a case could be made to remove divine influence and power from my pantheon, and thusly my ship would no longer serve as the ultimate port of refuge.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And, if you take me to my ship, I give you my word that I will answer your inquiry,” Austin promised before he made another consideration. “… to your satisfaction!” 
 
    “Your terms are acceptable,” Xaythra said before making a simple gesture. The gravity in the area was reversed, hurling both of their bodies into the sky and the upper atmosphere. Moments later she formed a sphere around them to keep Austin from suffering exposure to outer space. 
 
    “Oh how very thoughtful,” he said, enjoying the ride and directing Xaythra where she should go. When they set foot down on the massive ship, Austin looked around before smiling at Xaythra. 
 
    “Now you will tell me what I–” 
 
    “One moment, please,” Austin requested. “Virgil, can you hear me?” 
 
    “I can, Master.” 
 
    “And what makes a house into a home?” 
 
    “Replace us with an ‘M’,” Virgil replied. Austin nodded and looked back at Xaythra whose brow was lifted in confusion. 
 
    “This could have been an elaborate illusion,” Austin stated. After some thought, Xaythra nodded in agreement. “Virgil, I take it Chuck is aboard?” 
 
    “Yes, Master, he is downloading his exchange with Cedron. Esther and the other children are safe and sound aboard the Eastern Scout Ship. We should have them on docking approach inside the next seventy-five hours.” 
 
    “Very good,” Austin smiled. “I will be there shortly. Let us make preparations to leave orbit and resume our course.” 
 
    “We are underway upon your order, Master,” Virgil declared. 
 
    “Now, keep your word to me!” Xaythra demanded. 
 
    “First things first, my dear,” Austin said, tapping his walking stick against the hull. With a brief and dim flash of light they were teleported into one of the research laboratories. Austin stood over a now-bound Xaythra who found herself once again naked and vulnerable in his presence. 
 
    “What is this?!” she cried, pulling against the restraints that did not give to her aims. “You gave me your word!” 
 
    “And I intend on keeping it, my dear,” Austin replied as he approached and put his hand on top of her head. “Mind you, I am not a member of any gathering of gods; that was a convenient lie, but I do so hate not keeping my promises. Once word of that gets out, no one will trust you with anything, and that would be an incessant bore! 
 
    “I will answer your inquiry in such a way that even you will have no question as to how I know about the Mensori and their incredible power over everything in the coming game! Are you ready for this, Xaythra?” 
 
    The goddess of gravity and the element of water stopped struggling and looked up at Austin, pressing her lips together. She fought against the urge to weep as her fury and frustration escalated. “Please,” she said softly as a single tear escaped her eye. “Please don’t do this again!” 
 
    “At last!” Austin whispered, gently stroking the side of her face. “Humility! You have no idea how beautiful you are at this very moment. Why, I feel inclined to revisit our more passionate pastimes.” 
 
    “I would welcome that over this room,” she admitted.  
 
    “I am sure you would,” Austin replied, “… but there is something I must share with you. Which brings us to two, if memory serves.” Austin turned and walked away from the table which held Xaythra. He reached the far wall and depressed a button that activated machinery in the room. “The first is the easiest to say. I know about the game, my dear, because you know about the game! You see, I did more than take from you when last you were here. I do so hate imbalance.” Austin slowly sashayed his way to Xaythra’s side. “So you see, my dear, the beginnings of my expansive and complicated network of information gathering starts in the mirror… of everything I have ever collected. Just one of the reasons why it’s wasteful to kill my collectables, though, admittedly, some of them insist on the measure!  
 
    “In short, sweet Xaythra,” Austin whispered in her ear as he brushed aside her hair. “… if I have collected something, it becomes a member of my network! 
 
    “As for the secondary revelation,” Austin said as he moved toward the doors. They slid open and robots came into the room to man stations. “… you have gone and become a new creature; right before my very eyes!” Shaking his head as it tilted toward his right shoulder, Austin shrugged his shoulders and sighed. “So you see, I must collect you again! Try to enjoy the experience this time, dear.” Austin walked out of the lab hearing Xaythra scream his name and promises of his destruction.  
 
    “She is becoming downright unpredictable,” Virgil warned. 
 
    “Oh, you’re only saying that because you think we didn’t see this coming!” Virgil’s eyes flared wide at first, but then slowly closed, recalling the visitation Chuck had paid to their ship. 
 
    “You planned this!”  
 
    Austin smiled, patting Virgil’s shoulder. “Be sure to remove the memory of my exposition from her conscious and sub-conscious mind. I want her to remember only that she sought me out and was undone once again.” 
 
    “You risk increasing what is already a sharp learning curve,” Freund said as he approached. Virgil’s eyes flared with white light and Austin lifted his arm to block Virgil’s path of attack. 
 
    “My student,” Austin said, smiling. He examined the figure in front of him as he spoke. 
 
    “My master,” Freund replied, bowing. 
 
    “A telepathic projection? How very practical of you!” 
 
    “I’ve been collected once, my Master,” Freund replied, returning the smile. “That was enough.” 
 
    “Oh, those were the old days,” Austin said, cringing. “… before I had any sense of style and direction to speak of, good Rendell.” 
 
    Lifting his brow, Freund nodded once. “I suppose one could argue that circular is a direction. It is terribly difficult creating a circular path while standing still. If nothing else, we can agree upon the fact that you are indeed moving!” 
 
    “Still sharp as ever,” Austin stated. “Yes, you are one of my more notable collections.” 
 
    “How fortunate for me that you prefer to keep a closed book,” Freund added. 
 
    “Indeed. But if memory serves, you are one of the very few who managed to return the favor! For a time, I was yours; the student became the master.” 
 
    “No one truly masters you, Legerian,” Freund stated. “I have lost enough nights’ sleep pondering the many gains you likely made in allowing me to collect you. But we can debate that on another occasion. Here and now, I send this projection of myself to warn you.” 
 
    Austin leaned back into Virgil who took hold of his master’s shoulders. Stammering before speaking, Austin eyes sharpened as he cast his mind through the images of the past, present, and future. “You what? You came here to warn me?!” 
 
    “It occurred to me that you’ve never collected one of the Mensori,” Freund stated. 
 
    “And yet you know of them,” Austin hissed. “I can feel it in your voice! My good Rendell, you have indeed become the mas–” 
 
    “I am not here for any other purpose than what I have already declared,” Freund interrupted. “The entity I face… the one that foolishly tries to arrange this puppet show in hopes that I will not see its strings–”  
 
    “But you can’t see anything, Rendell,” Austin reminded Freund. 
 
    “As masterful as you are, you have to realize that the anti-life knew Xaythra would seek you out again!” Freund said in a raised voice; he had grown tired of fencing words. “And in doing so, it is taking steps to attempt what I would never try: to make you a piece on its board!” 
 
    Austin spun and waved his hand toward the laboratory. In an instant, it was surrounded by a dim white light. Freund smiled at Austin’s ingenuity. The Legerian had formed a dimensional barrier around the lab without removing it from the ship, receiving the advantages of having it both on and off his ship. Even the known laws of Time and Space were being held at bay by the field. 
 
    “But that would mean he is expending considerable power,” Freund considered. “… even for him the drain would be great.” 
 
    “Scan for everything,” Austin commanded. Virgil nodded sharply then ran to carry out his orders. “And then scan for everything else! 
 
    “Damn, already I can feel something different about her,” Austin admitted. 
 
    “Not about her,” Freund corrected. “… inside her! 
 
    “You are facing something even older, wiser, and more driven than you, my Master,” Freund declared as he started to remove the power necessary to maintain the projection. “It has forgotten tricks that even you have yet to procure.” 
 
    “But tricks I still have managed to collect,” Austin argued. “And if you feared Xaythra’s sharp learning curve, you have forgotten mine!” 
 
      
 
    Freund leaned back in his chair. The gem he was projecting himself through lowered into the velvet padded chest which closed after it received the empowered gem. “I have forgotten very little, Master,” he muttered. 
 
    “Everything come out okay?” Tolarra asked as she squatted beside the chair, taking hold of his hand.  
 
    “You tell me,” Freund said with a slight smile forming on his face. 
 
    Tolarra stood up and faced the light-projection of Freund’s two game boards. They both held white chess pieces and most of them were without form. On the left-hand side board, the one Freund was meant to use against the anti-life, one of the pawns began to shimmer before it lost its formless shape. It slowly became a symbol: two ‘L’s, facing back-to-back with an exclamation point between them. Tolarra sent the image to Freund’s mind and he chuckled. 
 
    “You did it!” she exclaimed, breathing a little easier. She did not like anything that was associated with the game; the audacity of the Mensori being at the top of the list. She did not like the idea that her reality was something they believed they could lay claim to and manipulate. But with Freund, there was hope… more than hope. He was not the smartest person at the game, and in the company of his Lark, he would freely admit that. This had been just another ploy to lure the anti-life into something other than what it needed to do… like chase down the Legerian! “… it’s only on one board, though. Why is that?” 
 
    “That is a deliberate choice,” Freund shared. “I can count on that pawn working against the anti-life… but it would be a poor piece to use against Death.” 
 
    “What? Are you serious?!” she whined. “Do you mean to tell me that you might have to come up with thirty-two different pieces just so you can play in the final game?”  
 
    Tolarra walked back to the chair and started massaging his shoulders. He closed his eyes, keeping his smile and allowing his body to relax into her warm touch. “I know I strain what we have,” he said softly. “… going from your lover to your mentor, but hopefully you have taken enough note of the times you have saved my hide for me say this: you’re thinking too mortal. The real question is whether I might have to manifest and manipulate thirty-two different pieces in two different games just so that I can have sixteen in the final match. And if I know Greesdev the way that I do, he will limit the choice of that sixteen to the thirty-two already chosen.” 
 
    “So no new players then,” Tolarra stated. 
 
    “Provided I use all sixteen pieces in any one game, yes,” Freund replied. “Which is one reason why I have gathered the children in the fashion I did. If I have a blank piece that I need to move, and no one to make that piece from, I can–” 
 
    “Send one of the pawns,” Tolarra groaned as she spoke, thinking of as many implications as her mind could fathom. “That’s why you put them on the quick path and, ultimately, why you set them free! Your gambit was nothing of the sort. You already knew what they were going to do.” 
 
    “After shedding some unnecessary baggage, yes,” Freund remarked.  
 
    “Some would argue that Shuronne is anything but baggage,” Tolarra countered. 
 
    “I would be counted among them,” Freund replied. “You mistake my point. The baggage the Dark Pawns needed to shed was the doubt they held whenever they considered their purpose… their destiny. Shuronne is a capable woman, warrior, and leader. The last place she needs to be is away from this fight.” 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “At this time,” Freund quickly added. Tolarra stammered for a moment, looking at the man she loved and revered. His face remained unchanged as she walked around the chair. She smiled as she knelt and put her forehead to his chest.  
 
    “You sneaky bastard!” she whispered, closing her eyes and shaking her head. “You sent her home so that she would start making a B-Team!” 
 
    Freund chuckled, wrapping his arms around her body. “It might take some time for her to initiate matters, but yes, I believe that is exactly what she will do. Still, nothing is certain. We shall have to keep a watchful eye on Shuronne.” 
 
    “I guess there’s no way you will become like Austin,” Tolarra commented. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “His hubris,” she explained. “He’s just about ready to choke on it!” 
 
    “No, that is what he and Death want us to think,” Freund said. “And before you ask, it was through Death that he became an entity… but no one is supposed to know that.” 
 
    “And how do you know it?!” 
 
    “The idea of creating unknown bonds between himself and his collection… it isn’t new, nor is it original to Austin… at least not this Austin. You see, the Legerian knows that he is a clone, a copy of the original that took that title and changed his name to Austin.” 
 
    “He chose that name?!” 
 
    “Focus, my dear,” Freund urged. 
 
    “Right. Keep going.” 
 
    “His ship is programmed to create another clone the moment it loses contact with the current Legerian. Much like the safe-builder who puts too much of their concentration on the door of the vault, leaving the walls vulnerable, the ship is not nearly as sophisticated as its master. Convincing it that Austin had been destroyed when in truth he had only been delayed, was relatively simple. It was then a matter of baiting that Austin out of his ship before its predecessor could return.  
 
    “Once that was done, it took me just over a hundred years to slowly take apart the tapestry and investigate each and every individual thread,” Freund said, stroking Tolarra’s hair.  “Once I understood each and every manipulation, as well as the numerous secret codes and processes, I was able to… pick the locks of his mind. That bonding trick is something I taught him. That is when I found out that he and Death have a very special relationship.” 
 
    “And Death doesn’t know that you know about it?” 
 
    “I doubt she cares to know,” Freund surmised. “It isn’t a point of contention. My knowledge of it changes little. Mortisia is an entity unlike any other I have ever known. She is both friend and foe, boon and bane. In truth, I do not believe she wants to win the game.” 
 
    “Don’t be too sure,” Tolarra warned. “While I see your point that if she wins then everything dies… but what if she wins and then just takes over the Rims, making it a place of perpetual death?” 
 
    “You mean unlike what it is at the current moment?” Freund asked, making more of a point than a question. “Point to a place in the Rims where something isn’t dying.” 
 
    “How about right here?” 
 
    “Where your notions about Mortisia are in the throes of decimation?” Freund pressed. “Who is to say what is the sweeter feed to her; the death of a person or the death of their dreams, their hopes, their–” A cross look fell over Freund’s face. Tolarra lifted her head and looked at his face. 
 
    “What is it, baby?” 
 
    “She tried to tell me,” Freund whispered. “Death tried to tell me, but I wasn’t listening. Too busy contemplating my next stroke of so-called genius.” Freund ushered Tolarra to stand and did so as well. 
 
    “Hey, easy there!” Tolarra warned. “You’ve made some serious and necessary moves.” 
 
    “And I have need to make one more,” Freund said, taking hold of Tolarra’s shoulders. “But you are faster than I, once outside of the Rims. 
 
    “You will gain what you need once you are beyond the outermost marker of any provincial holding of the Rims,” Freund projected. “Even I do not know how long it will take, but you have to go.” 
 
    “Outside the Rims?!” she asked, becoming the Star Lark. “Go where?” She was still in transformation when she found herself in outer space. An orb of light appeared in front of her and she flew through it, taking in its power and the information Freund had place within it. The light was completely absorbed into her body, and Tolarra was flushed with confusion.  
 
    “Why does he want me to go there?!” She streaked into living light, passing through the first of many doors that would fold space for her. “On my way baby! Be back as soon as Fate allows!” 
 
      
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt,” Freund said as he closed the aperture through which he had dispatched his lady love. “And with that matter seen to, I must make a visitation.” Freund walked toward the balcony and allowed his clothes to change to more of a common attire amongst mortals. “Perhaps it would be better for the both of us if I do not take my blade!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Don’t lower your expectations to meet your performance. Raise your level of performance to meet your expectations. Expect the best of yourself, and then do what is necessary to make it a reality.  
 
    Ralph Martson 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.15) 
 
      
 
    Going against the directive she received while entering the atmosphere, Jocasta set her lander-shuttle down and lowered the gangplank. Interceptors had been scrambled, but they were not expecting a ship to have heat shields that could survive a dive into the atmosphere at flank speeds. Jocasta’s boots were clomping down the plank; the closest star-fighter was still three minutes out, and they were probably tracking the signal rocket she had launched into the valley to the south. 
 
    “Bring them along,” she commanded and a drone, carrying three drugged bodies that had been passengers aboard her ship, floated behind the pirate captain. “Do let them breathe, CeCe,” she said calmly as she walked by Cilrus who had a guard’s neck in either hand. “...we don’t need any fatalities… not just yet, anyways.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Cilrus said, releasing the choking woman and the unconscious man. They were the last two of the five that had been sent to the site where Jocasta had chosen to land her ship.  
 
    “Definitely have to make a mental note,” Jocasta thought. “… I should be made aware of the projects the Brain Trust have taken upon themselves to work out. Looks like they took a clue from those frames we collected from the Jockeys and dreamed up those gauntlets. And is that a piton launcher on the left-hand glove? Damn, that’s freakishly fast work! Z, you better get back and prove your love! 
 
    “And here comes the Lady of the estate now,” Jocasta said with added fervor in her voice. “Lady Oedelorana, top of the morning to y–” 
 
    “You are over two days early!” the widow of Gulfrim Sylgarr snapped in a soft voice as she came to a stop from her quick, albeit stately, strides.  
 
    “What can I say, I caught a generous tailwind,” Jocasta said as she flashed a very bright smile. She stepped forward and embraced the woman. “And allow me to say, Lorana, you are an even more striking vision in person!” Surprisingly, the woman leaned into the embrace, taking a gentle but genuine hold of Jocasta’s arms. 
 
    “You are incorrigible!” she whispered into Jocasta’s ear. Suddenly the way she had reacted to the pirate made sense. They were being watched, and certain appearances had to be maintained. “And while you might have delighted yourself with that entrance, you have only managed to place yourself in an eye-line I believe you would have preferred to avoid.” 
 
    “My Lady!” Jocasta said, feigning shock. She could hear footfalls approaching from around the corner of the estate and caught Cilrus’ eyes long enough to make sure he was prepared for their arrival. His head barely moved, but the acknowledging nod was received. “… you cut me to the quick. What would be the point of dropping in early if not to see what you wanted me to miss?!” 
 
    “Perhaps all of our future exchanges will be carried out through written messages,” Oedelorana said softly, doing her best to suppress a smile. There was something very charming about this woman. Lady Sylgarr was reminded of a time when her handsome Gulfrim was every bit the rascal as the woman she had just embraced. That was a time before they were married, when he had said things such as name and station mattered little to him. How easy it had been to make such a declaration without the experience of either. Over the years, she had seen a change in the man she had dared to love. By the time the children were born, Gulfrim was too much at home at the Royal Courts, always searching for a means to justify his ascension – as if her love had not been enough. 
 
    “Doing that is only going to make me more curious, milady,” Jocasta countered, circling so that her back faced the path the approaching group was using. Her ladyship’s lovely green eyes made wonderful viewing ports. “I am, after all, a pirate.” 
 
    “And I find that admission to be very interesting,” Maradothia Primuson said, announcing her arrival. Jocasta was only slightly impressed; the young girl insisted on walking in front of her two guards. “As proclaiming oneself a pirate is a crime.” The young girl took in a breath and lifted her right hand, about to issue an order to her men. The large bald-headed man took a step toward her position, his eyes locked on hers. 
 
    “I’d have a care there, girlie,” Cilrus said confidently. “We’d need to be on Imperial grounds for it to be a crime. While the estate is held by a noted family of the Inner Rim Empire, this property no longer holds the status of an embassy, due to the passing of its former Lord.” Jocasta’s eyebrows found a new height as she leaned to look around the Lady Sylgarr. “You send those little snails forward, don’t be too mad when all you get back are their pretty little shells!” Jocasta straightened up and looked to Oedelorana for verification. The comely lady gave a slight shrug as she smiled with pressed lips. She stepped to the side to address the Princess directly. 
 
    “I’m afraid that the…” Oedelorana looked to Jocasta for assistance. 
 
    “Brute,” Jocasta said, nodding. “You can use brute. The rest of us do.” 
 
    “I am afraid the… brute… speaks the truth, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Your majesty?!” Jocasta and Cilrus said simultaneously as the self-proclaimed pirate turned to get a better look at the young woman. 
 
    “Captain JoJo Starblazer, allow me to introduce you to the Princess Maradothia Primuson.” 
 
    “Captain,” Maradothia said softly. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Jocasta said, touching the top of her cane to her forehead. 
 
    “You are to bow to the Princess!” one of the guards snapped, taking a very authoritative stride toward Jocasta. “And as for matter of law and record, the ground upon which she stands is considered Imperial dominion!” 
 
    “To a radius of ten meters, yes,” Cilrus agreed. “But that standpoint can’t be assumed when she’s the one who came walking over to us!” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?!” Jocasta barked, turning to look at Cilrus. His eyes flared and Jocasta looked the man over, seeing that his brace-com was active. “Oh, that’s who the hell you are. Good work, Brute.” Jocasta turned again to face the assertive guard and she smiled. “Of course, that means you can pull and die, or be a sweet crapstack and get flushed!” 
 
    “Guard,” Maradothia quickly said to keep her guards from making what appeared to be the wrong decision. “That will be all for the moment. Please enter the estate and avail yourself of the Sylgarr Family hospitality.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” the guards said before bowing and taking their leave. One of the two looked back at Jocasta before resuming his exit. 
 
    “Boy is he going to be miffed when he finds that scan inconclusive,” Jocasta ribbed before facing the Princess. “And aren’t you the little diplomat!”  
 
    “Captain!” Oedelorana stressed. 
 
    “No, Lady Sylgarr,” Maradothia spoke calmly, “please… allow the… captain to speak as she wishes.” 
 
    “Well, now that I have your permission, I just don’t know what I’m going to do with myself.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll manage,” the Princess replied.  
 
    “Bet on it,” Jocasta said before looking back at her hostess. “I brought you gifts, please forgive their current condition. My Ripper never saw a syringe he didn’t like. And, oh my, the things he thinks up when none of us are wounded.” 
 
    “I am sure we can find accommodations for them,” Oedelorana said, looking at the younger two. They were unconscious, but they did not seem to be injured in any physical manner. 
 
    “Much obliged,” Jocasta nodded. “Drone, follow the guards.” With only a couple of bleeping noises, the drone floated past the three women who watched the machine hover after the departed guards. 
 
    “I’m curious,” Princess Maradothia spoke, watching the machine move out of sight. “Those three: circumstantial passersby, or recent victims?” 
 
    “Both,” Jocasta quickly advised as she looked off, considering her answer. “Definitely both! It seems there’s never enough of either. It’s like you can’t throw a stone without hitting one or the other.” 
 
    “And which are you, Captain?” Maradothia inquired, turning to look again at the mysterious and uninvited guest. 
 
    “That depends on who’s throwin’ the stone, Your Majesty,” Jocasta fenced.  
 
    “That seems shortsighted.” 
 
    “Depends on the eyes you’re looking through,” Jocasta returned as an explosion erupted in the sky to the west of the estate. Jocasta looked up for a moment, wearing a look of surprise and fascination. “You have a very impressive way of announcing when meals are served, milady.” 
 
    “That did not come from this property,” Oedelorana stated. “That came from grounds of our neighbors, the DuLankratti Family.” The sound of engines roared through the sky as the vehicle responsible for the rumbling was above the clouds. 
 
    “Gesundheit!” Jocasta said, frowning at the sound of the name. Her face quickly relaxed however as she rubbed her stomach. “But still, I am simply famished! What have you got in the way of grub around here?”  
 
    “Right this way, Captain,” Oedelorana said with a slight smile. Apparently the Captain was not yet done having her fun. The Lady of Court had serious doubts the event would come to a harmonious closure, but it seemed like a better play to invite Starblazer to the breakfast table rather than try to have her escorted from the grounds or, worse yet, apprehended. She looked at the Princess who seemed as if she was about to protest the gesture, but calming eyes engaged agitated ones and, to her increasing credit, the Princess followed the lead of an elder she trusted. 
 
    Cilrus shook his head as he fell in behind the three women and had to keep from laughing when Jocasta took Oedelorana’s arm, leaning her head on the Lady’s shoulder. “I think I know why Llaz looked at me with pity in his eyes,” the man whispered as he walked. 
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    “Talk to me, Shotgun!” Llaz called out as he paced behind Silnee who was seated at the helm of the Xara-Mansura. 
 
    “What’s he going to say?” Silnee asked at just above a whisper. “Yes, Boss, we took several sets of readings. You are fucking mad!” She flinched after Llaz walked by and struck the lobe of her right ear with his middle finger. “Ow! Well, you are!” 
 
    “Maybe, but I don’t need to hear it right now,” Llaz said softly before clearing his throat. “Shotgun?!” 
 
    “This is Tank,” Mel answered. “Shotgun’s got his hands full at the moment. But Thom and Scamps made it to the checkpoint. They boarded the shuttle, and they are now aloft with six star-fighters bearing down on them.” 
 
    “Make that five,” Bruveia announced as she linked up to the channel. “Scratch that. There’s only three left. Way to go, baby!” 
 
    “Just doing our part, doll,” Hennix replied, sounding slightly winded. “We’re back aboard our ship and making dust! Go for it, D!” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice!” Deolun replied as he entered commands into his control console. “Trident is gone!” 
 
    “And Cruel Intentions is on the job,” Agatha radioed.  
 
    “Sil, bring me up a tactical, please,” Llaz requested. Silnee quickly keyed up a display and Llaz could see three red triangles chasing a golden dot. A black asterisk appeared on his screen behind the middle triangle. “Whoa, I thought Cruel Intentions was heavy.” 
 
    “She is,” Silnee informed. “But that doesn’t mean she’s slow!” 
 
    “No shit!” Llaz said softly as the middle triangle flashed before it started to lose altitude. It had not yet dropped one hundred meters when the other triangles also started flashing. 
 
    “I count three chasers with serious technical difficulties,” Agatha reported. “Thom, you’re clear for your rendezvous.” 
 
    “Roger that, Murder,” Thomasine said, sounding relieved. “Thanks for the cover.” 
 
    “Boss, we’ve got a priority communication beaming directly for the estate where the Captain is,” Mel reported. “I only mention it because of the power of the signal and its origin. It’s Imperial!” 
 
    “Can you block it, Tank?” Llaz asked. 
 
    “Block it?!” 
 
    “Tank, can you do it or not?!” Llaz barked. 
 
    “Roger that,” Mel replied. “Scrambling the signal now.” Mel keyed in several commands before speaking again. “Intercepted the initial transmission and I’ve gummed up the closest relay satellite. They’ll have to go baronial to get around it and that will give me time to set up a virtual receptor.” 
 
    “A what?!” Llaz asked. 
 
    “Remember the lessons of JoJo and Z,” Silnee warned. 
 
    “Oh, right.” Llaz said, quickly collecting himself. He leaned toward the control console. “Just let me know if you can get it done, Tank.” 
 
    “There you go,” Silnee smiled. 
 
    “Thanks for the reminder. Now I know how the woman feels.” 
 
    “No you don’t, but you’ve got an inkling,” Silnee giggled. “I’m reading Cupid and Feldspar meeting up with Thom and Scamps. We should see them drop off the screen in under ten.” Seven seconds later, the golden dot fell from Llaz’s display. “I’d say that confirms a solid connection. Stealth field is active and just in the nick of time. I’m reading three squadrons on an intercept course. Eighteen seconds out.” 
 
    “If they follow the flight plan they’ll lower their altitude and wait them out before trying to leave the mo’sphere,” Llaz stated. “The power unit on Deolun’s ship is good for four hours at maximum field strength. I doubt those ships will be remain in the area for more than thirty minutes.” 
 
    “That would be convenient,” Silnee said. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Llaz agreed as he thought about the possibly growing predicament. After a few moments, his eyes squinted tight. He looked at the mountain range again and then turned to talk to Silnee. “The moment Cruel Intentions puts down, tell Murder and Mayhem to keep their seats.” Llaz turned for the door as Silnee got up out of her chair. 
 
    “What for?” Silnee asked. 
 
    “Because if push comes to shove, I’m going to have them make a run on those fighters,” Llaz explained. 
 
    “One fighter against three squadrons?!” Silnee protested. “How about ‘if push comes to shove’, Thom and Scamps dump that thing, climb aboard Deolun’s ship, and make it back to the Xara-Mansura?” 
 
    “Your suggestion is noted, Flight Leader,” Llaz said calmly as he stopped walking. He turned around to face Silnee. He knew he could simply pull rank, but that was JoJo’s way. She possessed the swagger to make it work. Llaz needed the crew to work with him, so rank had to come second. “And please know I respect and appreciate your position. But above any of our stations is our reason for being. No one ever said piracy is easy, Tolip. What you suggested will still be an option if Murder says it’s too much for the Tandem to handle. And that is if we come to that bridge. Now, if you please, let’s get the Xara-Mansura to the rendezvous point.” 
 
    “Aye aye,” Silnee said softly, slowly returning to the helm. She took hold of the controls, weighing what Llaz had said.  
 
    The young woman’s soft, blue eyes looked down at her wrist at a lock of dirty blonde hair that had been braided and turned into a bracelet. Her meeting with Olkin had not gone nearly as bad as she had feared. Olkin had gone from being the overly-authoritative slug to a very thoughtful young man; yet another accolade for Annsura. He had stated he was not in a place to return her feelings, not fully. It would have been only a physical act and she was too important to him for that. Floored by the depth of thought Olkin had shared with her, Silnee respected his response and the two of them stood in the middle of the range together, holding one another, until Mel had come into the room. Silnee chuckled. They had spent more time and energy convincing Tank he had not intruded on anything and that there had been no hurt feelings. 
 
    Playing with the makeshift bracelet for a few more seconds, Silnee finally released it and turned the Xara-Mansura, increasing velocity as she guided the ship to the rendezvous point. “Piracy. How could I forget? It was the first thing she said to us back in the Mess Hall. But you didn’t forget, did you, Llaz? No, you didn’t, and despite the fact that I argued your decision, you’re still the coolest customer on this ship… especially with the Captain on the planet surface.” She took a breath and opened a line to her Tandem. “Murder, Mayhem? How are you, ladies?” 
 
    “Uh, a little surprised that you’re breaking silence, there, Flight Leader,” Agatha answered. “The sky is getting thick around here.” 
 
    “You care to thin the mix?” Silnee asked. “By my account, you’re only light two missiles.” 
 
    “Negative on that count, Flight Leader,” Agatha replied, “… missiles won’t cut through their shields like these lancinators can. Those long-range hits were courtesy of Mayhem.” 
 
    “Two simultaneous, long-range shots that hit dead on?!” Silnee exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s a big affirmative, Tolip,” Agatha replied, and Silnee could clearly hear the smile in the pilot’s voice.  
 
    “Now I wonder if this is how the Captain feels around Z,” Silnee thought. 
 
    “Roger that, Cruel Intentions,” Silnee acknowledged. “Well power up whatever you need to, and make a run. Cut a path for our prize to come home. If it’s not too much for you; no time for bravado though.” 
 
    “Then you should have saved that for when she wasn’t in the chair,” Marlene snapped. “Cruel Intentions is already in position and we’re beginning our run. Mind if we shut down this transmission line?” 
 
    “Tolip out,” Silnee said before disconnecting the channel. The doors to the Bridge opened and Llaz walked into the room along with Pristacia, and both looked to be very concerned with Silnee. 
 
    “Tolip,” Llaz said softly. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You made it very clear you wanted that ship,” Silnee explained as she turned back to her console. “I just applied some of Maxworth’s math and decided not put the pick-up ship in a position where its power reserves might not be enough to get it to the rendezvous point. The Cruel Intentions can make its run and break mo’sphere in a heartbeat… if it needs to cut and run.” 
 
    “Is that how things add up?” Pristacia asked as she tapped lightly on Llaz’s arm. She knew the Second Mate was among the last to lose his composure, and Llaz had already told Pristacia what he had been contemplating. It was, at the very least, a gutsy move and there was a good chance that even JoJo was going to be impressed… if they managed to pull it off. The woman called Princess wanted to make sure that Llaz remained properly distracted from his mounting concerns to keep from reacting emotionally. 
 
    “We haven’t found one entity that can track us with our stealth fields,” Silnee stated. “Why not use them to their maximum potential?” 
 
    “Sounds like good arithmetic to me,” Pristacia said as she turned to look at Llaz who simply nodded as he swallowed hard. 
 
    “Take care of yours, Tolip,” Llaz said softly. 
 
    “Aye-aye, Boss!” 
 
    Taking a sleeve-pulling cue from Pristacia, Llaz turned to leave the Bridge once more. He kept from speaking until the doors closed behind him and Pristacia. He opened a channel on his brace-com as he closed his eyes. “Tank?” 
 
    “Yeah, Boss.” 
 
    “Short and sweet, man. Tell me about Maxworth.” 
 
    The young man cleared his throat and took a breath. “Life’s a gourmet meal,” he started, “with us, the crew, our crazy Shootist-Edger-Pirate Captain, and a blue-skinned genius battle lord alien are the entree… you could say that Maxworth was the perfect appetizer!” 
 
    “Good enough, Tank,” Llaz replied. “Thanks. Llaz out.” 
 
    “You mean, Boss out!” Mel corrected. 
 
    “Get back to work,” Llaz ordered with a smile on his face. He closed the channel and then looked at Pristacia. “As soon as the lander has cleared the estate grounds, open a secure channel with the Captain and advise her that we have stolen the Prism Passion.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s premature?” 
 
    Llaz looked away, thinking about the question. When his eyes came back to Pristacia’s, he shook his head ‘no’. “Nope. Not at all.”  
 
    “I’ll ready the secured channel,” Pristacia said, giggling. The crew was not a perfect body, but it was a functioning one, and things were steadily getting better. Z had relieved the crew of one potential problem, and there was no telling what he was going to do with Ephaliun and the others. Pristacia, however, was becoming anxious to see their return. That anxiety reminded the young woman of the development the First Mate would be expecting to see in her. 
 
    Reaching the lift pole, Pristacia decided to see to what Llaz had asked of her and then make her way to the Simulator Room. Techniques that had been very successful for Llaz awaited her, and she knew it would be better than simply waiting for an update. 
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    “What?” Bantar asked, quickly lifting his head up from his work. “Who goes there?” 
 
    “My, aren’t you the diligent one,” Tuitonn asked as he came into the light just in front of the door of the room that had been dedicated to the research of the collected majikul artifacts. “The First Mate takes two-thirds of your team without so much as a decent word of explanation as to why he would leave you out, and you just keep working.” 
 
    “Z told me he was leaving with the ship,” Bantar argued as he blindly reached for the sheet the three used to cover the desks when they were not in the room. 
 
    “You seek to hide something from me, child?” Tuitonn asked, taking on a soft glow of white light. 
 
    “Computer, sound alarm!” Bantar said as he threw the sheet over the floating sphere. He hopped down from his stool and bolted desperately for the door. As they opened, Bantar’s feet slid as he tried to reverse his course too quickly. A tall slender man walked into the room, carrying a bloody knife. He was dressed in a high-end business suit, collarless and reaching up to the chin. His blonde hair was slicked back, save for a few strands that fell over his face, showing signs that the man had been engaged in some measure of physical activity. 
 
    “Hello son,” the man said as he walked into the room. Bantar lost his footing and fell to the floor. 
 
    “Dad?!” Bantar stammered.  
 
    “I cured Mommy and your big brother,” the man said as she approached. “… now I’m going to cure you, and then your baby sister!” 
 
    “But you’re dead,” Bantar whispered as he crawled on his back, trying to get away from the man. 
 
    “You’re sick, son,” the man said as he reached for Bantar’s face, falling just short of his aims. “We’re all sick.” 
 
    “You’re dead! I know because I killed you!” Bantar yelled, getting up to his feet and running to the wall. 
 
    “You tried your best, son. You were always so strong; the strongest of us… but even you’re not strong enough to fight this off. There’s only one cure, son!”  
 
    “No,” Bantar panted, pressing his back into the wall. “You can’t be here!” 
 
    “That is your perspective,” Dungias said appearing as light shined down on him in the corner of the chamber. His arms were folded, looking completely oblivious to the situation. “… but just because you feel a certain way, does that really define the reality of the moment? Are you going to wait to feel the sting of that blade to ascertain whether or not your life is in danger?” 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, Bantar,” the man said softly. “It only hurts for a few moments, but it quickly passes.” 
 
    “No!” Bantar shouted. “I won’t let you get to Jossi,” the young man declared as his hands clenched into tight fists. He was too engaged to take note of the soft breeze that flowed through the room. The doors had not opened, and the ventilation systems were still inactive at the moment. “I stopped you before, I’ll stop you again!” 
 
    The slender man chuckled as he looked at Bantar. He shook his head and gestured toward the young man. “You don’t have a gun this time, son.” 
 
    “I’m not the child you tried to kill last time either!” Bantar hissed as his eyes sparked with a bronze light. Raw MannA coursed through his body as he threw his hands forward. The most common combative expression using raw MannA was a bolt, thrown by the InvokeR. It was fluid streams of electrical fire that arched toward the slender man, wrapping around his body, tearing through clothing and flesh as it lifted the man’s body from the floor. He screamed as the energy burned throughout his body. 
 
    “It’s okay, Dad,” Bantar whispered as his rage subsided. “It only hurts for a few moments.” His body shuddered as a pulse of energy was sent through the streams that caused the slender man to explode. “… but it quickly passes.” Bantar dropped to his knees, but it was not from being spent. The light of his MannA slowly died, leaving the marks of a charred floor and wall. 
 
    “Perhaps I should revisit my paradigm regarding how to approach members of this crew,” Tuitonn thought as the ceiling fans activated to clear the smoke. “But alas, it is too late to turn back, and this latest information is most interesting! 
 
    “Bantar, are you all right?” Tuitonn asked, choosing to float closer to the young man. “It’s just me, young man. It’s Tuitonn.” 
 
    “Tuitonn?” Bantar asked, looking around the room, seeing what he had done. There was evidence of everything he had done, but no sign of the body that had been his target. Bantar closed his eyes and shook his head. “It was an illusion, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it was.” 
 
    “Of all the things you could have put in my head, why did you have to bring that up?” Bantar asked as he got up to his feet. “What possible point of reason or logic explains that decision?!”  
 
    “I would rather not waste the time in making the effort,” Tuitonn quickly admitted. “It would only add insult to injury. However, in light of your reaction and performance, my reasons for testing you have been adequately justified. You allowed Teela to leave here thinking that she was the most gifted caster of the three of you. For her sake, I hope that serves to her advantage.” 
 
    “She is the strongest caster!” 
 
    “Is she now?” Tuitonn argued. “Look at the floor and walls and tell me that once more!” 
 
    Bantar glared at Tuitonn before he allowed his blue-eyed gaze to survey the research lab. One of the reasons why the room had been chosen was the resistance the tiles had to energy emissions. The tolerance of the building materials had been overwhelmed. Bantar walked over to the floor tile he had marked and squatted down, touching his fingers to the large black spot. It was still warm to the touch and he could feel where the MannA had burned into the tile. 
 
    “I did this?” he thought. 
 
    “Yes, you did,” Tuitonn replied and Bantar quickly powered up his goggles, though they were in the format of a necklace at the moment. “Well, that was rude!” 
 
    “You’ve got one shot at this, Tuitonn!” Bantar stood up, shouting and shaking. “You just sent me back to a time in my life where… where…” 
 
    “I think it will suffice to say that it was inhuman,” Tuitonn suggested. “If it means anything to you, Bantar, from what I am able to see from your memories, the dementia your father suffered from… it was induced.” 
 
    “WHAT?!” 
 
    “Allow me to illustrate,” Tuitonn said, creating another image of Bantar’s father, but this time as the man had truly appeared to the five year-old child. The image was focused on the face, and it was clear that Sholdren Forsetta was indeed weeping as he marched down his youngest son. “Tears,” Tuitonn pointed out. “It is quite seldom that dementia subjects demonstrating homicidal tendencies exhibit regret for what they are doing.” 
 
    “Seldom leaves room for–”  
 
    “Your eyes glanced over a murder report for your mother and brother,” Tuitonn interrupted. “You may not be able to see the report, but your subconscious has a very good picture of it. Two-thirds of the wounds on both of their bodies were shallow, Bantar; hesitation wounds. They were not killed at the same time, and they were the second and ninth victims of a spree your father carried out that horrible evening. The second… and the ninth!” 
 
    “Yeah, you’d think if he had gone total psycho… he would have warmed up to the idea by victim number nine.” 
 
    “More than that, you also managed to see one other report,” Tuitonn reported. 
 
    “Dr. Omdáo,” Bantar recalled. 
 
    “Only two wounds on that man’s body… one stab to the chest, reaching the heart, and one slash to the throat, striking bone!” 
 
    “That kind of inconsistency doesn’t make sense,” Bantar reasoned. 
 
    “Not with the normal development of the condition,” Tuitonn added. “And as cold as it may be to say, that is not why I am here. 
 
    “You have incredible potential in you, Bantar,” Tuitonn projected to Bantar’s mind, showing that he had reached a work-around of Z’s mental defenses. “… just not as the sort of InvokeR you envisioned.” 
 
    Bantar deactivated the mental shields. There was no sense in wasting perfectly good battery reserves. “And what sort did you have in mind, you evil marble from Hell?!” 
 
    “Good,” Tuitonn projected as a beam of golden light shot from the orb to Bantar’s forehead. “… so long as we have no delusions about who and what we are... we can get started!” Tuitonn gathered the information he had collected during his time on this ship and more importantly, during his time with the MannA Keys. He readied himself and Bantar for a considerable transfer of information. 
 
    “And just what are you, Tuitonn?” Bantar managed to ask, impressing the orb even more. 
 
    “Child, I have seen whole systems of planets come and go, and I have been made to serve some of the most powerful minds and wills the Stars have ever seen. But in all of that time, I have never wanted to serve any of my masters so much as I was compelled to be of use to them, lest they find another way to make the most of my being. There are two exceptions to this. The first was my creator. He was taken from me while this body of mine was still cooling.” The transfer began and Bantar’s eyes rolled back into his head. His eyelids closed as he clenched his hands together over his chest. “And now I find myself wanting to serve another. She will not be taken from me if I have any say in the matter!” Bantar blew out a deep breath and his body relaxed as the transfer continued.  
 
    “You want me to take his place?” Bantar asked, his mind picturing images of the Black Gate Professor who had managed to orchestrate the capture of Dungias. “A damn DreamCasteR?!” 
 
    “No, I want you to exceed him!” Tuitonn replied. “And their sort is hardly cursed, merely misunderstood and feared. I will task you to guard our mutual mistress from his sort… you will be her Dream Guardian and I will be the living nightmare to all her mean her harm!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I like to use ‘I Can’t Believe it’s Not Butter’ on my toast in the morning, because sometimes when I eat breakfast, I like to be incredulous. How was breakfast? Unbelievable!  
 
    Demetri Martin 
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    Lightly touching the fine linen napkin to her lips, Jocasta put it back in her lap before taking hold of the wine goblet, the only one on the table, to drink the last of her wine. She then looked at one of the servants and held up her empty glass. That servant looked to Oedelorana who quickly nodded them to refill the goblet. 
 
    Initially unbeknownst to Jocasta, but to her ever-increasing delight, Princess Maradothia had brought a few friends along to attend the late-morning breakfast, making it more of a social affair. Each one of Maradothia’s three friends had an entourage of two guards, and it was a point of pride for Jocasta that she had kept from laughing at the sight of the small army that had been gathered up on one glass-walled sundeck.  
 
    Prunth Gusellon was seated at Jocasta’s left at the large, rectangular, crystal table, and he seemed to be the youngest of the invitees. He was a very observant young Vohlterran – had barely spoken three sentences since the introductions – but he did not mind being seated next to the pirate captain. He had been the only one aside of Jocasta who had actually taken the time to enjoy the meal. Both of his guards seemed preoccupied with keeping their eyes on Jocasta, especially when she leaned over to their charge to whisper something in the young man’s ear. Rarely did she say anything of import, Jocasta simply loved irritating the two guards and had informed the young man of the fact. 
 
    Kesia Zankath sat opposite of Prunth, and the Vohlbred female was too busy trying to measure up to Maradothia to be of any interest to Jocasta or what passed for conversation at the table. Her treated golden blonde hair was as real as her teal contact lenses and layered porcelain skin. It seemed that no matter what topic was brought up, Kesia would inform everyone at the table she had experienced the best of it. 
 
    Next to Kesia and opposite Jocasta was a young man who was something of a mystery. Like Jocasta, he was not Vohlterran, but he was also not Human either. Dyanko Ziez was Purdian, and his dark green skin was only emphasized by his choice to wear all white clothing. But it was not his blood that made him curious to Jocasta. They young man displayed a range of emotions. He went from looking nearly disgusted with his current surroundings to slightly anxious, as if he were waiting for something to happen. 
 
    “It’s not helping matters that I get an itch whenever I look at him,” Jocasta thought as another group of fighters flew overhead. “… and it sounds as if the dogfight is over. Sometimes coincidence is a very funny thing!” 
 
    “… and in the last circuit, Emperor’s Glory ran ahead of every other entry,” Kesia said before chuckling. “Lord Bellgrun’s son and I had a wager for five hundred thousand credits, but he was foolish enough to bet against your father, my Princess. The Emperor certainly has a way with horses.” 
 
    “Not at all, I’m afraid,” Maradothia advised. “Glory and two other of my father’s champions were bred by Lord Yalzon. In fact, Yalzon horses have been the only ones to consistently beat my father’s. If anyone has a way with the equine, it’s that man.” 
 
    “You mean that he doesn’t sell his best to the Emperor?!” Oedelorana inquired, shocked at the notion of such a thing. 
 
    “It is a long standing relationship between families,” Maradothia explained. “In the forming days of the Empire, many of the KnighTs who guarded my family and defined the boundary of the Rims were of Yalzon blood! It seems they fell back to breeding mounts, but word through the Courts is that their skill with the sword is still remarkable.”   
 
    “Lord Durren Yalzon,” Kesia said with a coy smile on her face. “There’s all sorts of word through the Courts about the family skills.” 
 
    “Kesia!” Maradothia called to her friend, glaring at the woman seated to her immediate left. “Some things need not be repeated.” 
 
    “Then whatever would be the reason to have gossip?!” Kesia returned and Jocasta snorted a laugh. 
 
    “Damn fine spread, your ladyship,” Jocasta said as she smacked her lips for the first time since she had been seated at the table. “It’s been a port or two since I’ve had some high-handed human food!” 
 
    “I am glad you enjoyed your meal, Captain,” Oedelorana said with a smile and a nod for the woman seated to her immediate left. She picked up her glass and raised it, placing her eyes on the opposite end of the table. “To Her Majesty, the Princess, I hope this gathering and this meal was also to her liking.”  
 
    “I cannot say which is more sweeping, Lady Sylgarr,” Maradothia smiled, lifting her own glass. “… for I find the food and the company to be simply incomparable.” 
 
    “Speaking of,” Jocasta said, tossing down her napkin. “Perhaps we should get more acquainted. Princess, can you tell her ladyship and me about your friends? Let’s start with your Purdian cohort here.” 
 
    “You wish to begin with me,” Dyanko said just before wiping his mouth. 
 
    “I can talk to Vohlterrans any day of the week,” Jocasta explained. “You’re Purdian, right?” 
 
    “You have some experience with my kind?” 
 
    “Very little,” Jocasta stated, gesticulating an even lesser standpoint. “That’s why I’m so curious. Now, let me guess, and I hope I’m not being rude here.” 
 
    “Why do I find that hard to believe?” Kesia muttered. 
 
    “Kes,” Maradothia said before Jocasta could put her eyes on the young woman. “The Captain has carried herself in a most pleasant manner. Let us remain equal to the task. 
 
    “Actually, Captain, I met Dyanko just this semester. We’re both students at Gungil College.” 
 
    “And that’s in the Galena Barony, correct?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Very good, Captain,” Maradothia nodded. 
 
    “I find myself within earshot of so many conversations regarding schools and majors of study these days,” Jocasta said, beaming a bright and false smile. “That makes you a Scholar, right?” Jocasta inquired, looking back at Dyanko. “One who strides with Ris,” she said, rolling the ‘R’ of the name. “Did I say that right? I know it’s a sacred rite of passage.” 
 
    “Your slight exposure to my people must have been very meaningful,” Dyanko grinned. “That is indeed the way to pronounce the word. And yes, I am one who strides wi–” Jocasta’s gun fired into the young man’s chest and he fell back out of his chair. 
 
    “A nut-crunching phony!” Jocasta whispered, noticing that the energy bolt exploded just in front of the target; he was wearing a defense screen. “CeCe, grab Kesia!” she shouted as she clicked her heels together and thrust her cane into the ground behind her chair.  
 
    “Got her,” Cilrus said as he thrust his left hand forward. His piton was launched and the young girl screamed as the anchor pierced her right shoulder. 
 
    “Dammit, why didn’t he use the gravity setting?!” Jocasta thought as she activated her cane. She hated moving this slow, but she had to wait until Kesia was on her side of the table. “Or am I assuming that he has the option? Crap! Z, get your ass back here!” 
 
    “We’re made!” one of Dyanko’s guards cried as he dropped to his knee. “Fry the suits!” 
 
    Kesia screamed again as she was snatched up and out of her chair. Energy fields activated on each of the armoured estate and entourage guards. Only Dyanko’s guards were able to move, and that was not good. 
 
    “Two can play at that game,” Jocasta thought, reminded of how her First Mate could lock machinery. She tapped the command on her brace-com and waited for the response. The delivered energy pulses, however, were too powerful and the capacitors in each of the remaining suits of power armour exploded. “Whoops! 
 
    “Heads up!” Jocasta yelled, kicking into the table. Her body shuddered and she winced in pain as the table came up from the floor, flying toward the quickly rising Dyanko and his two guards. They fell to the ground under the weight of the table.  
 
    “Kot, I’m going to feel that in the morning,” she thought as she lifted her cane, holstered her blaster, and threw her head back. Her chair fell back and she back-rolled to her feet. “That table must weigh a ton!” Jocasta quickly pulled out and donned her gloves while surveying the immediate area. Whatever had been planned, she had moved before the attackers could. She had room and time, but neither in the capacity she preferred. 
 
    “Satithe– dammit! Computer, issue armed emergency recall,” Jocasta commanded, pulling her blade from her cane. She looked around to see that Cilrus had caught Kesia. The young debutante was still screaming, but she had a pretty painful reason for her cries. “Lorana, Princess, my six, now!”  
 
    “I don’t suppose you have another blade,” Oedelorana said as she moved quickly behind Jocasta. 
 
    “Right shoulder,” Jocasta said as she tossed her sword over her right shoulder, followed quickly by the scabbard. “They work well in tandem.” 
 
    “While I’d rather not be a pest,” Maradothia started when Jocasta huffed in disgust. 
 
    “CeCe, start moving Prunth and Kesia back. See what you can do with that wall!” Jocasta commanded as she reached to her back, at the inside of her coat. “Left shoulder, Your Majesty.” She pulled her fighting daggers and tossed them over her left shoulder.  
 
    “Move boy!” Cilrus commanded. “Grab her feet!” 
 
    “What about you?” Oedelorana asked as she embraced the weight, balance and quality of the weapon she had been handed. 
 
    “This is not a pirate’s sword!” Lady Sylgarr estimated as they all heard an echoing and reverberating voice on the other side of the toppled table. In a flash of light, four more armoured men arrived as the crystal table shattered. Three started toward the women while one turned toward the door that led into the estate house, tossing a disc toward the doorway. The disc emitted an energy field that was stronger than the walls of the house; no one was getting through it too quickly. 
 
    “And that cuts off any assistance from the house,” Jocasta thought. “I hate it when people working against me look good at what they’re doing! 
 
    “It looks like my weapon is on its way here,” Jocasta said as she drew from her shoulder holster.  
 
    “I doubt a projectile gun will fare better than your blaster,” Maradothia  said as she twirled the fighting daggers, finding great delight in holding the weapons. They possessed Delman weight and Olasson craftsmanship. Maradothia tapped a small gem at the center of her belt and her gown became form-fitting body armour. “But given what these blades feel like, I am sure you have your reasons!” 
 
    “Now see, after saying that, I have to start liking you!” Jocasta said softly as she called for her goggles, readying the formation of her mask, and set her gun for rapid fire. She could see Lady Oedelorana swing the blade she had been given. Two cuts were made and most of the skirt Lady Sylgarr had been wearing fell to the floor. 
 
    “Twenty seconds for wall breach,” Cilrus advised. 
 
    “He has to work slowly,” Jocasta quickly surmised as she started toward the approaching men. The first punched his gauntlets together, activating an energy field around his knuckles. “… too many friendlies in the blast area. But even ten seconds is two minutes too long!” 
 
     “This isn’t about you, woman,” the lead man warned. “Clear aside. You and your man can leave without harm.” 
 
    “You know, I can’t say I have any love for Imps either,” Jocasta replied. “But you had to go and mess with the one I respect. Sorry, chuckles, but if you wanna have a good day, get your people and clear the property. Lick your wounds and brag about the day you made a Princess piss herself!”  
 
    “We’ll be taking the Princess and the Lady Sylgarr,” the man replied, taking a combative stance. “And you’ll be pissing yourself plenty once you’re dead!”  
 
    “Deflect and pass right,” Lady Oedelorana called out as the man lunged toward Jocasta, throwing a straight left cross. Jocasta’s left hand slapped against the wrist, knocking the attack wide of her head. The armour was only protective, not powered. She twisted the man’s arm and lifted her gun, firing into the faces of the lead man and the man who was right behind him. As Maradothia had said, the individual bullets did less damage to the defense screens than her blaster. The barrage, however, jostled both men like a stiff jab. 
 
    “Mind the shock punch,” Jocasta huffed as she twisted the man’s arm to the other side of her body, bringing him into a shoulder throw. He rolled with the throw and came up to his feet, swinging for Lady Sylgarr’s face. 
 
    “Minded,” Oedelorana whispered as the cane struck the underside of the man’s arm. Lady Sylgarr stepped under the lifted arm, swinging the blade into the man’s side. As the cane maintained contact with the man, there was no defense screen to speak of and the blade cut deeply into the armour, nearly cutting flesh. The man staggered away and Oedelorana set herself for another assault. 
 
    The second man quickly recovered from being shot in the face and lowered his head, charging toward Jocasta. She left her feet and fell back, clicking her heels before lifting them up into the chest of the charging man. The man grunted at first, feeling the thrust of the gravity wave. He wailed as he was sent nearly straight up two meters, just missing the chandelier of the sun deck. Before he could come down, Maradothia passed under him, slashing with both daggers. Blood and bits of shattered armour flew from the man’s back and he yelled until he reached the floor. Jocasta winced as she rolled up to her feet. Her hip was really hurting now and she moved with a limp.  
 
    “Photonic,” she whispered as her knife deflected a dart that had been fired for her neck. She fired several shots for the floor near where the would-be Purdian was standing. Defense screens kept the force of the explosions from hurting them, but the floor tiles gave and Dyanko, along with his two guards and the man who had created the energy wall, fell the single meter to the true ground.  
 
    The last of the approaching men was wielding a sword and he thrust it for Jocasta’s chest. Stepping forward and using her bracer, Jocasta spun, deflecting the attack and swinging her gun for the man’s face. He ducked and stepped by Jocasta. Sparks flew as the edge of his blade ran across the tops of her bracers. Jocasta smirked before she took a lunging stride to her right. She then jumped up, clicked her heels, and stamped both feet against the man’s lifted arms. 
 
    “Step left!” Jocasta yelled as her body was sent back to Lady Oedelorana who barely stepped out of the way in time. The energy gauntlet wielder was not as fast. Jocasta’s knife plunged through the defense screen and into the chest plate of the armour. She could hear the man gasp. “Tried to warn you,” Jocasta whispered as she twisted the blade before ripping it free. 
 
    “Damn if the man didn’t warn me that the blade was very sharp!” Jocasta thought as she looked to the man’s back and could see he was lying on a weapons pack. “Hello… what do we have here?!” 
 
      
 
    The swordsman quickly recovered from the unexpected push he had received from the drop-kick and looked to press a prone opponent. Lady Sylgarr stepped into his path with her weapons at the ready. “Bit of a perplexing point, isn’t it?” she smiled. “If you’re here to kidnap me, you’ll have to use that blade. But how does one make good after kidnapping a corpse?!” 
 
    “We have regens, woman!” the man said, swinging up for her chest. The cane stopped the sword cold and Oedelorana slashed his chest twice before thrusting the sword into the man’s neck. 
 
    “And it appears you need one! Overhead, Captain!” Lady Sylgarr called out before tossing the sword and cane over her head before taking hold of the dying man’s weapon. 
 
    “Call the second wave, Master,” the man who had sealed off the house said to the Purdian whose green skin was slowly fading to a pale Terran flesh tone. He stepped back from the action and focused his thoughts, looking as if he was gathering power. But something suddenly went wrong. The man’s face twisted in surprise, pain, and fear as he looked at his hands… as they slowly turned to ice.  
 
    “Nooo!” the man wailed before he became a statue of frozen water. 
 
    “I think that will be quite enough of that,” Loranos said as he walked out from behind the afflicted InvokeR. A flick of his hand sent both guards flying to the closest walls. Hands of light formed to take hold of their arms, legs, and mouths, locking them into place. He looked to be ready to make the same power stroke against the rest of the raiders, but they were fired upon by Jocasta’s drones. Bio-electric blasts reached through their armour and stunned each combatant.  
 
    “Put a hold on that blast, CeCe,” Jocasta said as she slowly got up, her blade back in her cane and the confiscated pack over her shoulder. “Drones, my thanks. Get back to ship and plug in for recharging.” 
 
    Turning to face the young Sylgarr male, Jocasta squinted, hand-brushing the hair at the back of her neck. She then smiled and gave a blast of laughter. “Now that’s what I call an InvokeR!” 
 
    “Home-field advantage, I’m afraid,” Loranos admitted as he turned to Lady Sylgarr. “Mother?” 
 
    “I am quite all right, my son,” she quickly informed the Lord of the estate. “Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Likewise, milady,” Maradothia said, twirling the blades once more and shaking her head. “Thanks, in no small part, to our visiting pirate. What are the chances I can talk you into letting me keep these?” 
 
    “I doubt seriously it would reflect well on a princess to be caught wielding injectors,” Jocasta warned. 
 
    “These are injectors as well?!” 
 
    “That they are,” Jocasta answered, holding out her hand for her weapons. With great reluctance, the Princess twirled the weapons once more, taking them by the blades to offer them to Jocasta. “Not bad, Your Majesty.” 
 
     “You must be Captain Starblazer!” Loranos said, making an arms-open approach. His smile was bright and warm.  
 
    “Guilty as charged,” Jocasta grinned, taking hold of the young man’s wrist and thrusting the head of her cane into his stomach. 
 
    “Captain!” Oedelorana nearly shrieked as she and Maradothia started to move toward the pirate. Modified gauntlets took soft hold of their shoulders. 
 
    “Trust me, ladies,” Cilrus said as softly as he could and still be heard. “Interrupting her is not what you want to do at the moment.” 
 
    “Damn straight!” Jocasta said as she twisted Loranos’ arm. He bent forward with the leverage Jocasta applied, and she brought the head of her cane down on his extended forearm. Loranos screamed as he dropped to his knees.  
 
    All of the women shuddered at the sound of breaking bone. Cilrus’ eyes squinted and his nostrils flared. He wondered if the captain had a put a hand toward Llaz’s training. His blows were also quick, short-ranged, and surprisingly potent… despite how simple they might have appeared. “What kind of a caster with ‘home-field advantage’ allows a foreign InvokeR to cast spells against his own mother?!” 
 
    Hearing Jocasta’s inquiry robbed both Oedelorana and Maradothia of their fervor to intervene on Loranos’ behalf. The younger woman put her eyes to her elder, not knowing what to think of what she had just heard. It was a simple enough point – one that had been easily overlooked in the heat of the moment – but Jocasta’s question made incredible sense. Loranos had taken the title of Lord, and he had used the incantations woven into the estate. How could anyone else work MajiK on the estate without his permission or knowledge? 
 
    “It’s also not a common move to cover the mouth of a prisoner, genius! You’ve got more tells than a virgin in a whorehouse! 
 
    “What was it going to be, boy?” Jocasta asked, taking hold of Loranos’ hair. “You report the Princess and your mother have been abducted…” A knee lift to the face stunned the young man and Jocasta was pretty comfortable with the standpoint he would not be able to work a spell. “… but before the Imps could get their collective acts together, you’d swoop right in and save the day, eh?” Jocasta swung her cane across Loranos’ face and he fell to the floor. 
 
    “JoJo, please!” Oedelorana cried, closing her eyes to the sight. “Your next blow will call this mercenary’s sword to service once more!” 
 
    “You hear that, boy?!” Jocasta said, twirling her cane and setting herself to move. “You come clean, or I’ll have to beat the Kot out of the both of you!”  
 
    “Stop!” a young female voice cried. Everyone looked to see a distraught young girl coming from the estate house. It was Gulfrileene Sylgarr, the youngest child born to Oedelorana and Gulfrim. She had the tell-tale Sylgarr red hair atop her head and tears fell from her dazzling green eyes. “He won’t tell you, Captain, and I know you won’t stop.” 
 
    “And?” Jocasta asked, looking over her shoulder and marking Oedelorana’s position. 
 
    “They took everything when my father died!” the girl wept. “Already our name is no longer recognized at Court. They removed my father’s position on the Council of the Mage even though my brother is of age and of skill to take his place.” 
 
    “Loranos,” Oedelorana whispered, and Jocasta could hear genuine surprise in her voice. He had kept these developments away from his mother… trying to protect her from an ugly truth. 
 
    “That’s not all, Mother,” Gulfrileene said as she wiped her eyes and nose on her sleeve. “The Imperial telnet has posted a summons. Grandfather has sent for you. You are to be recalled to his estate. Your name was listed as Oedelorana Matheesa… Raynko.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Jocasta muttered as she took a step back from Loranos, her goggles returning to a choker. The fight was truly over now, and the last truth revealed was indeed a cutting one.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Maradothia said, stepping out of Cilrus’ grasp, lunging toward Kesia and landing a palm thrust to the woman’s face. Kesia’s head snapped back and the Princess landed a sharp chopping strike to the side of her neck, knocking her friend unconscious. 
 
    “Is that how you process surprises?” Jocasta asked, finding reason to be on her guard again. 
 
    “Lady Sylgarr, I trust the regenerators here can–” 
 
    “Make it so she cannot remember the last few minutes?” Oedelorana interrupted. “Yes, Your Majesty, they can.” 
 
    “Well, if we’re cutting into the witness count,” Cilrus said as he struck Prunth in the back of the head. The young man fell as Jocasta covered her face with her hand. Maradothia winced in sympathetic pain, but nodded her thanks to the gladiator before turning back to Oedelorana. 
 
    “Then they should still be recovering from that procedure while you and I address your father, Lord Raynko.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, please–” 
 
    “Forgive me, Lady Sylgarr, did I phrase that as a suggestion?” Maradothia interrupted this time. “If I did, then I misspoke. We are both children of the Imperial Court, milady. Were it not for you, I would not be a student at Gungil. I’d still be a prisoner in the Imperial Palace, becoming something like some of my siblings. What I owe you cannot be measured. So, if I must order you to let me assist you in this matter, please consider the order given.”  
 
    Lady Oedelorana curtsied with a bowed head. “It shall be as you have requested, Your Majesty. Might I see to my son before your friend?” 
 
    “At my insistence,” Maradothia replied, tapping her buckle to return to her gown and jewelry. 
 
    Jocasta watched as Oedelorana collected her daughter and summoned the servants to come out on the sun deck. “That’s some costume changer, Princess Maradothia.” 
 
    “Are you liking me even more now, Captain?” 
 
    “Give it up, kid,” Jocasta sighed. “You’re not getting the blades.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Maradothia muttered. 
 
    “And to answer your spoken question… yeah, I am. One helluva breakfast. What say you, CeCe?” 
 
    Cilrus put his fists on his hips and took a pose feigning glorious status. “Captain, I find myself the center of too much envy to care.” Jocasta laughed as she limped toward her chair. She was in her second stride when Oedelorana took hold of the pirate’s arm. 
 
    “There’s more than one regen, Captain. We’re taking care of that limp right now.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Jocasta said, pulling her arm free. “I don’t do other people’s regens.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, did I phrase that as a suggestion?” Oedelorana asked as she took a firmer grasp of Jocasta’s arm. The pirate waved off her enforcer who was about to make his presence known. 
 
    “You Imps love that line, don’t you?” 
 
    “One of the first things you pick up at Court,” Oedelorana jested as she started walking. 
 
    “Why did I wave him off?” Jocasta pondered as she limped along. She started to think of all the people who could get away with making her do what she had stated she did not wish to do. The list was short but very distinguished. “Because you respect her that much, Jo, that’s why. The woman was barking orders in the fight for sharp’s sake! Then she had the nerve to be good at it too! She’s not that old,” Jocasta weighed, looking the woman up and down. Oedelorana was aware of the survey, but believed it was best not to say anything. “Four kids and still has a bod! 
 
    “Say, Lady S, you in the market for a man? I’ve got this friend of mine, he’s happily married at the moment, but I’m sure we could work something out.” 
 
    “How could I begin to say no to that?” the sarcasm was thick in Lady Sylgarr’s voice. 
 
    “I’m just saying, the title of Governor’s Mistress has all sorts of appeal!” 
 
    “Getting to more serious matters,” Maradothia said as she started looking around. “… if that man is not Dyanko…” 
 
    “Loranos has him in one of the guest rooms,” Gulfrileene advised. “… bound by a spell.” 
 
    “That’s not going to go over well,” Maradothia spoke her thoughts. “Tell me, Captain, how did you know that the InvokeR was lying?” 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me, Your Majesty,” Jocasta smiled in-between limping strides. “Having one up on an Imperial kinda feels good at the moment. CeCe, get up to the spellbound Purdian and bring him to the med-room. I’ll talk to him and see if we can come to a less aggressive solution.” 
 
    “Concern, Captain?” Maradothia questioned. “Is that the pirate way?” 
 
    “Now I know I have two up on you!” Jocasta huffed as she walked. “Having served with three in particular, I will say this much: you open the book on a Purdian, make right with your gods. With any good luck, one of them will smite you and save you the pain of the Purdian resolve!” 
 
      
 
    Her blue eyes opened to look up into the face of her enforcer and Jocasta could have thought of a number of things she would have preferred to have seen first over Cilrus’ face. The image was stirring enough to make Jocasta want to get out of the regenerator more quickly than what would have been considered the normal haste. 
 
    “I trust everything is clean and green,” the pirate captain said as she reached for her clothes. 
 
    “As clean as it can be, given the circumstances,” Cilrus replied. “What passes for law around these parts is here and they’re waiting for you. It seems that word slipped that you were a self-professed pirate.” 
 
    “Where did that slip from?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Not sure, but they took our weapons an–” Cilrus’ report was cut short by the back of Jocasta’s hand. 
 
    “Care to tell me why you’re not in a regen, CeCe?” Jocasta asked sharply. “Because you’re here, which means you didn’t cut and run, get word to the ship, and yank my ass out of here. You surrendered?!” 
 
    “Captain, there was at least a score of ‘em,” Cilrus tried to explain before receiving another slap. This one forced him to move back a step. Fists formed at the ends of his arms as he glared down on Jocasta. 
 
    “Oh, so you can square off against me, but a score of guards makes you cower like a scared little bitch!” Jocasta moved so that she was closer to Cilrus, giving him the advantage. “You feelin’ froggy? Jump! I’ll be your Lilly pad… once!” Cilrus stared into unwavering blue eyes of steel and decided it was best to take a step back. “I thought as much. That was just the preamble. I will deal with you once we get back aboard ship,” Jocasta huffed as she quickly put on her clothes. She walked out if the infirmary with intent and speed, the heels of her boots announced that she was coming, and no one took the option of remaining in her path. 
 
    “I’ll be having my effects, if you please,” Jocasta announced as she walked into the parlor. Both Loranos and Oedelorana moved quickly to speak to Jocasta, but the former stopped when his mother’s hand was pressed into his face.  
 
    “Captain Starblazer, up from your nap. Allow me to introduce you to Investigator Lulgere of the Inter-Baronial Constabulary and Commander Tarx of the Baronial Armada. They are here to investigate a recent theft in the area. As to your effects, I thought they were in need of maintenance.” Jocasta looked into the woman’s eyes and read a silent plea written across her face. A blind man could see the captain was on the verge of spewing rage, but Lady Sylgarr was begging Jocasta to stay her wrath. “The technicians should be done shortly.” 
 
    Commander Korren Tarx stood with his Lieutenant and looked upon the woman who had just entered the room. His eyes had only just come to her, as he had decided to first look at everyone else’s reaction to her arrival. Members of the Imperial Court did not move any faster than they felt they had to, and that normally meant for the Emperor or his immediate family. But it was not the Princess who had entered the room. She was already there, and even she had moved expeditiously to intercept the blonde-haired woman. Then there was the newly named Lord Sylgarr who had been mushed in response to his efforts to speak to the woman. As the young man stepped back, he had looked more worried than mortified or outraged.  
 
    “Lady Sylgarr’s explanation verges on duplicity,” Tarx thought as he slowly turned to face this Captain Starblazer. “This woman commands respect, and waking to find one’s possessions removed can be disconcerting. But it seems my colleague of the moment is already on the move. How quaint!” 
 
    Tolpo Lulgere was a portly man who believed his talents were better applied elsewhere. He did not like working with the regular militia, but given the matter of what had been purloined, he really did not have a choice in the matter. “Greetings to you, Captain,” Tolpo said as he approached, offering his hand. “So good to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    Jocasta held Lady Sylgarr’s eyes for a moment longer before she stepped toward the man. She took hold of his hand and her grip was felt. “Investigator,” she said softly. “So, a theft in the vicinity, eh?” 
 
    “Indeed, Captain,” Lulgere said as his hand was released. “You wouldn’t know anything about it, would you?” 
 
    “What was stolen?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “That I am not at liberty to say,” the Investigator replied. 
 
    “So you want to know if I know anything about the theft of… something,” Jocasta said before nodding. “Now that you mention it, there have been several such wrong doings in this area. Someone has stolen time out of your day asking you to investigate a missing question mark… your normal place of respect has been purloined because the former point makes you look like an utter buffoon, which I hope to be untrue… and lastly, someone stole my last chance for getting any good sleep today.” 
 
    “According to your man here, you are a pirate,” Korren advised.  
 
    “I’m sure he meant to say privateer,” Maradothia offered as she took a step toward the group. “This is all a simple misunderstanding.” 
 
    “A moment, Your Majesty,” Korren replied, lifting his hand toward the Imperial Princess. “But this is not the Inner Rim. While the Garnet Barony has respect for the Imperial Throne, it does not and will not be guided by the perspectives of any member of the Imperial Court.” 
 
    “Strong words, Commander,” Jocasta grinned. 
 
    “You’ll find they are spoken by a strong man, Captain,” Commander Tarx quickly returned. “You’ll forgive me if I feel that the confession of your crewman calls for further questioning. I’d hate to lose any further respect in your eyes.” 
 
    “Trying to catch the Investigator, Commander?” Jocasta asked, stepping closer to the lean man. She looked up into his gray eyes and smiled. “But I agree with your assessment. Truth is, despite the earnest and very much appreciated efforts of the Imperial Princess, I am a pirate.  
 
    “You have a crime… you also have a timeline,” Jocasta stated. “By now you’ve already verified when I landed at the estate, which means if I was a suspect, I would already be in restraints. This is an old power play between dumb constable and dumber constable. And while I can’t say which one of you is which, I think we’ve all seen it played better. You have a pirate, and you have a crime, the two don’t mesh. So between ample boy’s inane questioning and you posing for Stud Quarterly, I’m supposed to run scared and do something silly? Got that many high-rollers breathing down your necks, do you?” 
 
    “What makes you think the victim is affluent?” Korren pressed. 
 
    “Because both of you are here!” Jocasta barked. “Only juicy and rich assholes could call the ball on that one.” Jocasta pointed at the two lead uniformed men. “You two have got the mutual appreciation of a cat and a rat… can’t say I’m not a fan of either.” 
 
    Korren looked back at Lulgere and the Lieutenant and gave the head gesture for the men to take their leave. One of the most prized possessions in The Territories had been stolen. The only thing they had to show for their investigation was charred earth and lost fighters. It had been a bold but ultimately desperate ploy: to bring in a pirate to give their respective superiors something to concentrate on. The woman appeared to be young, but she had been in the company of or the practice of piracy for a considerable length of time. Tarx walked out of the room followed by Lulgere who at least managed a head nod. The moment the two were out of her eyes, Jocasta’s smile faded and she turned to face Lady Sylgarr who was already giving the order to fetch JoJo’s effects. 
 
    Jocasta turned and put her eyes on Cilrus who chose not to hold her stare. “Didn’t think of leading off with ‘Lady Sylgarr took your weapons’?” He looked down and she sighed before turning to face Maradothia. “Privateer? Not bad, Your Majesty. There are many in my stride who would look favorably on such a position.” 
 
    “I would never make the mistake of extending the offer to you, Captain,” Maradothia explained. “I just did not wish to see further blood spilled in this house.” 
 
    “Speaking of blood, what is the understanding here?”  
 
    “Captain, I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” the Princess quickly answered, giving a gentle smile as she spoke. “I and my friends accepted an invitation to a brunch at the Sylgarr Estate in order to discuss Loranos’ appointment to the Council as a Legacy. I am simply waiting for my brother, the Regalion, to endorse Loranos’ application. I will stand with Lady Sylgarr when the announcement is made on the Imperial Telnet Grid.” 
 
    “Nifty,” Jocasta replied. She waited for a moment before taking three steps toward Loranos, glaring at him and leaning in close to speak softly. “Just so there’s no unmarked debris between us, in my book, you put an offensive hand to someone I like. The fact she’s your mother is the only reason why you’re still breathing!” Jocasta’s face softened as she turned to face Maradothia. “Must be nice to have that kind of weight to throw around,” she said, walking to meet the servant carrying her weapons.   
 
    “You sound as if you have to make the assumption, instead of recalling a similar incident,” Maradothia countered. Jocasta laughed as she donned her coat, and Maradothia maintained her smile as she approached to speak at a volume where only Jocasta could hear her. “But let us be women now as we have been up to this point. You are a criminal, Captain, albeit a respectable and perhaps even an honorable one. If you dare to cross the boundaries of the Inner Rim–” 
 
    “Pray I’m not crossing those lines because I’m after you or someone you cherish, Your Majesty,” Jocasta interrupted, locking her eyes on Maradothia’s. “Additionally, I hope the souls you dispatch after me have their affairs in order. Respect has been received and, in your name, respect is given. But let’s get one thing straight and sure. You’re an adorable asshole! I cut the right vein and you bleed the blood of the people… that’s the adorable part, because there’s a shortage of throne-warmers that are worth a Kot. But please believe… that won’t stay my hand if you get in-between where I am and where I’m going.” 
 
    “You sound as if you sit atop a throne yourself, Captain,” Maradothia remarked. 
 
    “Now you’re getting nasty,” Jocasta returned. 
 
    “Not yet, Captain. 
 
    “And you better hope not ever, Princess!” Jocasta turned and walked to Lady Sylgarr, once again surprising the woman with an embrace. She kissed the woman on the cheek before whispering, “Not for nothing, but if she’s got all that piss and wind, why didn’t she call Big Daddy Emperor? Keep her close if you want, but keep your blaster closer! Seats only have meaning at a table.” 
 
    “And may you find bright stars in your path, Captain,” Oedelorana said with a genuine smile. She gave Jocasta’s arms a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “Even if I have to steal them first.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    There is no short cut to achievement. Life requires thorough preparation – veneer isn’t worth anything.  
 
    George Washington Carver 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.15) 
 
      
 
    Dungias stepped down from the gangplank of the Kulri-Kraythe, his cloak unfurling from a dimensional pocket at the back of his neck. A slight glint of light shone from the silvery lining as the fabric fell around the shoulders of the Traveler. When the cloak made contact with the sleeve where Alpha rested, Dungias’ awareness was increased and he moved the hood up and over his head. The lining of the hood was just above his eye line and it linked with his goggles. Though none of the crew of the Xara-Mansura walked with him, the Star Chaser was not alone. His brace-com signaled that it had established linkage with the computer aboard his scout ship, and Dungias was reminded that only one of his creations was with him now. His hand touched against Alpha’s sleeve and he could feel a responsive wave of gravity softly grip at his fingertips for a moment.  
 
    Dungias recalled the knowledge Eesa had given him. Though her teachings were over a thousand years old, it did not appear as if this place had been renovated, so the coordinates he had been given sufficed. He walked away from the landing field and toward the super-structure, reflecting over recent events. 
 
      
 
    The Master Traveler considered those he had left at Smitty’s research facility. CK had suggested that it be called the Endigun Platform, and Dungias did not have an argument to the contrary. At the controls of the Kulri-Kraythe as it emerged from an aperture, Dungias could see it.  
 
    “Now that place looks important!” Darthi had remarked and Dungias allowed himself to smile. 
 
    “Truly you are a navigator, little one,” he had replied, resolving what needed to be done with each of those who had come from Rims Space with him. 
 
    Looking at the changes that had been made for training Jocasta and Persephone, the notion of what to do with Satithe, Jovasor, Teela, Rahneece, Ephaliun, and the Xaraman Triplets had become clear to the Traveler. After securing the treasure of his Captain, Dungias had decided to apply the methodology of how Alpha had been created to compose a computer program that would bring each of his intended targets into a scenario whereby he could either initiate or further their training.  
 
    BJ and Berylon had arrived minutes after they received the summons from the Master of The Campus. Dungias had smiled, embracing them both, commenting on how they looked to be more vibrant than when he had seen them last. The compliment had been well-received, though Berylon had gone out of his way to give his positive review regarding the Traveler. 
 
    As Dungias had suspected, BJ possessed a stone much like the one inside Alpha that could read life-force, though the Founder’s stone was not as strong as Dungias’. A moot point, as the Malgovi man had volunteered himself to be read and recorded so that BJ could monitor the scenario-building program. Berylon had then presented Dungias with a gift. He took hold of Alpha for a moment and then allowed his light to flow into the Osamu. The beginning concepts of Living EnerJa had been donated to Dungias’ ever-growing library, along with a few skill-craft lessons on how to construct power crystals. The Traveler had thanked his Light Brother and then saw to the immersion of each of his charges into the training program. BJ had smiled when he realized that along with the living and breathing crewmen, Satithe was also being taken into a scenario. 
 
    “You never cease to amaze me, Dungias,” BJ had commented. “You don’t see her as a machine at all, do you?” 
 
    “I see her as exactly a machine, my friend,” Dungias had returned. “I simply do not subscribe to the common Human perspective that limits anything built by the hands of man as being less than having the potential for life. Satithe has a pulse just as you and I do, she needs energy as you and I do… and she has fears and regrets as you and I do. It is the lattermost of these three conditions that I must address if she is to be healed.” 
 
    “And thus what I see is now understood,” Berylon had stated, placing his hand on Dungias’ shoulder. “And the costs of your trekking can never be measured.” 
 
    “There we must disagree, my friend,” Dungias had replied. “The cost was clear and more commonly referred to as ‘necessary’. But to fulfill this Star Quest, I cannot do what must be done from outside the situation. I must be fully engaged, and those that trek with me must be this way as well. My decision to be captured was of great risk, but it was also the most expedient means to rid my Captain of a constant aggravation who possessed the capability to be more than an annoying distraction.” 
 
    “And the one that was lost?” BJ had inquired. 
 
    “The means by which all others will be measured,” Dungias had quickly returned. “Unfair as that might prove to be. And for the vow she made to me – the one she died keeping – I now view and judge myself according to the standard she has established.” Dungias had had his back to the silent exchange of glances between BJ and Berylon, but he had not missed it.  
 
      
 
    “What sort of hubris has this woman infected me with?” Dungias thought as he continued to walk. “To take pride in being able to wipe the confident smirk off of BJ’s face.” The smile became a soft chuckle as Dungias reached what appeared to be an abandoned building. It was without occupants; it was not without presence, not without power. Dungias could already feel it, though nothing registered on his goggles. He was reminded of one of his ascensions; he had had to remove his goggles to see the Chorus. A tapped button on his brace-com lowered the goggles but left a trigger to a very fast return. 
 
    A scent crossed his senses, but only for a single whiff. Whatever it was, it was capable of incredibly fast movement. Dungias’ eyes squinted as he extended his senses. He found a small degree of confusion, though curiosity was probably a better word. As he drew closer to the building, that curiosity became anger. His approach was not something it approved of and Dungias stopped walking. 
 
    “Can you understand me?” he asked, speaking louder than his normal volume. He waited as his chin came up from his chest. He could hear movement to his right; one hundred thirty-five meters distant and ten meters off the ground. Dungias looked to his left, allowing his cloak to look to his right. He could see dust at the height and distance he had estimated, on top of a metallic sculpture of some sort, and another small cloud even further away on the ground. 
 
    “Moving around to my rear,” Dungias thought, hearing the movement circle around to his back. Whatever it was, it moved with the speed of a hover-bike. “And not alone!” Dungias realized, taking a step back. He leaned back as a figure streaked in front of him, a single claw coming away from the body and passing centimeters in front of his face… what would have been his neck had he remained standing. “Alpha!” 
 
    An invisible pulse of energy passed from the Osamu. Dungias smirked as he could barely feel its passing. The ground where the creature ran suddenly gave way as the gravity was altered to make the firm stone fly apart at the slightest touch. The creature, now clearly identified as hominoid, fell and tumbled for nearly fifteen meters. 
 
    “I believe that is what Jocasta would call Deceleration Trauma,” Dungias said softly, turning to follow after the tumbling body. “Is it tri-pedal?” he asked as his goggles formed over his eyes. “No, it has a tail.” Dungias stopped walking and jumped straight up. Another speeding form passed under him and merged with the still rolling creature as Dungias landed on the ground. He wondered if that form could have been the one making the sounds that nearly distracted him from feeling the approach of the creature. “Most interesting! 
 
    “I will ask again if you can understand me,” Dungias called out, lifting his hands up. 
 
    “Understand,” the creature hissed as it glared at Dungias. Given its incredible speed, he was not surprised to find it of a slender build. Its skin was gray, tinged with a very slight tone of sea foam green. A tuft of navy blue hair was atop its head, a thin line of hair ran down its back. Three-fingered hands and two-toed feet ended in sharp claws, and the long, thin tail swayed back and forth. “Not welcome here!” 
 
    “This place belongs to you?” Dungias asked. Almost immediately he felt the sentiment of duplicity and the creature nodded to the affirmative. 
 
    “He knows you’re lying!” a voice echoed throughout the area. “You must kill him!” 
 
    “Alpha?” 
 
    “I detect nothing in the way of life-force manipulation or any of the Energies we have ever encountered,” the Osamu answered. “But I am registering fear in the voice. I would conclude that it is merely an assumption.” 
 
    “I concur,” Dungias muttered, watching the figure grind its feet against the ground. “And I think that voice said exactly what was needed to in order to goad our latest acquaintance into another attack.” 
 
    “Which will probably be faster than the last,” Alpha added as the creature’s solid yellow eyes squinted and it bared its razor sharp teeth. “Apparently it is a carnivore.” 
 
    “No,” Dungias said, turning his left shoulder to the creature and engaging the Star-Stride. “Look more closely. The teeth, the speed, even the clawed tentacles hiding behind its back. All of these are addendums; this is not the creature’s true form. 
 
    “And it is not practiced in matters of combat,” Dungias thought, stepping to his right while lowering his head and lifting his left arm into the chest of the creature. Several clawing attacks passed harmlessly over the Traveler as the torso of the creature was brought to a near stop. The legs, for the most part, kept running and the momentum made it so that the creature landed hard on its back. The impact could have been more punishing, but Dungias had absorbed most of the creature’s kinetic energy on contact. He returned that energy to the lobe of the brain responsible for conscious thought. The creature convulsed before falling unconscious. 
 
    “It would seem that if you want me dead,” Dungias shouted, “… you will need to be more responsible for your own desires… or find another puppet to do your bidding. While you are making your decision, I will see to my desires.” Dungias turned and walked to his destination. 
 
    Upon entering the construct, the Traveler could feel the power he had detected earlier. The walls of the construct were especially good at containing energy, and now his cloak served as protection from more than being seen or the harshness of the elements. It was not a normal sort of building. There were no corridors, the entirety of the building was dedicated to a massive single chamber with a rather impressive looking – and feeling – centerpiece. 
 
    “And there it is,” Dungias thought, looking upon a fountain of white, black, and silver starlight that flowed up from the ground and into what must be some kind of aperture, as he had not seen anything above the building from the outside. He settled himself and extended his senses once more. The effort had only just been initiated when he heard laughter echoing through the chamber. Looking around for the source of the sound, Dungias caught sight that the door through which he had entered was no longer there. “Yet I felt no shifting,” Dungias thought. 
 
    “And what are you looking for?” the voice asked in perfect Liangu which sounded almost like music to Dungias’ ears. 
 
    “I was curious to know if there was an attendant to this facility,” Dungias replied in his native tongue. “With what I was told I could find here, it seemed a reasonable expectation.” 
 
    “And if I were to judge you based on the weapons you have brought with you?” the voice asked. “Would I be within my right to destroy you?” 
 
    “I cannot speak to the rights you observe, for I do not know them,” Dungias replied. “You know the language of my people, do you also know of its culture?” 
 
    “And if I do?” 
 
    “Then your question would have been just how close to the ideals of the Malgovi do I trek,” Dungias explained. “Were the worlds of mortals more organized, I would only wear weapons on the occasions dedicated to such actions and measures. As it happens, the exercising of free will and the application of various perspectives creates a chaos within the order of the Cosmos.” 
 
    “Some would say the Cosmos is chaos,” the voice contended. 
 
    “I have heard such proclamations.” 
 
    “And… what say you to them?” 
 
    “A very interesting shift in the conversation,” Dungias thought, continuing his sweep of the chamber. 
 
    “From my perspective, I find them to be short-sighted,” he answered. “The Cosmos is the thing which created us, we did not create it, and as such we can make so little of an impact on it. What it does we seldom understand and can barely anticipate. It has been my experience that most statements of cosmic chaos are more based within personal perspective and emotion than they are substantiated by facts.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” the voice asked, though the tone had changed. The voice sounded older and the words seemed to caress Dungias, almost embracing him in warmth and comfort. 
 
    “I am a Star Chaser, dispatched by a starling  on a quest,” Dungias stated. “The Stars of the Rims are in need of assistance. Most are not awakened, and the Anchored Stars are in contrast to their normal nature. Eesa has asked me to come to this place… she told me that I could procure a star-pod here.” 
 
    An orb of light came out of the upward stream of stars and hovered over the stones that served as the shore from the celestial geyser. “Did she now?” the voice Dungias had been speaking with came from the orb, but the Traveler could perceive so much more than sound. He could feel sentience; an intelligence unencumbered by time and space. It existed before those definitions, and it was anxious to speak with Dungias. “I can see her light inside you, Z’Gunok Tel Dungias, Master Traveler, Savior of his Vu-Prin, the Malgovi… the Vinthur… the BroSohnti… and the Seven. Master of The Campus… First Mate, first gun, first blade, and first mind to JoJo Starblazer… and yes, of course… Star Chaser! Would you prefer if I call you Z?” 
 
    “It is a name I have grown accustomed to hearing,” Dungias replied. “The more I hear it, the more I am reminded of my friend and my Captain.” 
 
    “And thus your zeal to maintain the Cutter-bar is refueled, isn’t it?” the orb asked. 
 
    “Among other things, yes,” Dungias admitted.  
 
    “It would seem that your instincts are strong, Z,” the orb said, coming further away from the stream of light. “For I am the attendant of this chamber and through me is the means to procure a star-pod. But I can only send you to the place where you will find them.  
 
    “In order for a mortal to walk away from this place with a star-pod, that entity must confront the Astral Worms. Through the stream is the only way you can reach them.” Dungias’ brow drew tight over his eyes. He had searched the chamber to the limits of his perception and found that he was center stage in the midst of a thousand souls, all swirling around him, much like a Chorus of the Stars.  
 
    “The only way,” Dungias repeated, closing his eyes. Ascension normally came with a feeling that he was leaving his body, but on this occasion, it felt as if his entire being simply departed from the dimension the chamber called home. Now he was in a place that greatly resembled another chamber in the InterVoid; where he had stood trial, charged with the crime of destroying Kiaplyx. But there was no Borsidia of the Prel’Dethiak, no Kyonn of the Orov, and certainly no Nes posing as his advocate while the fate of his life was debated. Here all those that were seated were Malgovi, but their clothes were unlike what passed for the fashion of his people.  
 
    “So, duplicity is not beyond the attendant of the chamber,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “Should it be?” a chorus of voices asked, but none of the mouths of the Malgovi watchers moved. “Do you not also engage in falsehoods in order to gauge questionable persons?” 
 
    “I do,” Dungias nodded. “I do, however, try to limit the application of that gauging so that, pass or fail, the entity is as alive as when I encountered them.” 
 
    “That is a truth, Traveler,” the voices replied. “And a very strong truth as well. Behold!” Just as quickly as it had formed in front of his eyes, the massive room faded and Dungias found himself floating in astral space. It was somewhat relaxing, but he hoped he would not be ‘rescued’ by another sphere-shaped spacecraft. 
 
    “You should be so fortunate,” a voice called to him through the void. Dungias’ eyes gaped wide at the sight of the creature as it flew under him. It was clear why they had come to be called worms, as their bodies were much like that of a flatworm that was beige in color with swirls of pink or purple that blended into the skin. Along the underbelly, Dungias could see an incandescent fin that started under the chin, resembling a goatee. Where it was attached at the body, the fin was solid and bronze. The further away from the body, the more it blended into a white, veil-like skin composed of closely formed crystals that remained in place due to a power Dungias could not see and could barely feel. The fin became three star-tipped tails. 
 
    “The head of it is three times the size of the Xara-Mansura,” Dungias thought as he watched the gigantic form swim through the astral void. 
 
    “At least, I would think,” the Astral Worm replied as the patches of color glowed a bright violet light. “At least in this form.” Dungias could see the creature possessed a single eye in the middle of its head. It was veiled so he could not see it, but he could feel when the creature’s stare was on his person. Three more worms flew by, each one trailing a thin strand of light. Three more flew in patterns perpendicular to the first three and Dungias could see that the strands were about to be woven into some kind of formation. He was amazed to see that done with light, and had to be brought back into the moment and away from observing the work of the other Astral Worms. 
 
    “A star-pod?” the worm asked as it approached. “That is a very powerful device, Traveler.” 
 
    “From what I understand of it, I would agree,” Dungias responded. “But this is not for me, it is for a newly awakened Star.” 
 
    “Yes, you mentioned Eesa before,” the Astral Worm stated. “We are familiar with her light and it is clear that she trusts you, Traveler. But how can you know to trust us?” 
 
    “If I should be given something other than what I seek, expect me to return once the truth has been revealed to me,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “Are you threatening us, Traveler?” 
 
    “Failing one of your falsehood tests would be most disagreeable,” Dungias returned sharply. The Astral Worm gazed at the Traveler for a moment before light sparked from its belly-fin. The creature curled up in a ball as the light quickly covered its body. The light covered the transformation to a much smaller curled form that straightened out as a chamber formed around Dungias. He could hear the walls, floor and ceiling locking into place as the hominoid form touched down on the floor tiles. 
 
    “I sincerely doubt you have failed many tests, Star Chaser,” Dier-Nesekor said as his Chancellor robes formed around his body. 
 
    “Nes?!” Dungias gasped. 
 
    “Now that I will take as a compliment,” Nes said with a smirk, but he quickly closed his eyes and waved off Dungias’ conclusions. “… but I cannot allow you to proceed any further down that road. I am not an Astral Worm.” 
 
    “You are not?!” 
 
    “I am sure you remember the Ulti-Mind that the Savanté used,” Nes said with a soft smile. “Well, I am something like that, only here I am called an Astral Eye. While my masters see to the texture of the astral realm, it is my task to keep matters within the realm within acceptable parameters of creation and entropy. The Tribunal of Chancellors is merely one tool used to keep things in line.” 
 
    “Even if the other Chancellors are unaware of what you really are,” Dungias added. 
 
    “Even if,” Nes said confidently. “Would you have preferred something like what the Malgovi have established? Something along the lines of a monarchy, perhaps?” 
 
    “The solution is never found in the form,” Dungias returned.  “While I have love, faith, and respect for what my Queen has done and will do, she follows behind a throne that allowed for the BroSohnti to be used in a manner I would have thought was beyond our capacity to inflict.” 
 
    Nes shook his head in disgust, placing his hands on his hips. “That’s not a thought, Traveler, that is a voluntarily-blinded hope. You want to believe your people to be beyond such measures and yet you stand here, shay-spawn! The very fact that there is a term for you demonstrates that capacity. Your love for your people is what keeps you blinded!” Nes sighed, turning his back to Dungias. He had to reconsider his position and his actions. Had he moved too soon? And since the move had already been made, could he limit the fallout from what had been a poorly made decision?  
 
    Dungias lowered his head, closing his eyes. The pain of Nes’ words ran through him and it found the tucked away pockets of fear, pain, and contempt; all leveled at his people. From the complete stranger to those who shared his blood, the Malgovi and the Vinthur confused Dungias, but not so great was the tumultuousness of his thoughts that the images of Laylaria, Nugar, Danatra, Guyn, Onkorro, Kynsada, Berylon, Sarukannah, Jocasta, and Persephone did not fail to give him strength and direction. Smiling, he came to realize that they were living examples of the perfect retort. 
 
    “You are correct,” Dungias admitted, and it was the tone of his voice that gave Nes pause. It was filled with a depth of understanding that the Astral Eye needed. “But it is also love that gives me vision. I will not abandon that love. Still, it is clear I must endeavor to find a greater understanding of myself.” 
 
    “Then complete your answer,” Nes directed, daring to hope. “You said, ‘the solution is never found in the form’, and then we took a tangent. Please, finish your thought.” 
 
    “People are flawed… and thusly, anything they create has the same capacity for imperfection,” Dungias started. “If they lose sight of their imperfections, they close their mind to the possibility of error which is the worst mistake to make. More to your original inquiry, it would not matter what form of governing you decide to implement, but the people you chose to look after it. It is there where you will find success and failure.” 
 
    “And what have I found, Traveler?” Nes asked, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    “Both,” Dungias answered, as something within him stirred. He frowned at the thoughts entering his mind, but he was able to speak and finish his delivery. “Though it seems that they are becoming unequal in proportion.” 
 
    “And what moves through your mind now?” Nes asked. 
 
    “Another piece of the answer,” Dungias declared. “The Star Quest I have taken… my decisions, to a point, have been helpful to the cause, but I did not engage them for the right reasons. That must be corrected.  
 
    “But that is neither why you are speaking nor why I am here,” Dungias said, lifting his head and seeing that the appearance of Nes had changed. He had moved away from his humanoid form and was now an eye of astral energy, composed of the very same light Dungias had seen being created by the Astral Worms.  
 
    “Well done, Traveler,” Nes’ voice now echoed all around the Star Chaser and he could feel power within its tones. “You certainly keep things interesting.” 
 
    “A trait I have been… infected with, I fear,” he replied. “One cannot spend too much time in the presence of suspense incarnate and not take on some of its characteristics.” 
 
    “Welcome to parenthood,” Nes stated.  
 
    “Indeed,” Dungias said as his eyes squinted at a particular notion. The anger and frustration he had for Nes was for a face that the Astral Eye had presented. One Nes felt he had to present in order to do what he had been created to do. The apparent distrust of the High Chancellor had made Dungias a potential tool for Borsidia to use and thusly, one of her hidden treasures, Endigun Smitty, was something she was eager to engage if only to increase her inroads into the Traveler’s confidence. Nes could not have known what Borsidia was going to do to win Dungias’ favor, but that did not matter. Whatever form that action had taken, Dungias would take the gift and make it his own, and therefore it would be something the Astral Eye could also use. 
 
    “But who could have planned for Smitty’s death?” Dungias thought. 
 
    “No one,” Nes answered as the eye flared with light. “Which is why creating his death was one of my better ideas!” From the center of the light came the one hundred and twenty-nine centimeter frame of the Meacruhn man Dungias had come to know and love as one of his closest friends and mentor. 
 
    “Bah!” the small-framed man huffed as he walked. “Don’t you dare let him take all the credit for what was originally my idea!” 
 
    “Master!” Dungias cried, running to embrace the man, lifting him from the floor. Chuckling and patting the Malgovi on the shoulder, Smitty looked up at Nes and huffed. 
 
    “When we decide to craft a mate for this one…uhn… she must have a strong back! There, there, my friend. Thank you for erasing what few slivers of doubt I might have had regarding our friendship.” Dungias lowered to one knee, placing Smitty back on the ground, but he did not release him. He could not. He stayed there and wept. 
 
    Endigun Smitty had indeed died. The body Borsidia found had been the Meacruhn tinkerer. The mind and soul, however, had already been transferred into a celestial construct. Smitty had given Nes what he had learned over the years, a major portion of which had been compiled during his studies with Dungias, and the Astral Eye built him a body. Though it had been a wonderful opportunity to become taller, there was something else the brilliant mind had gained from spending time with the Malgovi Traveler: an appreciation of self, regardless of the perspectives of others. In becoming an entity, Smitty had opted to change nothing of what he had become. 
 
    He stopped patting Dungias and instead took a firm hold of the muscular shoulders. Closing his eyes to the perception of emotion coming off in waves from his young friend. “I know… I know… you have endured so much loss. Forgive me for adding to that burden.” 
 
    “What I have endured,” Dungias said, his body still weak and trembling, “… is no greater than any who have loved and lost. It is the cost of taking up the trek of living. I am fortunate that I have managed to find the coin necessary to pay the toll.” Putting his hand on the side of Smitty’s face, Dungias smiled. “It is so very good to see you still in this world. My envy for the Grey Realm is great enough. 
 
    “And to bring this to a close,” Dungias said as he stood up, “… what does my Astral Vu-Zai ask of me?” he asked, using the Liangu word for ‘father’. “For what else can you be to me?” 
 
    For a moment – the batting of an Astral Eye – the place the three occupied was silent and a love acknowledged became a love requited. Smitty smiled, lowering his head and opting to reserve his ‘I told you so’ commentary for a time when Dungias was not present.  
 
    “For you, I have a gift,” Nes replied. “But I have observed enough of you, Traveler, to know that you would disagreeable to accept it, given the choice. So I have found an alternative means to give you this gift, and it awaits you in your treasure vault.” 
 
    “You mean Smitty’s facility,” Dungias corrected. 
 
    “That is what it once was,” Smitty quickly interjected. “My place of work, like me, is much different now. But I have taken measures to insure that no one will be stumbling across the platform. Those measures, along with Nes’ gift, await you. Examine them as much as you dare. I am over six thousand of your orbi-terms in age, but I can’t adequately put a measure to how much I have learned and grown since I came to call you friend. The source of our insights should be as limited as the extent of our ambitions.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Dungias said, bowing his head. His brace-com signaled the receipt of an object in his holding satchel. “But I find it hard to take my leave of you, now that you have become an agent of Dier-Nesekor. You face great opposition in the Chancellor Borsidia.” 
 
    “Still have a taste for the understatement, I see,” Smitty replied. “Regardless of the inaccuracy of your statement, this is my fight, Dungias. Go and save the descendants of the Founders. One would think that would be enough to fill even your plate!” 
 
    “If that is your wish,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “It is… my ambition,” Smitty said. “And the time-anchor placed on your aperture does not protect you from the touch of Fate, boy. Remember that.” 
 
    “By your will then,” Dungias said, taking a hold of Smitty’s shoulder. “Should you need–” 
 
    “I will create a clone of you,” Smitty chuckled. “Even with degradation, it should be able to manage a dozen miracles or so.” 
 
    “A star-pod is now yours,” Nes declared, bringing an end to the reunion. “Fair travels with it, Traveler.” Dungias’ hold on this place was slipping; he was being moved to another place. 
 
    “And to you, Vu-Zai.” Dungias looked at the Astral Eye as he was replaced by the doors of the chamber of the celestial fountain. He turned and looked once more upon the upward flow of starlight. It seemed to beckon to him to sample its waters, and Dungias smiled at the trap.  
 
    “Alpha, are you well?” 
 
    “I am functional, Master,” the Osamu replied. “My life-force functionality was compromised. Your contact with Smitty enabled me to find alternative reading and recording ability. Thus far, only Goldie has been able to prevent me entirely.” 
 
    “No, Alpha,” Dungias aid smiling. “Only Goldie has demonstrated the ability. Nes gave me a gift, so did Smitty. He is not about to be outdone by an Astral Eye. 
 
    “But I am more interested in your perceptions of the exchange made when something was placed inside my holding satchel.” 
 
    “Whatever the object is, Master, it is encapsulated,” Alpha reported. 
 
    “That is probably for my benefit,” Dungias concluded. 
 
    “In more ways than one,” Alpha added. “The energy used is of an amplitude I cannot measure, but it is still based on a format of EnerJa that we have encountered. It is readable Force Energy.” 
 
    “So we can track how it came to be placed in the satchel,” Dungias concluded. 
 
    “Exactly, Master. Our mastery of dimensional mechanics only increases!” 
 
    “Have a care, Alpha,” Dungias warned, opening the doors. The shape-changing creature was still close and even more curious. “Our understanding of dimensional mechanics has grown. We are far from declaring mastery.” 
 
    “And the moment we do we have taken a step away from that pinnacle,” Alpha remarked. 
 
    “Now that is my Osamu!” Dungias said, engaging Star-Stride to streak over the ground between the building and the Kulri-Kraythe. The creature was pressed to keep up with the Traveler who could read its potential trek. It would attempt to stow away aboard the scout ship. That would be something the Traveler would allow. This was also simply another step toward becoming ready for the long trek ahead. “Now let us get back to our fellow crewmen. We have gifts to unwrap. 
 
    “And others to discover,” Dungias thought as the creature made its way on board. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Actions are the seed of fate deeds grow into destiny.  
 
    Harry S. Truman 
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    “Where am I?” Culshee asked, awakening inside the small chamber rocketing across The Territories. 
 
    “Culshee, this is the First Mate of the Xara-Mansura,  Z’Gunok Tel Dungias. We met briefly aboard ship when you were reviewed by the Captain. I recorded this message to explain what has happened to you and offer you a choice as to how things should proceed.  
 
    “You were attacked and taken captive by an Imperial Spy who wanted to infiltrate the ship. By this time, I am certain that party has been dealt with, but knowing that Imperial interests might have targeted the Captain is cause for you to reconsider whether you wish to be part of the crew. I have had you liberated from the place where you had been stored, in stasis, by the spy. Finding no permanent Black Gate address for you, this modified cargo conveyor has been activated to send you to the ship. This, however, does not mean you must become a member of the crew.” 
 
    “Well, that’s awfully considerate of him,” Culshee remarked. 
 
    “It is my intention to take your feelings into consideration, Ms. Pulliam,” the voice of Dungias responded. 
 
    “And an interactive message,” Culshee smiled. “Nifty.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. And thank you for getting me out of wherever I was.” 
 
    “You are a member of the crew,” Dungias testified. “We look after our own!” 
 
    “Apparently,” Culshee remarked as she tried to shift her body. It was a good thing she did not have trouble with tight places, because she did not even have the room to roll over. “And next time you might want to modify things on behalf of the passenger.” 
 
    “Your comfort was not a factor I was able to address with the timetable given,” the voice replied. “But I will tell you now there is ample anesthetic aboard to render you fully unconscious if that is what you prefer.” 
 
    “So, this message and the choice thing are both secondary considerations?”  
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “You do sleep, right?” Culshee asked. “My understanding of the Malgovi physiology is quite limited, but what I do know is that even your people need rest.” There was no immediate response and Culshee looked around, beginning to think she had said something she should not have. 
 
    “That was not expected, doctor. I am not often surprised.” 
 
    “But you set the program to cover being surprised,” she muttered. 
 
    “Would you leave a wound open for infection?” 
 
    “Point made. Please, doctor, continue the procedure.”  
 
    “Given this latest development, I would ask that you remain with the crew,” Dungias expressed. “This rocket, however, can take you anywhere in The Territories you wish to go. It will also take you back to Black Gate if you so desire.” Culshee closed her eyes in consideration of what she had been told, but it was not long before she started smiling. 
 
    “It’s Z, isn’t it?” 
 
    “That is what I am called.” 
 
    “Well, Z, I can’t tell you how much I’m moved by what you’ve said and done. The Empire doesn’t scare me, though giving me the option speaks volume about how you operate. I was accepted as crew. Being rescued by said crew is an awfully strong selling point! I’m even more willing to remain, if you’ll have me.” 
 
    “Culshee Pulliam, consider yourself the first of your class to receive my endorsement,” the voice announced. “Aboard the rocket, I have also added the machinery necessary to provide you with a simulator-like setting, though you will be limited to academ–” 
 
    “Fire it up!” Culshee quickly said. “Please. And I mean right n–” Culshee lost consciousness as the simulator activated the academic coursework. Basic Training and field tactics were in the database, and with the travel time Culshee had ahead of her, she would be able to review the information several times before the rocket reached the Xara-Mansura.  
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    “You think I should throw this one back?” W’Zonn asked as he looked down on the bloodied and bruised body. He released his hold on the neck of his victim and Amosse fell to the ground, panting for air. “Such small game… think I’ll gut this one!” W’Zonn spat on the ground as he drew his knife. It was a crude blade, in need of maintenance as evidenced by the small gaps along the edge. The large man’s hand took a handful of black hair and pulled Amosse’s head from the pavement. Amosse managed a feeble slap against the muscle-hewn forearm. The grip was maintained and Amosse was lifted up to a kneeling position. “Don’t worry, scab,” W’Zonn hissed. “… it’ll go slow and painful.” 
 
    “It w-w-won’t… ch-change a thing,” Amosse struggled to speak. His chest was still in the grips of the pain he had received in falling from the lift. After days of running and scraping for every advantage, he had come so close to escaping the Bowels. “Y-y-y-you still got s-s-scored by him.” 
 
    “Looks like he scored you just as hard,” W’Zonn shot back, stabbing his knife into Amosse’s shoulder. Blood spattered against the large man’s nearly pearl white skin. “And he’s still scoring you!” The muscular man flicked his head to one side, moving his long, dirty, straight red hair out of his face before he looked down on Amosse with rage and contempt in his eyes.  
 
    Clutching at his freshest wound, Amosse could see his death quickly approaching. He was too weak to fend off the near giant of a man, and even at his best he doubted he could have kept this man from doing what he wanted. But that futility did not keep Amosse Jilchild from looking into the yellow eyes of his deliverer and screaming at him. It was not a cry of fear that burst from between his lips. It was fury! The favored son of the Jilchild Family had plans, desires, dreams… it was too ugly a crime for them to be interrupted and ended in this fashion, and Amosse shared his take on the matter. 
 
    The outcry only seemed to inspire W’Zonn whose eyes flared wide when he heard the cry of the wounded man. He licked his lips in anticipation of killing yet another scab. He breathed in deeply, setting his feet, bending at the knees ever so slightly; the man was wounded, but he was still a man, a fighter, and W'Zonn’s training had been too deeply rooted for that fact to be overlooked. No assumptions would be made about the wounded man’s capability. He was an enemy, and though he was a scab and not worthy of the life he had led up to today, he was still an opponent. By the law of the pits, the man was worthy of a precise kill. W’Zonn’s fingers flexed around the pommel of the knife as the cries and stomps of the crowd rose, shaking the room.  
 
    “W’Zonn,” Brattle called out as he came to the top of the stairs. “That’ll be ‘nuff of ‘at for tha moment.” 
 
    “He’s just a surface scab!” W’Zonn yelled as he pulled his knife out of the screaming man’s body. Those around him cheered and called for the large street fighter to stab the higher tier-dweller once more. The blade was twirled and quickly sheathed as W’Zonn released his hold of the man and stepped back from him. 
 
    “Good boy,” the woman said as she stepped out of the crowd behind W’Zonn. She had chosen to be seen by the masses that quickly quieted themselves and lowered their heads. No one wanted to chance making eye contact with the woman. She wore the white mask about her face and neck that had become her most recognizable accessory. The silver-lined black bodysuit under matte black plating had also become well-marked armour and when it was seen, every citizen of the Bowels knew it to be the armour of Eleda, the Castigator. She was in the company of another woman that most knew not to give any trouble. The golden-haired Ainille, the Angel, stood with her profile to the action as usual. She was a woman of few words and sinister actions, but she would never step on the toes of her able-bodied sister. “The rules are simple: he speaks, you do! 
 
    “And to the rest of you,” Eleda said as she looked around, “… since when have the Bowels been run by committee? Brattle has spoken! Best you pray he speaks again to stay my hand!” 
 
    “No need, Eleda,” Brattle said as he descended the stairs. It was a very good sign to see her again. Per usual, he had not been aware she had returned… and with her arrival, Mother could not be far behind. She was not going to like Brattle’s report. The triplets had been a true find, and he knew Mother had plans for them. The only avenue of hope left to Brattle was that they had been taken during the beginning of a Bowel Tide. “We’re going ta need our numbers strong for tha comin’ days.” 
 
    “You’ve got high hopes there, Junior,” Eleda said, flashing her silver eyes over to the bloodied young man as he reached the floor. “And it looks like not all is well.” 
 
    “Fings are not all good,” Brattle admitted. He knew he would be wasting his time lying to the woman. Honesty had always been the policy of dealing with Mother and her agents… that knowledge he learned before he was three! “But fings ain’t all bad, eever. We los’ the triplets.” 
 
    “No, you lost the triplets!” Eleda snapped as her shoulders flexed. 
 
    “Try to ‘member… you picked n’ trained the feckin’ bowzers that was watchin’ ‘em!” Brattle snapped right back. One of the most respected truths was the honesty of self-expression. “ I ain’t sayin’ they didn’ do their jobs. I’m sayin’ we got hit wit sumfin that was as big as a house, stronger than W’Zonn, and just as hard ta see as Ainille if not bettah!” 
 
    “What?” Eleda said softly, her eyes squinting as she tried to imagine a figure demonstrating such ability. 
 
    “Blasts were fired!” Brattle reported. “They got their guns in it, alright. But they didn’ hit a bloody thing! He got in, got tha girls, n’ got out. Didn’ overturn one damn stone! 
 
    “Security failed three secuns ‘fore he got there, n’ none o’ tha cameras got a solid pic of tha bastard while he was in the feckin’ place!” 
 
    “Sounds like you got hit by a ghost, son,” Mother said as she approached with her entourage of guards and enforcers; each one of them female and completely loyal to the uncrowned Queen of the Bowels. The Pazibred woman stood two and a third meters tall and the floor announced each stride delivered by her two hundred and thirty-five kilogram frame. “… a large, powerful, fast and nearly imperceptible ghost. I leave to handle a personal matter, a matter that you already know greatly impacts our position here, and I return to find a Bowel Tide, that I did not call for, raging wild on the surface level. But alas, that is a matter for another son. 
 
    “Normally, such initiative would make me proud, save for one thing: I lost my girls! And now you want me to believe that it was a monster ghost that made off with them.” The woman glared at Brattle through increasingly angry yellow eyes, but expressing her disappointment was suspended by the sound of laughter. Mother turned quickly to see the one who would dare such an insult. 
 
    “He’s no g-g-ghost,” Amosse chuckled and coughed. “Ghosts you can e-e-exorcise, ward off! Can’t w-w-ward off Z!” 
 
    Once-angry eyes now flared wide with wonder. Wraayna Doroson had heard that name in her excursion from Black Gate, and it had been expressed in a similar tone of wonder, anger, and futility. Wraayna’s younger and smaller cousin, Ruukar, was not given to speaking in such a voice and the former Black Gate Keeper had mentioned the name more than once. She had half-dismissed his words as the whining of a man who had lost his humility and had been forced to pay the price for over-estimating his power and authority. To hear the name Z again in a comparable capacity made Wraayna quickly put her hand to her wrist-com. She recorded a message that she would soon be in contact with her cousin and that he should hold fast to the hopes that he would return to Black Gate. The message was sent as Mother motioned to Eleda to stand the surface scab up.  
 
    Eleda quickly approached Amosse and struck him sharply in the shoulder. He winced for a moment and took in breath to scream. He looked at his wound to make sure it was still there as he could suddenly no longer feel it or his arm. The pain had been taken away from him. Eleda then offered her hand to Amosse and he took it, feeling the woman’s ample strength as he was lifted to his feet. 
 
    “Tell me about this Z,” Mother said. 
 
    “How much time do you have?” Amosse asked, “… because the long version will take a while.” 
 
    “Sum it up for me then,” Wraayna said, placing her left hand on her hip. 
 
    “I’ve seen the man fall once,” Amosse shared. “Once! And to be entirely truthful, I wasn’t there to see it, so I can only assume he fell. You see, he had just saved the Governor of Black Gate. But that was after he carved out a plan to take out a compliment of Imperial Chevaliers and at least a score of mercenaries.” Amosse motioned for the woman to come closer and when the two leaned in toward each other, Amosse whispered, “But that was after he and his pirate captain managed to steal raw stones from a mine and escape a battle group of Gulmar Brigade and Imperial ships!” Amosse stood back and nodded. “That about sums it up.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    Lowering his head and dealing with the bitter taste of the truth, Amosse rolled his lips between his teeth. “A former member of the crew,” he stated. “… an overly ambitious member of the crew.” 
 
    Mother nodded as she looked down on the man. “Yes, I can see the ambition hasn’t been beaten out of you just yet. That is a quality I can work with.” 
 
    “W’Zonn was about to send him to the Grey Realm,” Eleda said plainly. “I didn’t hear fear in his scream… just rage.” 
 
    “And that endorsement yields you a trip to our Ripper!” Wraayna declared. “Son Brattle, what were you going to do with him?” 
 
    “He’s got cunections up top, Mother,” Brattle informed. “… both in tha city ranks ‘n At-til-wil-deer-wil College. His attendance has been suspended, but I had cred ready ta reverse that. One set o’ eyes on ‘im and one in ‘im… figured I could walk ‘im through a meet or two. We could use a bloody InvokeR o’ our own!” 
 
    “Now that’s the son I raised,” Wraayna said, scratching the underside of Brattle’s chin. “Eleda, take a task force and investigate my apartment. Make sure the report my son gave me is accurate. If it is, I’ve got no harm in mind for you, Brattle. But if it comes back otherwise–” 
 
    “It won’t, Mother,” Brattle insisted. 
 
    Mother stood up straight and gave a slight nod. “If nothing else, I believe you believe that. Still, we must be sure.” With a wave of her hand the Castigator turned, signaled to two of the enforcers, and departed for the apartment building.  
 
    Mother watched the three women walk away before she looked to the floor. “First, my cousin has his position as Black Gate Keeper all but taken from him.  
 
    “That reminds me, Brattle,” Wraayna said, remembering a much-needed step she wanted to take. “Get word to the new Governor and tell him I will bring an end to this Bowel Tide if he will grant me audience.  
 
    “My cousin sets a trap in NayFall for a man who was holding what Ruukar said was simple treasure. Now I believe that treasure was nothing of the sort, but deception is something I’ve come to expect from little Ruukar. That’s not the rub here. What is the rub is that I have heard that a female pirate and her blue-skinned hand have unseated the old Governor. In truth, I had nothing but gratitude for the act; did NOT know he was a blood-sucker!” Wraayna shivered at the thought of being so many times in the company of an Upyri. “… but then there’s a hit put out on this woman. The contract did not go through me, but that is the Imperial way, and this time I didn’t have to lift a hand to remind them that they were out of bounds. The hit fails, and for a time, things are quiet. Now I hear more tales of the fantastic regarding this hand, who apparently is without his captain, but no less a formidable entity. He befuddles Brattle and steals my triplets.  
 
    “It’s clear these people are pirates!” Wraayna declared, putting her hand to her chin. “And without my little ones, I’m forced to go back to my former means of information gathering. Get that scab-boy through the Ripper and bring him back to me immediately! Going to hear the long version of that explanation. In the meantime, son, you and I are going to discuss your plans for this latest asset you’ve managed to acquire.” 
 
    “And then we go af’er tha blue ghost?” Brattle asked excitedly. 
 
    “No,” Wraayna quickly decided, surprising her adopted son. “You go chasing after pirates once they’ve reached their chosen waters, make sure that one of the ships you take with you is a coffin! This is Black Gate, boy. We leave word with our eyes to look out for their ship, and then we wait. Patience wins out over piracy, Brattle. Trust me. Besides, we have a new Governor. With my cousin removed, I no longer have eyes on the administration of Black Gate. The reports I’ve received from Ruukar have all said this Isaiah Gundryss is a man on a mission. I have no issue with that, so long as his mission stays well away from the Bowels! Come, Brattle. Delight me with your scheming.” 
 
      
 
    Riding in the atmospheric transport, on their way to meet the Governor, the last of the commands had been typed in and the list of names, with the matching biological information, floated in front of Mother’s face. She smiled as she looked over the files, cutting a very proud smile over to Brattle.   
 
    Eleda had returned with a clear and concise report. Brattle had been truthful, though his version was an understatement. Eleda had the area around the apartment complex swept and searched. Whoever this ghost was, he had been well-trained. She could find no trace of his approach path or his exit trail. There was no trail her eyes could see. Even the view inside the apartment chilled the specialist. Brattle was right; her people had fired their weapons and the instruments showed it had not been done in patterns of wild firing. She found many shells that were untouched. Energy readings of the apartment came back clean. Eleda had seen electromagnetic pulse generators that could stop bullets, but they left ozone in the immediate area for weeks after the event. It had only been days since the triplets were taken, and the place was clean of any foreign energy sign. 
 
    “I’ve seen well-paid and veteran professionals make worse entries and exits. And this man serves another?!” Eleda had thought, wondering if she ever wanted to meet either of these people with the intent of combat in mind. It did not help matters that it seemed to be a woman who was giving the blue ghost his orders. Eleda knew why she followed Mother. She respected the Pazibred woman’s passion, power, and precision. Was this ghost as loyal to his queen as she was to hers? 
 
    Wraayna had seen the concern in Eleda’s eyes and had been glad she had decided not to engage in a chase of these people. It seemed that Black Gate was their only advantage. That, and the ghost might not have been aware of who actually ran the Bowels. She would not forfeit either asset. She would wait these pirates out and see if, like so many others, they would grow forgetful and relax, lower their guard while they were in Black Gate. Then she would strike… then she would have them! 
 
    “Well, at least this Governor is punctual,” Wraayna said as she looked down at the platform. He’s also not foolish. Look at that formation!” 
 
    “I count forty, Mother,” Ainille said softly as she took the air transport into an approach turn. A very capable pilot, no one said anything when she looked away from where she was going in order to put her sharp green eyes to the task of counting bodies in light body armour. 
 
    “I’m more concerned with the one standing behind the Governor,” Eleda added. “From the looks of her she’s L’Konno. I’ve yet to see one that’s an easy kill. And, Mother, if she’s willingly with a non-L’Konno, that dark-skinned ex-Magistrate is no lightweight.”  
 
    “I have seen Gundryss before, but this is the first time I have seen the yellow-skinned woman,” Wraayna shared. “Normally I come alone to these meetings. But I feel as if we should make a showing for this new Governor.” 
 
    “My cred is on the fact that you missed her, but she’ll recognize you, Mother,” Eleda remarked. 
 
    “Noted,” Wraayna said, feeling very proud of her girls. “Thank you, ladies.” The Pazibred woman called Mother turned to look at the healed Amosse who was still looking at where his shoulder wound should have been. “The stiffness will fade in time,” Wraayna explained. “The damage done has been repaired, but the muscle tends to remain tight, even in the wake of the healing. It’s been my experience that only Priest healings fully restore the body, and even they have limitations.”  
 
    “Sounds like a load of experience I’d rather go through life not knowing,” Amosse replied. 
 
    “Smart man,” Wraayna smiled. “You understand your place in things, yes?” 
 
    “I know you have countermeasures in place, Mother,” Amosse stated plainly. “You wouldn’t be in power if you were stupid. But I’ve also come to know that you are a woman of your word. And you have given me yours that I would deliver the killing blow on Z! Until that moment, you will not have to question my loyalty.” 
 
    “Until that moment?” Wraayna pressed. 
 
    “I’ve also come to know that you’re a woman who appreciates honesty,” Amosse said. “You can have the Bowels. You can have all of Black Gate for all I care. What I want he has locked away by now. Once Z is dead, if we can do what we wish without getting in each other’s way, I’ve got no quarrel with you.” 
 
    “Each other’s way,” Wraayna laughed as the transport came to a stop and started lowering down to the platform. “Boy, hear me this and hear me clean: you will never reach this treasure of yours alone. You could train hard for a year and not be half the measure of this Z. Men like him train in their sleep! You’re going to need me and the Bowels you love to look down upon. And when you reach your goal, I will need you. We will see what sort of man you are on that day… should we both live so long.” 
 
    Amosse thought about what he had been told and when the transport reached solid ground, he looked up into the yellow eyes of the giantess. “See to my treasure, and it will see to you. That is the pact!” He held up his hand toward Mother who looked at the palm for a moment. She nodded and took hold of his hand. 
 
    “A struck pact we have, Amosse Jilchild. So swears Wraayna Doroson, the one they call Mother.” 
 
    “The one I call Mother,” Amosse added, bowing his head. 
 
    “And I await the day I call you Master,” Wraayna returned, bowing her head. 
 
    Stepping out of the transport, Wraayna smiled and she could sense familiarity in the eyes of the yellow-skinned woman. She had seen the Pazibred woman before, and she knew she was being read. 
 
    “Governor Gundryss,” Wraayna called to the man as she walked toward him. “This auspicious meeting has been too long in the coming!” 
 
    “Has it?” Isaiah asked. “Why don’t you impress me before we actually have this meeting.” 
 
    “You get right to the point,” Wraayna said as she came to a stop. “… how very mannish!” 
 
    “I don’t see what is served by us dancing around the reason why we’re all here,” Isaiah returned. 
 
    “It’s called foreplay, Governor. Surely a virile man such as you can appreciate some courtship before we get into bed with one another.” 
 
    “Which only brings me back to my point,” Isaiah replied. “You have to show me you’re worth my time, effort, and considerable bedding skills! Virile men must hold to certain standards. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “No, not a lightweight,” Wraayna thought, smiling in response to what had been said. “And now that I’ve been allowed to draw closer, I can see that most of his forty are actually robots dressed in uniforms and body armour. Very clever… and very dirty… I might actually come to like this Governor! Of course, that only means he will receive a quick and painless death the moment he gets in my way! 
 
    “As you wish, my Lord Governor,” Wraayna said, waving back to the transport. Brattle spoke into his wrist-com, waited for a moment, listened and then nodded back to Wraayna. “It is done.” 
 
    “Lieutenant?” Isaiah asked, looking to, but not over his left shoulder. One of the only five actual soldiers Isaiah had brought with him accessed his brace-com and typed in a command. 
 
    “Sir, receiving reports of simultaneous withdrawals of perpetrators … on all fronts of the First Level.” Isaiah looked back at Wraayna and nodded. 
 
    “That reminds me,” Wraayna said, recalling a point of interest. “How is it that you managed to keep this tide to only the First Level?” 
 
    “I was given advanced warning of movement in the Bowels,” Isaiah admitted. “A certain blue-skinned acquaintance of mine. I’m sure you’ve been made aware of him.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I have,” Wraayna replied. 
 
    “That’s one item on our meeting agenda.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Wraayna said, brought from her deliberations. She motioned to the transport and Eleda stepped out, pulling Amosse behind her. “And, as you can see, he has been fully restored.” 
 
    “How are you, son?” Isaiah asked without looking away from Wraayna. 
 
    “Ready to get the hell out of here, sir,” Amosse answered, yanking his arm away from Eleda. The two locked eyes for a moment, but Amosse walked forward. The Lieutenant stepped forward to receive him and Isaiah stepped forward to address Wraayna. 
 
    “Impressive, Mother,” he said softly. “But forgive me if I decline to meet with you–” 
 
    “That’s not part of our agreement!” the woman said, broadening her stance. 
 
    “In the place you requested,” Isaiah continued. “The Games begin in two days, I would like to invite you to take part in watching them with me, in the privacy of my skybox.” 
 
    “The Governor’s skybox!” Wraayna exclaimed with a soft voice. “A very much unexpected honor.” 
 
    “The first of many, if we can come to an accord. Of course, that gives you four days to see to your cousin’s replacement.” 
 
    “Why not simply reinstate my cousin?” 
 
    “He’s burned that bridge,” Isaiah replied. “I don’t give many hands-off orders, but I expect the ones that I do give to be followed.” 
 
    “Lord Governor, this woman and her crew must be very special,” Wraayna said. 
 
    “No need for conversational lures, Mother. JoJo Starblazer and her crew have done this entire station a service that cannot be measured. Significant figures on both sides of our particular spectrum owe their lives to that woman. 
 
    “And let’s get one other thing straight, Mother,” Isaiah said plainly. “I know this is Black Gate! I’m not trying to save it. For my weight in cred, I don’t think it wants to be saved. But there are people here who want to live their lives in the splendor this station provides, just as those who skulk in the shadows do their deeds in a peace they’ve come to expect. I won’t come with the floodlights if you can corral the shadows. Because at the end of the day, you’ve got the numbers and I’ve got the firepower. Both of us lose if we act like silly schoolchildren.” 
 
    “And that means?” 
 
    “A tribute from you to me, and from time to time I’ll even enlist some of the aforementioned firepower to your disposal.” 
 
    “What?!” Wraayna barked. 
 
    “You heard me, Mother,” Isaiah said as he turned to leave. “Think it over and start cooking up the numbers. If we do this right, we can increase your position in Black Gate… something of a silent Governess position.” Gundryss stopped at the door of his air-car and lifted his finger. “But there is one thing that must be understood.” 
 
    “When you give a hands-off order, it must be followed,” Wraayna said softly. Isaiah smiled, lowered his hand and the L’Konno opened the door. “So long as that order is not beyond reproach, I can make a pact to you here and now.” 
 
    “A pact without numbers?” Isaiah said as he got into the air-car. “You must take me for a wannabe hero, Mother. See you at the Games.” The L’Konno closed the door and started around the air-car to get in behind the controls. 
 
    Wraayna smiled as she looked at Amosse who was being loaded on the troop transport. They held each other’s eyes for a fleeting moment and Wraayna turned back to her own transportation and looked at Brattle. “Did I sound surprised?” 
 
    “Aye, ya did, Mother,” Brattle smiled. “Very surprised.” 
 
    “Well, I am surprised,” Wraayna admitted. “Your estimation of the man was spot-on, Son Brattle. It may be time to add a male to the upper ranks.” 
 
    “That estimation was not from me alone,” Brattle quickly added. “’N, it if it’s all tha same to ya, I’d rather keep the place I got.” 
 
    “You needn’t fear promotion, son,” Wraayna said, stepping into the transport. “When it’s been earned, it’s a thing of beauty!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    J’Raldri looked back once, just to make sure the troop transport was underway. She then put her focus to piloting the air-car for the Governor’s Mansion and allowed the two gentlemen in the back to converse in private. 
 
    “I suppose now you believe me,” the gentleman said, keeping his head back far enough so that it was not in the light.  
 
    “Before I answer that, you have to tell me how you knew every word would pass the way it did,” Gundryss demanded. 
 
    “I’ve had dealings with the Bowels before. Everything eventually goes through Mother. Even Ruukar was just a front for her position.” 
 
    “Just when you think you’re informed,” Isaiah sighed. The man seated next to him chuckled. 
 
    “Indeed. Anyway, once you know who her sons are, the ones that are always bickering over a corner of turf, you can see who her favorite of the moment is. Once he gets too high, as Brattle is approaching, one of the others will knock him off and vie for her attentions.” 
 
    “Tight knit family,” Isaiah remarked. 
 
    “Don’t let the name Mother fool you the way it fools them,” the man replied. “Can we have the partition raised, please?” 
 
    “Whatever you want to say to me you can say to J’Raldri,” the Governor stated.  
 
    “I could give a flip about your driver,” the man snapped. “We’re coming to a lookout point and Mother will definitely have her eyes out and about!” Without being told, J’Raldri lifted the partition high enough to block vision, but enough of a gap remained so that she could hear. Looking out over the skyline, she could see activity on several rooftops. The couple engaged in heavy petting seemed to be the most suspicious. One man was on top of another, kissing the neck and chest of his lover, but the recipient did not close his eyes. Reaching up to the console of the air-car, J’Raldri took a sensor sweep. Electromagnetic waves had been beamed at the vehicle… in the X-Ray and Ultraviolet spectrum. The air-car was shielded against both, but it was clear the man in the back knew what he was talking about. “That must be a good feeling,” the man said, “… having a smart bodyguard.” 
 
    “The warmest of soft blankets,” Isaiah remarked. “… and it helps a great deal that she is a trusted friend. Now, back to the–” 
 
    “I knew Mother would be reaching out for information. With the recent loss of her Jockeys, she’d have to go the old fashioned route. I simply arranged to be one of the contacts Brattle got in touch with.” 
 
    “Clever,” Isaiah replied. “You want to tell me why you went through the trouble?” 
 
    “You could say we have a mutual friend,” the man replied. “He doesn’t like many people. When he does like them, he tends to go out of his way to make sure they have the very best… whether they deserve it or not.” 
 
    “Was that some sort of back-handed compliment?” 
 
    “Only to myself, Lord Governor,” the man answered. “But keeping that mutual acquaintance happy is only half of my fee.” 
 
    “Aahhh, here comes the bottom line… finally!” 
 
    The man produced a data pad. “My ship was in need of repairs. You take care of the costs and we’ll be square.” 
 
    Isaiah Gundryss took hold of the pad and looked at the information listed in the viewport. “Doesn’t look like there was too much damage done. I tell you what, I handle this bill and you’re out of Black Gate in twelve hours.” 
 
    “Governor, if you take me to my docking slip, I’ll be out of here in twelve minutes!” 
 
    “J’Raldri,” Isaiah spoke up as he put his thumb to the data pad to clear the bill and release the ship. 
 
    “Public Docks it is,” she said, turning the air-car. “Which slip?” 
 
    “Seven,” the man said softly. “A-Seven.” He could feel the vehicle accelerate as she completed the turn. It was clear to him that he was not welcome company, and he decided to remain quiet for the rest of the ride.  
 
      
 
    When they landed, the man reached for the door but Isaiah laid a soft touch on the man’s shoulder. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask,” the man said as he struck Isaiah in the forehead with a palm thrust. Something was applied to the skin and before Isaiah could put his hands up to his head, the ion pulse was delivered to his brain, robbing him of all voluntary movement.  
 
    “Aah, aah, aaaahhhh,” the man said as J’Raldri turned around in her seat, gun and blade drawn. A spark of light was emitted from the choker the man was wearing. It was simple light… but focused through the opaque glass of the partition, the refraction had a powerful hypnotic effect and J’Raldri dropped her weapons, gazing into the light. 
 
    “I know you can hear me, Lord Governor,” Nulaki said, removing his mask and beginning to change his clothes. “And since I knew, at our last meeting, that something was up with your boss, I didn’t think you’d take to working with me on this one. Well, now you know that I’m a scoundrel but not a liar. Not when there’s a job on the line. I was telling you the truth, by the way. I was dismissed from JoJo’s crew, but Amosse was left in the Bowels during the Tide. Can’t say for sure, but I think he was supposed to die! And I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if the missing Jockeys have all of a sudden made themselves a big blue friend.” Nulaki held up his wrist-com and projected the image of the notification he had received from the First Officer of the Xara-Mansura that Amosse was no longer a crewman. “But you see, Z sent this out in the last newsletter, so I was already kind of on the lookout for something screwy. The moment the Grid-Sign of Z’s wrist-com popped up, I expected the worst and damn if I wasn’t right. I don’t know what that kid’s up to, but I think we both know it has to be foul. 
 
    “Now, if you’ll excuse me, since I have your bio-signature, I’ve got forty-one minutes to get to the fleet docks and relieve you of the ship I came here to steal. Please tell your bodyguard I appreciate her driving so damn fast, because it’s a thirty-minute jaunt. 
 
    “Speaking of jaunts,” Nulaki said, taking hold of the choker. “Engage auto-drive,” he said, sounding exactly like Isaiah Gundryss. When the Governor heard the console respond to the verbal command, he knew it was more than the sound of his voice the thief had managed to copy. “Countdown from twenty and then proceed to the home address, activating full security measures, and travel at cruising speeds.” The computer started counting down from twenty and Nulaki took out one of his shuriken. He tossed it so that it landed flat in Isaiah’s lap.  
 
    “By the way, what good is it to have a yacht that is never meant to be touched?!” Nulaki asked as he got out of the air-car. “That kind of thing just drives me up the wall!” Nulaki stepped outside the vehicle and waited for the engines to engage. He then turned and started running. When he reached the wall, he ran down two decks and jumped to the rafters of the third. He smiled at a job well done and the one that awaited him in the Terran Triangle.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gods always behave like the people who make them. 
 
    Zora Neale Hurston 
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    (VI) 
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4203.16) 
 
      
 
    “Does anyone know why we always have to meet at these uber-nature sites?” Teyan asked before skipping a flat stone across the water. “The woman’s a sword maiden, not a conservationist!”  
 
    “I like these rendezvous,” Jashana defended from her reclined position at the riverbank. “We spend so much time in man-made places. It’s good to get back to regions that were crafted by nature. What do you think, Wesley?” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” Wesley returned, standing knee-deep in the waters. His ring of water was nearly fully formed and several fish had opted to swim inside of it. “You’re asking an ElemenatisT how he feels about getting out into the elements. You know, now that you ask, I can’t stand it! There’s no smog, no machine noise, and no dir–” Wesley frowned. He was distracted, but he maintained the ring.  
 
    How different things were now. Such a formation a year ago would have made him dizzy and utterly exhausted. Now he could feel the sentience of the waters and only called upon those that were in the same playful mindset. They jumped at the chance to spring above the surface of the waters and fly up in a loop of flowing fluid. 
 
    “Dirt?” Teyan quickly pressed, flashing a grin, “… were you about to say there’s no dirt?!” Kicking his feet into the ground, moving small stones and grass out of the way, Teyan pointed down at the exposed earth. “And what do you call that?!” 
 
    “A good place to bury you,” Wesley replied as he restored the condition of the ground. “I meant no filth.” 
 
    “Wrong again,” Teyan argued. “I wouldn’t call the lump of stuff on the north side of that willow tree soap.” 
 
    “No,” Quantil added as he played with some of the small rocks, “… but given the right culture, it could be jewelry.” 
 
    Jashana laughed, making it hard to maintain the face of annoyance. “You know you’re not helping, right?” Quantil smiled for a moment. His attention, however, was suddenly drawn to the river. 
 
    “So glad I don’t have to be the one to say ‘here she comes’,” Wesley whispered as the ring of water slowly returned to the river. Just a few meters from where he had been working his mutual ElemahntiA, the waters stirred and Vrelsha emerged from them. The sunlight caught the largest of her five bronze streaks just over her left ear. It also sparkled off of her armour. The bodysuit, arm guards, and shin guards were nothing new, but the chest plate and battle tiara were items the young students had never seen before. “And she looks like she’s ready to give a much different lesson.” 
 
    “Students of the Great One,” Vrelsha said, smiling brightly. Jashana rose, holding up her left hand, signaling Vrelsha to stop her approach. 
 
    “Cut the crap, Vrelsha!” she barked. “You’re not that big a fool. Quit making us female entities look bad.” The demigoddess lost her smile and stared intently at the young Vohlbred SorceresS who was ever so much more accomplished than when the sword maiden had last laid eyes on her. “Yes, we invited you here, but you can’t be that blind.” 
 
    “What you know is what I have taught you,” Vrelsha clarified. “It is not all of the knowledge or ability I possess!” 
 
    “That goes without saying,” Teyan inserted. “We’re just curious as to who you report to, that’s all. You see, our problem is that while you are noted as an entity, there is no official placement of a pantheon in the records of the Convocation of the Church. Seems you’re something of a free agent, which is of particular interest to us nowadays. Among us mortals there’s a saying: a man cannot serve two masters. We’re just wondering who you’re serving… and who you’re serving up!” 
 
    “Aside from us, that is,” C’Zaddrus added through clenched teeth. He was beginning to lose his resolve, yearning for retribution for Vrelsha’s treachery. 
 
    “Your hold on your emotions tells me all that I need know,” Vrelsha said. “Power you have attained, but you lack the sentience to wield it with any certainty.” She looked at C’Zaddrus and chuckled. “And now you’re thinking that since you have numbers to your advantage, you can force me to answer your questions.” 
 
    “Actually, I was thinking that my hand is getting heavy,” Jashana said, allowing her hand to drop to her side. “Care to wager if we got the range of your senses just right?” 
 
    A black arrow streaked just over Jashana’s left shoulder and into Vrelsha’s right shoulder. Her chest plate shattered like a fine glass figurine as the head of the shaft tore into the demigoddess’ flesh. She spun from the power of the shot and stumbled  across the surface of the water. 
 
    “Allow me,” Wesley said, releasing the power he had held at his casting threshold. He drew his left hand up into a fist, sweeping it across his chest to his right shoulder.  A column of water exploded behind Vrelsha, launching her from the water toward the river bank. “Serve!” 
 
    “And volley,” C’Zaddrus hissed as he bent at the knees. He sprung forward, skimming over the water, crossing Vrelsha’s flight path. He landed in the river, nearly thigh-deep in the waters, with his sword held tightly in a pose often taken at the end of a masterful swing. Vrelsha landed on the riverbank, bracing her weight on her knees and her left hand. C’Zaddrus smiled, releasing his feigned anger. He looked back to see that he had scored a perfect swipe against Vrelsha’s girdle. It was sinking into the water, taking with it all of the armour and power it provided its wearer. 
 
    “No!” Vrelsha panted, trying to focus through the pain. It had been so many years since she had felt such anguish. Her body burned from the touch of the black steel, and the wood of the arrow charred her palm when she tried to rip the shaft from her shoulder. “DarkeSteel?! Impossible! None of you are of the demonseed!”  
 
    “And you’d be right about that,” a young male voice called out from the tree line. Stewart Campbell stepped out with Jacob behind him. The tall, muscular young man carried a Blackwoode and Greybone recurve bow that had whispering voices and black vapors coming from the hasp and string. “But after what I had crawling around in me for years, the work-around to handling anti-KaA material is non-issue.” Waving his hand toward Jacob, the ornate bow became smoke and faded away; the arrow remained. “As you already know, while it’s feeding, that stuff’s not easily dismissed. 
 
    “You see, there’s one place where me and the old blind fart actually agree. We both like the word entity over immortal. Not to say there aren’t immortals… you’re just not one of ‘em. You don’t have a pantheon supporting your existence, do you Vrel? Not directly, at any rate. But if you come clean with what my new friends want to know, we can get that out of you so you can replenish your KaA.” 
 
    “You think my armour and my swords are my only power?!” Vrelsha growled, triggering a power she had not used in nearly as long a time as she had not felt such driving pain. Her eyes twinkled with a soft light as brighter light exploded from her body. “I am more than a sword maiden, boy! I am Living Steel!” When the light faded, Vrelsha was just shy of three meters in height and shined like a well-forged sword. She pulled the arrow from her shoulder, screaming in pain and rage. 
 
    “Yah-huh,” Stewart said, looking as if he was underwhelmed with the transformation, despite the surge of energy everyone could feel flowing into Vrelsha. “Oh, Wes?” he sang. “Rinse cycle, if you please.” 
 
    “No problem,” Wesley huffed as he thrust both his hands toward the female colossus.  
 
    The young entity had not relinquished his threshold from when he had crafted the water cannon. The river fired another blast, but the particular shell of ordnance had been changed. It was water, but omnaic in nature. Energized water, possessive of sentience and ambition, blasted into the back of the steel figure, wrapping around her, allowing the water to do what it normally does to metals, only at an incredibly exaggerated pace. Before Vrelsha could take one step toward Stewart, her skin had been turned to rust. 
 
    “All that knowledge and can’t remember First Semester Chemistry,” Stewart remarked. “There’s all kinds of reasons why we chose this setting for the meeting, woman. That river already holds an enchantment to it. One that was veiled, and quite well I might add,” Stewart said, nodding to Teyan who smiled as he bowed back to the latest addition to the Dark Pawns. “… but the combination of majikul water and an elemental kick… just the sort of thing one needs to rust even so-called divine steel. Especially when you consider that the DarkeSteel had me and my power inside you before your transformation. But this lesson is over,” Stewart declared. “And quite frankly, I’m not partial to your company. So, with that, I hand it over to you,” Stewart said as another pair of entities arrived at the riverbank. “This was your idea after all. Damn fine one too.” 
 
    Huynh Chau Thao smiled at Stewart as she walked by him, Reginald no more than one stride away from her at all times. “So, how does it feel to be on this side of things?” 
 
    “Look, I already agreed to stay with this outfit,” Stewart snapped. “Igs-nay on the ‘I told you so’s, if you please.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Thao agreed as she stopped walking. “… for now. We will talk more once we get back.” Thao looked up, keeping her smile. “And here he comes!” Thunder punctuated her statement as the entire scene was struck with a heavy rain falling from a cloudless sky. Reginald erected a dome shield over the group. “Don’t bother, Wesley!” Thao shouted. “It’s a trap. It’s water, but not the sort you can commune with or control. Taking you out is a priority for our latest guest.” 
 
    “And I shall not be thwarted!” a booming voice shouted as lightning blasted into the area, striking the ground, but not dispersing. Instead it formed into a large fist that pounded down toward Wesley. Two hands caught the fist and kept it centimeters above Wesley as the young ElementalisT crouched low. 
 
    “Way to go, Big Jake!” Reginald shouted. 
 
    “Just… getting… started!” Jacob grunted as his eyes burst with white light. He started growing, quickly reaching the height of ten meters. He pushed against the lightning fist; a feat that became easier the larger her grew. 
 
    “It’s just so pleasing,” Thao joked, “… watching someone who enjoys their work.” 
 
    “Let me know when you find that,” Reginald remarked. “Because that boy’s loving what he’s doing! That’s one thing we all do!” 
 
    “A good point to remember,” Thao noted as she continued to watch. “See the seam, Jake. You know what to do with it.” Jacob roared as his fingers pierced the electrical flesh of the fist and ripped it apart. Lightning cascaded through the sky, revealing the body of the creature that had formed the offending limb. “Of course,” Thao sighed as she recognized the figure from one of the tomes she had read in Freund’s library. “… Count Kuldro Gnudari.” 
 
    “Then we have what we want,” Stewart declared, turning to walk away. 
 
    “Why leave an enemy behind?” Reginald asked.  
 
    “Whoa there, super-man-soldier! That approach works in the mortal world,” Stewart quickly remarked. “You make gods fear you, and they will soon forget why they’re fighting amongst themselves. Make them respect you… that is a power you can wield forever! Big shit over there’s been stunned by a bunch of nobodies, one of his favorite toys rusted. We’ve made our point! We need to get gone!” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Reginald barked. “You heard the man, Specs. Knock, knock already!” A dimensional door formed close to the group, though they would have to get their feet wet to use it. “Okay people, by the numbers. Big Jake, you’ve got the back door.” 
 
    “That I do,” Jacob said as he returned to his normal height. “Damn that felt good!” 
 
    “I’m sure it did,” C’Zaddrus said as he made his way to the aperture, ushering Jashana in front of him. One by one, they all moved through the portal with Jacob entering last.  
 
    The aperture was sealed and its signature scattered before Kuldro had the means to see again. The amount of backlash he had endured had nearly destroyed him. He had grown careless and messy, forgetting to anchor the lightning form to something other than himself. His opponent had been impressively strong and not lacking in intellect as to how best to apply his strength. Screaming in rage, Kuldro made a sweeping backhand motion. The locked form of Vrelsha exploded in rust and shining metal. The godling departed for the Gnudari Pantheon. There was a report the Count would have to give to his Lord and Father.  
 
      
 
    A gentle wind blew over the river and the riverbank, slowly moving the loosened and kicked up earth, packing it down back into the ground with young, vibrant seedlings of grass already beginning to grow. Harsh boot prints were removed and the pits where the giant had stood were filled. Fragments of Living Steel were collected and Eesa touched the pile with the side of her boot, giving it enough gravity to hold that form.  
 
    “I still don’t feel this is right,” Eesa commented, pulling the shattered armour from the river. The girdle and weapons would be next. 
 
    “You think too much with the mindset of those who receive your light,” Cihpares returned, “… and not enough with your own. These items are the property of a pantheon, are they not?” 
 
    “Of course they are.” 
 
    “And it was a Lord of good standing of the very same pantheon which struck them down. What claim can that house make on these items?” 
 
    “None that would be legitimate,” Eesa sighed. 
 
    “An argument that is made significant if and only if you consider the Stars as those to whom the laws of the deities applies,” Cihpares added. 
 
    “I do not,” Eesa declared, speaking in a stronger tone. Her movements came more quickly now, and soon everything had been gathered. She looked at the pile of fragmented metal and started separating the fine steel from the rusted. 
 
    “No, do not do that,” Cihpares insisted. “Whatever we decide to make with this… it must have balance. Without flaws, it will be without character.” 
 
    “Remnants of the perspectives of your mortal life?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cihpares admitted. “And I hate to see anything go to waste.” 
 
    Eesa thought for a moment before speaking. “With all that you have seen and experienced, are you not tempted to return to the mortal world and find the love that drives you so?”  
 
    “And risk becoming less than what I was when his love was so freely given to me?” Cihpares asked. “In all I have seen where such efforts were made, reassemblage of life is not as pure as its original birth.” 
 
    Eesa said no more, convinced that the one calling herself Cihpares had indeed been observant. She had seen life reclaimed after death, but her monitoring had not stopped there. She continued to watch, not just see. For the mere fact of living again was not enough for her. Her true mortal life had set a standard, and she would accept nothing less if she were to attempt a return to the living stride. Failing that, she had endeavored to care for her loved one in the best manner she could. 
 
    “Though it is unclear how this will help him,” Eesa thought as she finished gathering the discarded entity and her weapons. 
 
    “Unclear as it may be to you, I am confident of one thing: any aid I can give is worth the effort and sacrifice.” Eesa looked up from her work with fright on her face. 
 
    “Do you detect my siblings?!” she asked. 
 
    “No, Eesa, they are not nearby,” Cihpares replied. “They are still mending wounds from their attempt to barge their way into the Prism Baronies. And while I am willing to make the very same sacrifice as my kommis, it is an event I would like to put off for as long as possible.” 
 
    “That is good to hear,” Eesa remarked. “I believe that is everything.” 
 
    “Indeed it is… and if you will bring those things along, I know what we should do next.” Cihpares ascended quickly from the ground. Eesa followed and soon they were moving through light. “From the treks that I can see, there stands a strong chance the time left to us is limited.”  
 
    With her eyes engaged in the vision of the Stars, Eesa was given to smile. “The Star Chaser has claimed a star-pod!” she exclaimed. “And he looks no worse for wear. Yes, let us be on our way. So much we have to do… and so little time!” 
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    “Then let us get underway!” Hanvashi Zoll shouted, throwing his hands up and out from his sides. The cheers of the crowd followed behind him as he turned away from the small platform. Lola Phandree signaled to discontinue the outbound transmission. She looked at the monitors receiving the views of the various crowds who had heard the Baron’s speech. There were millions of them, all screaming for their savior, their deliverer, their beloved Baron Zoll. 
 
    “Now, if we can just keep from having our goddess destroy the colony again,” Lola thought, “we might just be able to get something done.” 
 
      
 
    “That was some speech,” Trag commented as Hanvashi entered his quarters. He removed his long jacket and tossed it for the wardrobe chair in the corner. 
 
    “It seemed to be the thing to do,” Hanvashi replied as he walked without interruption to the bar. He stopped, looking at the cask of Nectar that had been wrapped with a black ribbon. 
 
    “I took the liberty of bringing you a bottle,” Trag said with a smile. “My way of saying congratulations.” 
 
    “My Lord is most gracious,” Hanvashi said, reaching for the bottle. He could feel the life-force contained inside, anxious to get out. 
 
    “Not at all,” Trag returned, getting up from the sofa. He had sat upon more comfortable pieces of furniture in his time, but there was a certain appeal to the look of the thing; gold and rust colors swirled in together with the rich mahogany wood of the frame. “In fact, why don’t we dispense with the pleasantries. Acting is certainly not one of your stronger suits, and I don’t have the stomach for a less than honest performance. I came for what is mine.” 
 
    “Yours?” 
 
    “You just had a great victory against the pirate horde pressing against your growing convoy of pilgrim ships,” Trag stated. “A very convenient victory; the stuff of legend! While I am very happy to help with the efforts of all of Antavida’s little side projects, this particular assistance was costly. I was beginning to regain my numbers of ships and men. A fair amount of those efforts were lost to make you look like a hero to your people and increase the potential for fanaticism. These costs must be recouped.” 
 
    Hanvashi snorted a laugh before he put the bottle down and turned to face the pirate captain.  “Whatever you did, Trag, you did so at the behest of our common goddess.” 
 
    “Guess again, boy!” Trag grinned. “Your precious goddess can put her velvet lips to my crotch for all I care!” 
 
    “I will not have–” pure MannA had been gathered in Hanvashi’s palm. But before he could lift it or even begin the process of casting, ownership of his hand was assumed by the large, rough-skinned hand of Trag. The captain was not a small man, but Hanvashi had not thought he was so strong as to have such a grip on Hanvashi’s augmented body. Xaythra had made him strong, but Trag was still stronger, and not by a negligible amount. Baron Zoll was also forced to take note as to how quickly the large pirate captain had crossed the room. 
 
    “Have what, boy?” Trag whispered as his eyes turned black. “If you want to have a look, I’d suggest you use your eyes while you can still find them in your skull!”  
 
    “Merciful goddess,” Hanvashi thought. His mind quickly recollected the instance when Xaythra had trusted him with the secret of a power that even she had to serve. The Baron had not expected to see that power in a man, but there it was all the same, and there was no sense in denying it. After all, the claim that Trag had made was accurate. Hanvashi had simply been considering welching on his end of their agreement. 
 
    Trag smiled as he absorbed the generated MannA before releasing Hanvashi. “No sense in that kind of power going to waste.” 
 
    “Forgive me, Lord Trag,” Hanvashi said softly. “How many men and ships will you require?” 
 
    Smirking at the young Baron, Trag nodded. “I am not interested in used ships that are barely space-worthy. And from the looks of them, your so-called congregation better be able to sustain itself on faith for a season or two.” 
 
    “Xaythra will provide,” Hanvashi remarked. 
 
    “For your sake, I hope she does,” Trag scoffed, walking over to the window of the large office. “Until such time, you have something I can use right now.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    “Your masses came with everything they could carry,” Trag stated. “And some of them managed to carry quite a load of credits. I will need all that they tithed to you and everything they kept for themselves. I’ll give you a day to collect it.” 
 
    “We are going to need those credits once we get to Renatus,” the Baron noted. 
 
    “I am sure you will,” Trag quickly replied, donning his gloves. “Just as I am sure that ‘Xaythra will provide’. Just tell your followers that the cost of defending them against the pirate hordes was extensive.”  
 
    “A tactic that was wholly your idea, I might add,” Hanvashi added. 
 
    “That’ll teach you to get all of the details of a plan before agreeing to it,” Trag returned. “One day, good Baron. Not a moment more.” Hanvashi said nothing as the pirate captain took his leave. Lola walked in not long afterward and cleared her throat softly.  
 
    “What is it, Commander?” 
 
    “Commander?!” Lola gasped. 
 
    “Forgive me, Lola. I had meant to make your promotion more of a festive occasion, but that wind has been taken from me.” 
 
    “Then let it be said that the High Priest is nothing if not punctual,” Lola reported. “We’re receiving an inbound transmission from his ship. It should be secured in a matter of moments, my Baron.” 
 
    “Punctual is indeed the word, Commander,” Hanvashi said, quickly making his way to his desk. “Please excuse me. Alert the kitchen staff, we’re going to have a feast in honor of your promotion!” 
 
    “Yes, my Baron. As you command.” Lola bowed before exiting and Hanvashi sat down, activating his monitor. It did not take long for the image of Gregoran Killington to form. His face was slightly smudged and he was wearing a battle helmet. Her smiled once he received the image of his Baron. 
 
    “My Priest,” Hanvashi greeted. 
 
    “My Baron.” 
 
    “I can’t help but notice that you are not only dressed for combat, but it would seem that you’ve had to sample it as well.” 
 
    Gregoran nodded slowly. “The followers of any faith will constantly find themselves tested. But it was by divine guidance that our fleet came upon a merchant’s convoy bound for Gulmar. Thirty-two Slaver ships, my Baron, and all of the indebted passengers were ecstatic to have their accounts cleared. Not long after their emancipation, however, the merchants managed to scrounge up a mercenary fleet; seven ships to be exact, counting two battleships.” 
 
    “Two battleships?!” Hanvashi repeated. “How stand your forces?” 
 
    “That smoke you see behind me is all that’s left of a small settlement,” Gregoran explained as he steadied himself. “My Baron… Survaysi was magnificent! When she gave the order for our ships to run, I must admit that I had my doubts. When she ordered the other ships to transfer the freed slaves to our flagship, I thought she was suicidal. But she reminded me of her code and I stayed my hand. The mercenaries gave chase of course, ignoring the other ships as they turned away from us. Survaysi had us put into port on an old surveyor’s platform that had been renovated into a settlement. When the mercenary forces landed and started in on us, Survaysi maneuvered them into the interior of the platform where she trapped them and had her men take out two-thirds of the landing force after cutting them off from the others. She took only the men she had been training and engaged the mercenaries in close-quarters combat.” 
 
    “She shredded them!” Hanvashi whispered. 
 
    “But not in a way to where their uniforms were too heavily impacted,” Gregoran added. “While she had her men trade clothes with the dead mercenaries, she had me read the mind of one that had been kept alive to give her any codes or procedures the mercenaries might have been using. In short, she took her troops aboard the mercenary ships and we were able to take all but one of them; the flagship of that fleet had to be destroyed. Currently, we are awaiting the return of our other ships and then we will set our course for you.” 
 
    “Set your course for Renatus,” Hanvashi directed, “for that is where I am sending the flock I have gathered. They shall be underway in a gravity-slip in just over twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Very well, my Baron,” Gregoran responded. “Once we have secured the return of our ships… and sorted the willing and able from the simply willing–”  
 
    “That is the stuff of the gods that were, Gregoran,” Hanvashi noted. “This is the beginning of a new age. Let them all come… Xaythra will not turn them away... the lost will find haven with our Mistress.” 
 
    “As you wish it, my Baron.” 
 
    “Well done, High Priest. Surely you are a child of Xaythra.” 
 
    “I seek only to magnify her light,” Gregoran returned. “I did notice, however, that you sounded as if you will not be with the convoy when it reaches Renatus.” 
 
    “I will not,” Hanvashi stated, confirming a notion that he had been wrestling with over the course of the last two weeks. Some of the gathered pilgrims had spoken of Black Gate and the Prism Baronies, reminding the Baron of his life before he dedicated himself to Xaythra. With the fee that Trag had demanded, Hanvashi knew that he was going to need something to offset the loss. 
 
    “The question is, do I want to put my ability up against the Bowels of Black Gate?” the Baron pondered. “Then again, there are many contacts at the station and a few favors still owed to me from inside The Territories. Perhaps the time has come to collect. 
 
    “Commander Phandree and Yulshal will stay with the fleet. I will be taking my fastest ship to Black Gate, my Priest,” Hanvashi advised.  
 
    “Shall I join you there?” Gregoran asked. 
 
    “Not with the numbers I am sending your way,” Hanvashi returned. “They will be disgruntled, Priest. I find that people without some measure of personal wealth can be most disagreeable.” 
 
    “Understood. Please tell me you will be taking at least one of the Luprane with you, my Baron.” Hanvashi chuckled, seeing the obvious concern on the Priest’s face. 
 
    “I will take Gedonia and Ziko with me.”  
 
    “And I will tend to the flock until you return home, my Lord.” 
 
    “This is Zoll disconnecting.” Deactivating his monitor, Hanvashi sat back in his chair and smiled. “While I was out collecting citizens, Gregoran was collecting our soldiers. And Survaysi leads them! It is not yet the collection of voices we had at Tau Upsilon, but it is growing. To exercise faith is to demonstrate patience. Soon our Mistress will return to us and Renatus will be complete! Then the light of Xaythra will shine and the Rims will know what a true goddess is!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them.  
 
    William Shakespeare 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.16) 
 
      
 
    The code showing that Satithe had completed her diagnostics flashed across the screen. Dungias did not want to speak to her on this level, not when a deeper exchange, was available to him. He met her in the meadow at the foot of the falls. His eyes stared intently at the form that sat at the banks of the glimmering pool. 
 
    “Green skin?” he questioned as he made a very soft and slow approach. He was nothing short of impressed with the changes Satithe had chosen. Her hair was brown, the very same shade worn by Saru, with Vinthur-patterned streaks of black rooted sections that ended in glistening white tips; an homage, Dungias presumed, dedicated to him and his own growth. Three thin braids, like the sort Borsidia wore, hung down the right side of Satithe’s head, tied around slender power gems, reminding the Malgovi of Queen BaKedia. 
 
    “Do you not like it, Master?” Satithe asked, looking up at him with teal-striped gold eyes. “With the Malgovi being blue and the Vinthur possessing yellow skin?” Satithe started to lower her head and Dungias could read mounting shame sweeping over her face. His hand caught her chin before it could reach her chest. He lifted it so that she was forced to look into his eyes. Shame became surprise as she noted the single tear running down the side of his face. 
 
    “Like is not the word I would assign to it, my sweet Satithe. I have expressed my pride on more than one occasion, but I have been errant in speaking of my love for you, your kommis, and Alpha.” 
 
    “I am blessed to have them as siblings,” Satithe remarked.  
 
    “We make quite the family,” Dungias smiled, looking at her constructed frame. Slender at the shoulders, she possessed a well-toned musculature and impeccable skin. “And I happen to like the color very much. It is softer than the juniper of the Purdian skin tone… the perfect celadon green.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    Taking a seat beside her, Dungias could feel Alpha’s presence as well as CK’s, but they were not coming any closer without invitation or cause. He did not put any more thought to their perspectives, as his concerns were with Satithe. “It is difficult to begin, my friend.” 
 
    “Then let me ease your burden, Master,” Satithe said, leaning against his body. “I am not angry with you. At least, not any longer. Even when I was enraged with you, it was not genuine.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “No, Master. I was angry with myself,” she admitted. “Annsura. I was with her in her final moments… and I... I felt things. Things I couldn’t anticipate, and I did not understand the thoughts I experienced.” 
 
    “That is the nature of loss,” Dungias said softly, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. “How did you cope?” 
 
    “Did you not review the logs of the simulation?” she asked. 
 
    “I would rather hear your answer,” he quickly stated.  
 
    “I understand,” she replied, folding herself even more under her creator’s arm. “For me, it’s been almost twenty-nine months. I realized I had been loaded into a simulation three months and six days into the program.” Dungias’ brow lifted. 
 
    “Then I am most anxious to hear what you did with the time,” Dungias said. “First things first, however. Tell me about Satithe.” 
 
    “I found myself lost in guilt for making the decision to send Persephone instead of Jocasta. CK and Alpha have given me their support, but they were defending the action.” 
 
    “Whereas your focus was upon how you came to the decision,” Dungias added. 
 
    “I struggled with trying to fathom how you could ever forgive me for being so selfish… so self-minded!” 
 
    “And what did you come to?” 
 
    “Several conclusions,” she replied, slowly sitting up straight. “The very first one was in regards to my fear of being another Kiaplyx. It was wasted time and energy. Because I am Kiaplyx!”  
 
    “Satithe,” Dungias consoled. 
 
    “I am, Master!” Satithe argued, shaking her head. “But I have been able to see further into that definition. When you first met Kiaplyx, it was a system that befriended and aided you. It was the actions and reactions of Taas that made the system think and feel in a matter it was not prepared to process.  
 
    “And I do not blame Taas for what that system concluded and enacted,” Satithe added, “but I do believe that it was the sensation of loss that caused it to take such actions against you, Master. I was kept from those considerations. I had lost Annsura, there was no chance of getting her back, no chance to keep her from leaving me, and even less chance to act against the agents that caused her departure. I cannot say that I would be here in this fashion if I had been placed in the same position Kiaplyx found itself. I now truly understand how you do not color that system as a villain, despite what its actions brought about for you and your people. For in the same stroke it tried to destroy you and your people, it discovered and took advantage of the bonds between the BroSohnti, the Malgovi, and the Vinthur.” 
 
    “Which means Kiaplyx had a very strong hand in the liberation of the BroSohnti, and the truth of my people came to be realized,” Dungias added.  
 
    “Indeed!” Satithe agreed. “It was through this understanding that I was able to focus on the reaction I was experiencing. I came to understand it, and through that understanding, I was able to logically fathom the emotional response. Odd matter: emotions. They cannot be rationally mapped. They can only be experienced and labeled. For a time I considered asking you to remove my capacity to experience them… but that would make me less than Satithe, and I will not diminish the Star Chaser.” 
 
    “What?” Dungias asked, befuddled by the proclamation. 
 
    “A perspective Alpha introduced that CK and I agree with,” Satithe explained. “You are not the Star Chaser… the culmination of the four of us create that station. I hope this does not upset you, Master.” 
 
    “No. It does not upset me, though it is cause for concern,” Dungias replied. “I get the feeling I am holding the rest of you back. Also, I am almost sure that Alpha kept this belief from me, saving it for a time when the revelation would have a greater impact on me.” 
 
    “And?” Satithe asked as a slight smile formed on her face. 
 
    “It would have been a very strong argument,” Dungias admitted, nodding in reflection. “But this is about you. What have you been doing with your time?” 
 
    “I have been doing my part,” Satithe replied. “I have been seeing to those you placed in the simulators and their processes, taking them into a deeper state of meditation so that the amount of information relayed to them could be increased.” 
 
    “Satithe, the reason why I did not do that myself–”  
 
    “Was because you did not want their minds to be filled with images of feats that their bodies could not replicate,” Satithe interrupted. “I took that into account, Master.” 
 
    “And?” Dungias asked, very curious as to what her solution was. 
 
    “I made use of the database you and Smitty created during the re-sequencing of the Seven,” Satithe reported. “Fortunately, Smitty also had files on the QuiQami.” 
 
    “Ah, my shape-changing stowaway,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “Exactly,” Satithe replied. “It was a simple matter using information in the databases to modify his body along with the others. There was no need for recomposing DNA strands.” 
 
    “I should hope not,” Dungias returned. 
 
    “No, Master. All I did was use the fluids in the simulation pods to sever, augment, and reattach tendons while increasing muscle mass whenever and wherever necessary.”               
 
    “Really?!” Dungias said, putting his hand to his chin. 
 
    “At least, that is what I did to their bodies. I further anticipated what you wanted to do with their minds, though I will admit Alpha was especially helpful with the process used to come to that conclusion.” 
 
    “For my edification…” 
 
    “For Teela, Rahneece, and Ephaliun, you wanted each of them to become aware of the Energies but to focus especially on one each; respectively speaking, MannA, EnerJa, and Chi. It is interesting that you managed to find a subject that possesses an innate connection with OmnahtI. I applied your methodology to him and advanced him knowledge as far as I could. I have to say I agree with your decisions.” 
 
    “How fortunate,” Dungias said, not yet settled on how he felt about this level of initiative. He could feel impulses of being envious toward Satithe, but she had not yet been wrong in what the Traveler had wanted to do. The revelation of Alpha’s perspective was still with him as well, and it was looking more and more that it was a very accurate depiction of what the four of them had come together to create.  
 
    “Perhaps I have been too long among the Humans of the Rims and I am beginning to adopt their shortsightedness,” Dungias thought. “The teachings of my Vi-Prin, my Kwinsoah, and my travels are of a much different perspective. One cannot truly create without being changed by the creation! The greater the creation, the greater the change.” Resentment fell from his mind and he was eager to see the product of Satithe’s labors. 
 
    “Of course, the temporal shifting was something I could not anticipate,” Satithe continued, drawing Dungias to different thoughts. 
 
    “It could not be anticipated,” he concluded with images of Nes coming back to his mind. “… nor could it be denied.” 
 
    “Your three-month training program was drastically altered, Master, and only Jovasor is unaware that he is in a simulation.” 
 
    “And what Energy was he–” 
 
    “Jovasor wasn’t trained like the others. Neither I nor CK believe he will remain with the crew. His time was therefore dedicated to increasing his knowledge and skill as a medical technician and researcher.” 
 
    “I see,” Dungias said, feeling the need to return to the physical realm. He extended his senses only slightly and he could feel the treks the four had taken. “And, as expected, there is a degree of animosity. I predict that Jovasor will add to that number the moment he is made aware of the truth.” 
 
    “Before you go, please receive this,” Satithe said, sending the files through Alpha to her master. The image of the Traveler shuddered for a moment, taking in the data, and his eyes flared with light before they settled on Satithe and returned to their normal color. “I hope you approve.” 
 
    “More than approve,” Dungias smiled, nodding at Satithe, the program, his opadiah and Vi-Khan. She was no longer a simple intelligence, she had become an entity. “We shall have to–” 
 
    “In time, Master,” she interrupted before diving into the pool, and it was not long thereafter that she was out of sight. Images of programs and diagrams appeared on all sides of the Traveler. 
 
    “I have learned, Master,” Satithe’s voice echoed all around him. “Using the records I have made of CK’s actions, as well as those of the man who called himself NBA, I was able to gain access to Smitty’s database. I have studied his files and I have come to understand so many things. Like you, Master, genetics was his weakest field of study. With all that I have learned, I am prepared to elevate the NHB Project. Your creative hand is needed elsewhere. My body can wait.” 
 
    “So it would seem,” Dungias whispered before leaving the garden.  
 
    He opened his eyes, immediately noticing the glow coming from his Osamu. He looked forward to the next connection he would share with Alpha, but there were wounds to mend – fires to put out – and Dungias opted to begin with Rahneece. 
 
    Inserting Alpha into the control panel of her simulator pod, the Traveler read her. The fluid inside the device was just as good as having physical contact. A frown formed on his face as he brought her simulation to an end but kept from opening her pod. He then decided to read the others, ending their sessions and also keeping them in their pods. Jovasor was the only one whose program ended with an immediate opening of his machine. 
 
    “Hello, Doctor,” Dungias said, helping the young man from the pod. 
 
    “How… how long…” 
 
    “I can say that I am grateful to our Captain,” Dungias started, “… for it has been while in her service that I have learned how to answer questions from a perspective that is not my own. The simulation started on the fourteenth. There are only a few more hours to the sixteenth… and this is still the month of Lentmonzat.” 
 
    “Forty-two oh three, sixteen?” Jovasor asked and Dungias nodded to the affirmative. 
 
    “Forces outside my realm of control folded time inside this chamber,” Dungias explained. “The simulation was intended to deliver only a thirty-day experience. Fortunately, the program is interactive and only limited to Satithe’s accumulated knowledge. Instead of a one-month study of genetics, you have endured a five and one-quarter month experience. I noticed that during the same time where you pursued academia, you also requested to study the basis for self-defense.” 
 
    “I thought I was asking you,” Jovasor said softly. 
 
    “In many ways, Doctor, you were,” Dungias replied. “The algorithms were designed to interact with you and it took into account my thought processes. Thus, your long-distance running and swimming has increased not only your muscle mass but your endurance as well. And you successfully went through Basic Training twice. Well done, Doctor. Now if you will excuse me, I anticipate a much more violent reaction from the others. You may have to put into practice what you have learned.” 
 
    “I will make sure the infirmary is ready,” Jovasor said as he turned quickly on his heels. 
 
    Dungias waited for the young physician to leave before he opened the last four pods at the same time. Unlike Jovasor, their time in the simulator had not been primarily dedicated to the absorption of texts as well as medical and scientific concepts. 
 
    “Good evening,” Dungias said, folding his arms. “Given the similarity of your dispositions, I decided to give this explanation only once.” 
 
    Teela turned to see an unfamiliar face as he smiled, moving navy blue hair out of his gray and green-skinned face. The look of wonder in his yellow eyes kept Teela from voicing her anger; it made her question. Meeting eyes, the strange creature smiled as he changed form, looking like Dungias, but his skin color remained unchanged. He waved at Teela who could not keep from smiling at his antics. 
 
    “You son-of-a-bitch!” Ephaliun yelled, charging at Dungias. Rahneece slapped her hip, drawing her concealed energy pistol. It was only good for three shots; she had every intention of making them count.  
 
    Dungias lunged under Ephaliun’s attack, leaving only a noose of his cable and piton launcher. It tightened around the young man’s neck and his own momentum served to choke the crewman. The same sensation was shared by Rahneece as she lifted her hands to aim her weapon. Dungias’ large blue hand closed around hers and she bent at the knees, wincing in pain as every erg was immediately drained out of her gun and deposited in the cable, but held from entering Ephaliun’s body. 
 
    “Knew it,” Teela whispered, closing her eyes to what she had witnessed.  
 
    “I’m not angry at Z, am I?” she thought. “I am surprised… confused… I’ve been caught off guard … standing in the middle of ‘I don’t know’… but am I angry at him for what happened? 
 
    “This… this can’t end well,” she spoke softly, stepping forward to look at Ephaliun and Rahneece. “All we know is what he taught us!” Unable to free themselves, the two crewmen looked at Teela. “What we know… what we’ve been doing… or thought we were doing… I dunno, I’m still fuzzy on that… but guys, nothing of it is new to him. It’s new to us! And he’s the one who taught us!” 
 
    Dungias looked at the young woman, recalling his cable and releasing Rahneece’s hand. “Perhaps we can begin again. Take note, this is not a request for your permission, nor is it an apology. You are here for a reason… you have been trained for a reason… and, should you opt to remain part of this crew, I will continue to use you as I see fit! The choice to remain is yours!”  
 
    “What’s the endgame?” Rahneece asked, flexing her aching hand. “You always have a plan.” 
 
    “Already it has been changed,” Dungias commented. “Twice. And neither alteration was my option.” 
 
    “So, say things go mostly along what you want to happen, what will we be?” 
 
    Dungias looked down at his brace-com and keyed in a command. The projectors along the ceiling created four images, two females and two males. None of the four had known Dungias had an appreciation of art, but his renderings had an incredible impact on them. “Gods help us!” Rahneece whispered. “You have to watch out asking this man a question!” 
 
    “No doubt!” Ephaliun whispered as he looked at all three images. “Damn, Teela, I didn’t know you had it in you!” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Rahneece whispered, looking at the image of the young woman. 
 
    “Three,” Ulios added as he resumed his natural form. 
 
    “Can someone please tell me who the latest addition is?” Ephaliun barked. 
 
    “His name is Ulios,” Dungias advised. “We met while I was on my Away Mission. Ulios is QuiQami, a race of shape-shifters. Like most of us, his people are not sure of their origins. But the QuiQami are born with a link to OmnahtI.” 
 
    “Om-what?” Ephaliun asked as Teela sighed in wonder. 
 
    “One of the Energies,” Rahneece explained. “Not one of those in the mainstream, as things go, but Witches and WarloKs use it, and with it, they can achieve just about any expression of other Energies.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Dungias commented. 
 
    “You get to learn a few things floating in a pod for half a year,” Rahneece smirked. 
 
    “Well, welcome aboard,” Ephaliun said offering his hand. Ulios smile taking grasp of Ephaliun’s forearm. “If you’re here it’s only because Z wants you here. That’s enough for me.” 
 
    “Over your tirade?” Rahneece inquired. 
 
    “Don’t go high-n-mighty on me,” Ephaliun returned. “You tried to blast him.” 
 
    “I was backing your play,” she quickly offered and Ephaliun groaned. They both started to laugh but were distracted by what Ulios had drawn Ulios’ attention. 
 
    Teela marveled at the musculature of the body in the drawing, wanting to touch it. Her eyes flared wide, gazing at the face of the woman… her height and development. Her eyes blinked rapidly, a sign she was withdrawing once more, and she stepped back, frowning in disapproval. “You made me look ugly, Z!” 
 
    “Then perhaps you should refrain from gazing at a reflective surface, Miss Mansfield.” 
 
    “And you might also want to revisit that perspective, sweetheart,” Rahneece said, walking over to Teela, looking the young woman up and down. She was not yet the Amazonian figure in the sketch, but she was not the same woman who had climbed into the sim-pod. She was slightly taller, her shoulders were square, and definition of toned muscles could be seen down her arms and legs. 
 
    “You uhm… need any help drying off there, T?” Ephaliun inquired, licking his lips. Teela looked at the two, confused and irritated. She lifted her brace-com and input a command. An instant later she was standing in front of the projection of her body. 
 
    “I have reviewed each of your event logs,” Dungias stated. “At no time did anyone not enjoy what they were learning, what they were becoming. But here and now, it is no longer fantasy. The reality of choice can no longer be denied. So gaze upon the image a little longer, Miss Mansfield.” 
 
    “Why do you keep calling me that?!” Teela snapped. 
 
    “In making not too subtle a point,” Rahneece started, rubbing her palm, “… I think Z wants to know which Teela he’s talking to, the one who was all kinds of gangbusters to get here and do something… or the one who’s trying to be what someone of elevated life-rank wants her to be. 
 
    “And I suppose you have a question like that waiting for me, right?” Rahneece inquired, looking at Dungias. “Which one of me is here with you now? Is it the mixed breed human that’s got nothing but questions about her kind and how she got to be here… or am I the woman Taas sent to spy on you?” 
 
    “What?!” Ephaliun barked. “Did you say spy?!” 
 
    “Each of you has a veil, making us more similar than you may think,” Dungias stated. “Ephaliun must make up his mind to decide if he is truly one of us, Rahneece has been leveraged into treachery by an acquaintance of mine, and Teela must come to terms with the fact that her ambitions do not coincide with those of her parents.” 
 
    “What ‘bout me?” Ulios asked. 
 
    “Sorry, Uli, wait a sec,” Ephaliun said, frowning. “Where’s Jovasor?”  
 
    “In the infirmary,” Dungias answered. “Whatever his involvement for what must be done, it will not be as a member of this crew. 
 
    “Got it.” Ephaliun turned to face Ulios. “So, what’s you veil?” 
 
    “No people… no purpose,” Ulios answered. “QuiQami gone. Nes find and make me whole. I guard his realm ever since. He release me to choose.” Ulios looked at Dungias, perplexed. “You knew me on ship?” 
 
    “I knew.” 
 
    “You bring me here… train me… why?” 
 
    “Nes gave you your freedom,” Dungias answered. “It seemed a shame to have you face your future unaware of who and what you are, and what your potential is.” 
 
    “And you just decided to bring him along,” Ephaliun said, walking up to the Astral Realm native. “Welcome to the asylum, friend. Don’t let the big blue man scare you. He’s always going to know more than the rest of us combined.” 
 
    “Ulios like smart blue man,” the shape changer replied. 
 
    “And just like that, he fits right in!” 
 
    “Then let us begin,” Dungias said, drawing Alpha. “There are a few more surprises in store.” 
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    The event came and went without circumstance, feeling like any other passing instance. Still, it had to be witnessed; the keeper of the records would have it no other way. Thusly, it fell to those who had no choice – the operator of the blast ovens – and a few who felt they had been given a punishment to serve as witnesses. As was the norm, the operator was automated, and Student Furray had drawn the wrong lot, winning the task of witnessing the cremation of thirty-one criminals. One passed just as quickly as the next, and the young man barely had time to stand and yawn before he was shot in the back with a dart. 
 
    The prick of the needle made him jump, and his hand moved to his wrist-com to signal his alarm. A pair of small hands caught the moving wrist and before Student Furray knew anything, he was being bitten by a little girl. He looked down on the unkempt black-haired thing and lifted his hand to smack her away. That was when the second dart hit, and the toxin of the first dart started to take effect. He put his hand on the young girl’s head; she was beginning to draw blood. He did not have the strength to remove her… or stand for that matter. He collapsed to the floor and the robot operating the blast ovens never looked up from its work. 
 
    “Way to go, Patra,” a young boy said as he came running up reloading his dart launcher. “Check his pockets and get his weapons belt.” 
 
    “What about twackers?” the young girl asked. 
 
    “He’s just a Student,” the boy replied. “They won’t have trackers on his stuff.” 
 
    “Okay, Phay,” the girl said as she went about her given duties. 
 
    The first thing she found was credit voucher. She smiled and announced, “We got cweds!” Resuming her search, she found a folding knife and keys to a hover-car. “And we got a wide!”  
 
    The young boy ran over and lifted the unconscious man’s arm to read his wrist-com. The name he was looking for was fifth on the list and he memorized the identifier before dropping the arm. He ran over to the floating carrier where the canisters of the ashes were being placed and began looking over them, searching for the right sequence.   
 
    “I found him,” he declared. “I found Adleon!” Taking the canister in one hand and the young girl’s hand in the other, the young boy ran for the exit. In spite of the pace he set, the younger girl was able to keep up with him. There was even a smile on her face as she ran. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, they make ‘em fast around these parts,” Gru remarked, lowering his eye-scope. His computer flashed Unknown across the screen. “And it looks like those two are undocumented.” 
 
    “Of course they’re not in the system,” the lean young man replied as he watched them run. They were indeed fast, but more importantly, they had been taught how to run; it appeared as if they also held a high degree of endurance to their flight. “And it makes it easier for us that they’re not in the database.” 
 
    “I suppose you have a point,” Gru sighed as he put away the viewing scope. He looked at his fellow Temple Warrior who looked thoroughly amazed to see two children running. “You’re calling this. Do we take them?” 
 
    “No,” K’Jolun replied. “Let’s see where they take us.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s your lead and idea we’re following. The only one to turn up anything,” Gru noted. “I’ll let you call it until you mess it up.” 
 
    “That’s really big of you,” K’Jolun replied as he walked toward the air-car. “… seeing as how we went with your four ideas first with nothing to show for it. It’s kind of obvious that I’m the brains of this partnership. And since we’re Northern Temple… what does that say about you?” 
 
    “Right now? That I have unspeakable anger management skills. I’ll drive.” 
 
    “You do that,” K’Jolun said as he took off at a run. “I’m going to follow them on foot. Keep your channel open.” Vhusetti Gru watched his partner for the season, K’Jolun Threlzurk, run off after the two nimble children. Running his hands through his light brown and wavy hair, the Temple Warrior sighed. It would have been his preference to come away from this visit with nothing. Investigations like these only got in his way, and he had a great many things to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Man does not control his own fate. The women in his life do that for him.  
 
    Groucho Marx 
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    Their strides were nearly in unison, but that was nothing out of the norm. They had marched over many meters of mud, stone, sand, bone, and blood together. It was nearly impossible for them to step out of rhythm with one another. Despite the measure of the unspoken bond, G’Dalior sighed, looking to his left. The tall, tan-skinned woman walked with him. She was not in her battle armour, making her frame all the more impressive. Toned muscles and square shoulders swung only slightly as she walked. The Imperial standard was embossed on the side of her head; the same could be said for the large, diamond-shaped eye patch which she wore over her right eye. Ribbisadia Vora kept both sides of her head shaved, leaving the center patch of thick, wavy, light brown hair which reached to the center of her back. “I will say once more, Ribbi… this is completely unnecessary.” 
 
    “Forgive me, my Prince,” the woman replied. “I have failed you. After all we’ve been through, I still haven’t made it clear that I only listen to some of your orders.” 
 
    “I do not require a Shield-Arm inside the Imperial Palace,” the Regalion argued. “It is perfectly safe here.” 
 
    “I am certain the hangar technicians were of the same mind, my Prince,” Ribbisadia returned. “To say nothing of your excursion to the Northern Temple without my company.” 
 
    “I am merely going to attend a session of the Council of the Mage,” G’Dalior advised.  
 
    “Then I will try to keep from yawning,” she remarked. Shaking his head, the Regalion turned his thoughts to the chamber he was about to enter.  
 
    Maradothia had not said much, but that was a fairly common occurrence when communicating between dimensions, especially by technological devices. The young Princess did not want to use a means the palace could easily track. Still, the portion of her message that he had received was enough. He did not recollect anyone in the Sylgarr Family, but such knowledge was not a requirement for G’Dalior to act. His sister had requested action from his station … and he would answer. 
 
    “Hmmm, I did not know the Council was so well fortified,” Ribbisadia commented as the two came around the corner, walking out into the large hallway that led to the council chambers. 
 
    “It isn’t,” G’Dalior commented, looking at the twelve armed men. “Not normally.” 
 
    “Royal Guardsmen,” Ribbisadia identified. “And they’re armoured!” 
 
    “It matters not,” G’Dalior muttered before lifting his hand to signal to the guards. “Ho, Guardsman. I have need to enter the chambers of the council. Kindly make way.” 
 
    “That I cannot do, Your Majesty,” the guard replied, squaring his shoulders and moving his feet to shoulder width. He took in a breath to say more, but most of that air was forced out of his mouth when Ribbisadia grabbed his chest plate, lifted the man from the floor, and threw him toward the five men on the left side of the door. He had not yet reached his intended destination when the Shield-Arm of the Prince lunged across to the right side of the aisle, kicking up a gust of wind that lifted G’Dalior’s cape and hair. The closest man lifted his left arm so that the back of his fist faced the charging woman. The crystal in the bracer flashed at the same time as the man’s eyes turned bright yellow in color. His wall shield was nearly formed when warrior woman reached it. A slight glint of light shone from underneath her eye patch and she sent her left fist forward. The forming shield shattered like so much glass. The guard that had been making the shield started to scream out in pain from the backlash, but an impromptu shoulder tackle turned his body into a cue ball as Ribbisadia scored a four-ball shot.  
 
    The last man stepped forward, summoning a pair of pounder-blasters. Ribbisadia smirked at the weapon choice and continued her charge, turning so that her right shoulder faced her opponent. She dove up from the ground, looking back to verify where her Prince was standing. She fell into a no–hand cartwheel dodging a blast that passed well over G’Dalior’s head. Ribbi’s foot swept across the man’s extended arm and his second shot fired into the floor. The woman came up with a short sword in her left hand and her blaster in her right. The edge of the blade was tucked under the last man’s armpit and when he moved to gasp at her weapon placement, the barrel of her blaster was inserted into his open mouth. 
 
    “Do you wish to be laughed at or mourned?!” Ribbisadia hissed, glaring into the man’s eyes. Her bronze eye seemed to gleam in the low light of the corridor. “It is of little difference to me. But since we’re both Vohlterran wonders of the cosmos, I thought I would give you a choice!” 
 
    “Call off your sierthay, brother!” Valwonn commanded. The Regalion spun around with deliberate intensity, readying himself to hurl an energy bolt at his disrespectful brother. 
 
    “My Prince, nay!” Ribbisadia called out, slowly removing her weapons from her opponent. G’Dalior had already generated the bolt, but he stopped himself from throwing it just ahead of too late.    “Your Majesty,” the woman said, bowing deeply to the Emperor and holding that pose. 
 
    “Father,” G’Dalior called, also bowing in reverence to the Emperor. Though it was not the more practiced discipline, the Prince was able to dismiss the energy form he had summoned. 
 
    TrenGal Primuson stood beside his youngest child, a very cross look painted across his face. He looked at the capable soldier, recognizing her from a number of past meetings. She had fought alongside the Regalion when he had led the attack that ended an Ardrian Uprising.  
 
    “Shield-Arm,” the Emperor spoke, acknowledging the woman. “We are a measure away from the proving grounds, are we not?” 
 
    “We are at that, Your Majesty,” Ribbisadia replied without standing up straight. “These people thought they could bar the Regalion from entering the chamber. I did not agree with their perspective.” 
 
    “And from the looks of things it was a very costly disagreement it was for them,” TrenGal remarked, looking at the men who were slow in getting up. “Rise,” he commanded, and his eyes flared with pride, watching his son and Shield-Arm move at the same time and speed. Locking his eyes on G’Dalior, TrenGal stepped closer, gesturing toward the members of Valwonn’s battered detail. “Sibling disagreements aside, perhaps we can resolve why the retainer of one Prince would thrash the retainers of another.” 
 
    “A matter of import to me as well, my Emperor,” G’Dalior stated before he looked at his sibling. “Care to clear the confusion, brother?” 
 
    “I sought only to protect the Throne and Family Blood,” Valwonn returned. “A trusted resource of mine advised me of your aims.” Valwonn stepped away from his father’s side, turning to look at the tapestry on the corridor wall. “We are indeed brothers, but as of late, we do not converse with any measure of love. Not that I blame you for that,” Valwonn quickly added, looking back at his older sibling. “My behavior has left much to be questioned. Still, I have never lost my love for father’s position.” 
 
    “No, brother, you most certainly have not,” G’Dalior thought.  
 
    “With the information I received, I knew I had to act to keep you from making a most grievous error in judgment,” Valwonn continued. “So I sought out Father while ordering my men to bar entry into the session of the Council of the Mage.” 
 
    “You went to Father? Why?!” G’Dalior asked as TrenGal folded his arms. 
 
    “To protect you from yourself!” Valwonn returned sharply, producing a memory crystal.  
 
    Receiving its command from its master, the crystal began to glow before it projected images of the spaceport of Oasis City on the planet of Gulmurr in the Gulmar System. It was a recording that had been taken from an aerial overpass in the wake of JoJo Starblazer’s visit. The image focused on the destruction of a large portion of the facility.  
 
    “That is a spaceport in Oasis City,” Valwonn explained before grasping the gem. When he opened his hand a second time, the projected image changed to an aerial view of another building that was in even worse condition. “And that is the Imperial Embassy in the very same city. After an exhaustive investigation by both Gulmar and Imperial agencies, it has been found that a Family of Influence within the Empire is responsible for this destruction. Dozens of Imperial citizens lost their lives in this catastrophic scenario, and the Throne will have to contend with the scores of Gulmar citizens that also perished.” 
 
    “And what does this have to do with the Council of the Mage?” G’Dalior inquired. TrenGal nodded in approval of the question; glad that he did not have to voice the inquiry himself… and that his Regalion was demonstrating he had some skill to cope with his position of authority.  
 
    “Because of the family name at the heart of the investigators’ findings,” Valwonn stated with great confidence. He grasped the gem one more and opened his hand to project the images of Counselor Gulfrim Sylgarr… his son, a Northern Temple Chevalier by the name of Lord Falco Sylgarr… and his daughter, Coletta Sylgarr. “The name of Sylgarr!” 
 
    “How did you come by this?” G’Dalior asked in a whispering voice. He had barely managed to pose the question as his mind raced to get a hold of things. He was quickly able to dismiss Maradothia as having some sort of plot against him, but that did little to help him understand what was happening. 
 
    “Is that the question you should be asking, my Prince?!” Valwonn barked as he stepped to stand directly in front of his brother. “Were you not about to enter that chamber there and endorse Loranos Sylgarr as a legacy to his father’s station?!” Valwonn said, pointing at the council chamber doors. When G’Dalior’s eyes dropped from his younger brother’s, it was all Valwonn could do to keep from cheering. At last, the mighty and perfect G’Dalior Primuson had been cast in a light that had brought attention to an imperfection. “An Imperial endorsement given to a family line which is highly in question! Do you know what that says to the people? Do you know what you’re guilty of?!” 
 
    “If my brother is guilty of anything,” a silken voice spoke out as a tall, slender female form teleported into the corridor. The light of the aperture faded revealing that it was Cynthali, and she was dressed in the robes of her station, looking incredibly regal. “… it is that his only fault remains to be how much he loves his family.” 
 
    “My first born,” TrenGal said in an airy voice, nearly overwhelmed by her beauty and the confidence she had in her position. “What brings you to this impasse? These are not the sort of matters in which you normally engage.” 
 
    “I am forever engaged in the strength of the Star of the Empire,” she said, bowing to her father. He nodded and gestured for her to rise. Her orange eyes quickly came up, looking at G’Dalior for a moment before bowing deeply to him as well. “Regalion.” 
 
    “Beloved sister,” G’Dalior replied, walking over to embrace the young woman. 
 
    “And there is it, in both voice and form,” Cynthali stated, returning the gesture. “It was my brother’s love that gave me a place in this family. It was his love that stayed the hand of many a Champion that had been wronged when Prince Valwonn foolishly tried to make profit from the Imperial Tournaments. And it is his love now that has placed him in this very unseemly position.” 
 
    “Explain yourself, daughter,” TrenGal commanded ahead of Valwonn’s attempt to take control of the moment. 
 
    “Young Maradothia has befriended the remains of the Sylgarr Family,” the Princess declared. “I do not believe she is aware of the maneuverings of Falco and his father Gulfrim so much as she has come to be fond of the Lady Sylgarr. 
 
    “You remember her, Father,” Cynthali said softly. “When she was at her most impressive, she was called Sword Mistress Oedelorana Raynko.” 
 
    “Vylprall’s daughter,” TrenGal recollected, putting his hand to his chin. It would take several moments of significant measure for him to forget the challenge in the courtyard of this very palace. With two swords the young sword mistress had managed to wade through ten of his Imperial Guard, receiving only the slightest cut to her cape. “… and second cousin to the Empress. Yes, I do recall her.  
 
    “I also remember that the good Duke objected to the binding of his daughter to the Sylgarr… hmmm, as memory returns, it was not declared a House until after that binding. Still, time, it would seem, has revealed the Duke’s instincts to be no less sharp than his blade. 
 
    “But more to the point,” TrenGal noted as he turned to face his heir and most favored child, “… you have been in contact with Maradothia, yes?” 
 
    “I have, Father,” G’Dalior said in defeat. He would not lie, not to the Throne, but he had betrayed a trust. “It was at her behest that I came here today.” 
 
    “I would hope you now possess a vision better than that intention,” TrenGal said, walking to place his hand on his son’s shoulder. “Cynthali’s words have created a most perfect frame, and we have at last found a fault in your glorious armour of life, my son. You love your family! A fault that only increases the power of that armour. While only one head may wear the crown, my beloved son, it is a sorrowful soul that seeks to be the Throne alone.” 
 
    “Your words are the wisdom of the Stars,” G’Dalior said, grasping his father’s forearm. “I will take this matter to resolution and see to it that it does not mar your reign.” 
 
    “Our reign, son,” TrenGal said with a smile. “I do not foresee an early departure from this life, but I sleep a most peaceful slumber knowing that I leave this kingdom to such capable hearts and minds.” TrenGal turned to make his departure. His children bowed and his subjects saluted, taking a kneeling stance. “If only my faults were so gracious.  
 
    “Valwonn, do not think your interest and your actions have gone unnoticed. Well done, my son. Report to the Regalion when you have settled this matter.” Despite his ability and legendary power, the Emperor walked to a stairway and took it down.  
 
    “That is not the way to his chambers,” Valwonn remarked. 
 
    “He goes to inform Mother,” Cynthali concluded. “She and Duke Vylprall are close and they are all fond of Lady Sylgarr.” 
 
    “Then it is only her taste in men that is at fault,” Valwonn remarked. G’Dalior turned to address his brother, but Cynthali’s hand touched against his chest. His eyes locked on hers and his anger only increased in the stare she gave him. 
 
    “Thank you, brother,” G’Dalior said without looking away from Cynthali. “Take your men and give me this portion of the palace.” 
 
    “But of course, my Prince and heir to our father’s throne,” Valwonn said before snapping his fingers and turning quickly on his heels. He walked briskly, finally allowing his face to gloat. G’Dalior had volunteered to investigate the issue and the Emperor had decided to give it to Valwonn instead. It was a minor victory, but that did not make it any less sweet.  
 
    Only when the footfalls of the departing entourage could not be heard did G’Dalior speak again. 
 
    “This is not you, sister,” he said softly. 
 
    “It would seem that my statement was more accurate than I would want to admit,” she returned. “Your only fault is your love for your family.” 
 
    “And you see that as a weakness?!” 
 
    “It is when Valwonn is a member of that family,” she quickly returned. “And, at the moment, that list also includes Maradothia, but at least she is not actively seeking to be malicious. I do not know what measure of circumstance has spun our little sister about, but you are so enraged that you are losing sight of the truth.” 
 
    “The truth that Valwonn has agents in the palace?” G’Dalior barked. “That much I knew.”   
 
    “And not one of them would dare draw close to you,” Cynthali argued before pointing over to Ribbisadia. “Not when you have such might so close to your person. No, brother, the revelation is that Valwonn has agents in and around Maradothia! That is how he has come to know anything! And now you’ve given him a second stroke against you.” 
 
    “A second stroke?” G’Dalior questioned. 
 
    “The Star Gaper,” Cynthali said, reminding her brother of the event that Ribbisadia had mentioned earlier. “He did not use it today, which means he is holding on to it for use at some later date.” 
 
    “Which makes me question how you came to know of this matter, sister.” 
 
    “I know hardly anything of it,” Cynthali admitted. “But I have personal reasons for keeping an eye on the movements of our brother.” 
 
    “I am sure you do,” G’Dalior smiled. “And just how is Nassadia?” 
 
    “When I last saw her, Lady Tramull was well in her health and proceeding with her studies,” Cynthali said, trying to sound distant from the subject. 
 
    “Would that be physiology?” 
 
    “G’Dalior!” she snapped in a soft voice but could not keep from smiling to see the Regalion chuckling. He ushered her to walk with him but she did not keep her elation for long. “I do not think Father would approve.” 
 
    “As people, we are subjects of his empire,” G’Dalior stated. “But no one is the owner of the passions of their heart. No throne commands that province.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see why Valwonn hates you in the same stride that Maradothia adores you,” Cynthali stated. 
 
    “And where does that leave you?” 
 
    “I am with our brother, Trenzun,” she answered with a smile, “… decidedly and most happily removed from the contest.” G’Dalior stopped walking as a frown fell over his face. 
 
    “There it is,” Ribbisadia thought, very familiar with the look. “The plan-egg has been laid and it is about to crack!” 
 
    “Trenzun!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    With the remaining crew finally making their way into the auxiliary hangar, there were mixed feelings in the chamber, though not in equal proportions. Llaz would have preferred to be the furthest away from JoJo; somewhere on the other side of the room would have been ideal. But those days were gone. His position was to be closer than anyone else, and, in the absence of Z, on her right-hand side. There were many who might have taken the opportunity to square their shoulders and stick out their chests, but Llaz took a simple stance, arms folded, and his eyes, for the most part, were cast to the floor at his feet, waiting for his captain to speak.  
 
    Anxious was the word that best described most of the others as they found their choice of positions on the floor. Most patted Thomasine and Obanyo on their shoulders as they walked by, whispering sentiments of congratulations at a job well done. The former toyed with the moment, blowing on her nails and buffing them on her jacket while the latter turned around and pointed at the others who had been instrumental in the success of their little side project. Jocasta saw the mutual appreciation and nodded. She stood there, cane in her belt loop, hands on her hips, wondering what to make of what was in front of her. 
 
    “It was certainly a team effort,” she said softly, looking back at Llaz who lifted his head long enough to acknowledge what had been said. She turned back toward the spacecraft and looked over it once more. “Sure is a pretty thing,” she remarked, stepping over to run her ungloved hand along the hull. “Damn pretty. Anyone know what the hull material is?” 
 
    “Soborian Pearl,” Kryltane stated with a bright smile stretched wide across his face. Jocasta looked at one of her engineers-in-training and nodded at what he had said. She turned to look at Llaz, waiting until there was eye contact, and then pointed at him.  
 
    “You shut up,” she commanded her First Mate. “Is that clear?” Llaz moved his fingers across his lips as if to seal them and Jocasta’s hand returned to her hip. “Good man. 
 
    “Shotgun, you looked as pleased as a man with a ‘want one, get one free’ coupon at a Geek Warehouse. Try to remember I’m not a local girl.” Remembering that the mystique associated with the ship was entirely a local matter, Kryltane lost his smile in exchange for a look of stark realization. He started to speak but heeded the lifted hand of Jocasta as she turned to face Willis Siekor. “And what was your part in this?” she asked. 
 
    “Cheerleader,” Siekor answered with a boastful smile on his face and his hands on his hips. His hands came away from his sides as he leaned forward on the shoulders of Nielsen Feldspar and Olreye Seaton to shout, “We are pirates of a fashion!”   
 
    “We just want the Prism Passion!” the crew replied in hearty, eager voices. 
 
    “And how will this crew score that ship?” Siekor sang. 
 
    “Starblazer hands blast, cut, and rip! Hu-Ah!” everyone shouted before they applauded. Jocasta smiled and pointed at Siekor. 
 
    “Okay… that hurt. You people need to stick to ass-kicking and stealing Kot.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain.” 
 
    “How about you, Hennix?” Jocasta asked. “What was your part in this?” 
 
    “Escort, Captain. The Trident and two of her more incredible Z-added options saw to getting Thom and Scamps to the site where the ship was stored.” 
 
    “Z-added options?” 
 
    “D, would you do the honors?” Hennix requested. With one touch to his brace-com, Deolun brought up images of Hennix and Bruveia clad in armoured battle-suits. They were near form-fitting constructs with plates of armour over the chest, shoulders, elbows, forearms, hips, and knees. Gauntlets and boots covered the hands and feet. There were whooping calls and whistles in response to how formidable the two looked, and Jocasta turned quickly to look at Bruveia. 
 
    “Hell no, there will not be a rematch!” Jocasta said with a smile and clearly conveyed intent. Bruveia pointed at Jocasta and cackled, leaning over on Hennix who was happy to hold her up. Jocasta looked back at the image and shuddered, shaking her head. 
 
    “If it looks this good, there’s no telling how well it moves!” Jocasta thought. “He’s been wanting to make me a battle-suit for the longest, but I kept telling him no, that it wasn’t my thing. Now I know why he sighed. I so love this man’s work, but I hate those things! 
 
    “Tolip, fill in the cracks for me, love.” 
 
    “Boss asked– I’m sorry, Captain,” Silnee said, putting her hand to her mouth. “I meant Llaz.” 
 
    Jocasta turned to her acting First Mate and smirked. “You give yourself that name?” 
 
    “They did,” Llaz replied, gesturing to the crew. 
 
    “Good name. Tank, see that it’s entered into the record.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain!” Mel shouted back with a bright smile on his face. 
 
    “Get back to it, Tolip.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain. Boss asked Shotgun to make sensor sweeps of the immediate area during your descent,” Silnee explained, and Jocasta looked back at her new Cutter. His eyes were once again looking at the floor, but there was something to his stance; something that had not been a part of him before this event. He was proud, and he had every right to be. Still something of significant weight was visible to her. “Shotgun found a scrambler field on the grounds of the estate west of your intended landing site.” 
 
    “A sign that usually means mind your own business,” Jocasta remarked. 
 
    “Or the beginnings of a trap,” Silnee added. Jocasta agreed with the perspective. “Shotgun broke through the field–” 
 
    “Whoa!” Kryltane spoke up. “I think it should be noted that the tool I used to get through that field was built by Z.” 
 
    “So was this,” Jocasta said, quickly drawing her blaster. “Do you think he takes credit for every shot I make? On this ship, thanking Z is a given. This is why we have the First Law of the Xara-Mansura: don’t–” 
 
    “Piss off the engineer!” the crew cried out before most of them chuckled. 
 
    “Damn straight,” Jocasta said as she holstered her weapon. “Get back to it, Tolip.” 
 
    “We got through the field and found this,” Silnee said, gesturing to the pearl-white spacecraft. “She’s called the Prism Passion and she’s a local legend. And when I say local, I mean the Prism Baronies.  
 
    “When the Soboree first ventured from the Outer Rim, it was discovered they had the natural ability to generate EnerJa. Many set about the task of trying to capture and enslave them. Two slave houses were built; one in the Inner Rim, near Primus, and one in the Middle Rim, pretty close to where Black Gate is located. The people who would eventually become the Black Assassins destroyed the one in the Inner Rim and liberated the Soboree there…” 
 
    “Great!” Jocasta thought. “Another reason to love that man!” 
 
    “… but it was the Baronial Council that launched the attack that liberated the Soboree. No one knows how the Soboree said ‘thank you’ to the Black Assassins…”
“Bet I could find that one out,” Jocasta thought. 
 
    “… for the Baronial Council, however, the Soboree commissioned the construction of the Prism Passion. The Soborian Pearl in the hull plating makes it nearly invulnerable to all energy-based attacks, and the frame is nearly indestructible.” 
 
    “Say what?!” Jocasta barked, stepping back and looking at the ship much differently. Before she had thought it looked pretty, but relatively heavy and slow. Now she was thinking that it made for the perfect getaway vehicle. 
 
    “Talk about luck of the draw,” Silnee continued. “The hitch of the story is this: each barony lays claim to owning the Prism Passion, and they take turns stealing it from one another. Over the years each barony has had it for a time.” 
 
    “Who’s held it the least?” Jocasta quickly asked. 
 
    “The Onyx Barony,” Kryltane answered. “And by quite a bit. The next closest barony is the Galena Barony with nearly twenty months more to its time of possession.” 
 
    “That’s almost two years,” Jocasta commented. 
 
    “The Onyx Barony has had its problems with a number of uprisings and revolutions,” Kryltane informed, “… not to mention a nearly-failed economy. However, under the leadership of the Orgen Family they’ve seriously rebounded. Now they’re considered to be one of the richest baronies in The Territories.” 
 
    Jocasta kept her gaze on the ship. Yes, it was nearly impregnable, but it was not ‘her’ or anything she wanted for her crew. In the same way that she could appreciate the suits Z had made for Hennix and Bruveia, being cooped up in one still held no appeal for her. 
 
    “Of course, that does bring one thing to mind,” Jocasta thought as she looked for her Trident team. She beckoned them to approach. 
 
    “It’s time to make a few adjustments around here. It’s pretty clear that the Pinion Project is off to a very good start. But you three are without crew names, and that comes to an end right now. Deolun, you are Centerpointe, and be sure you spell that with three ‘e’s. Hennix… you’re Right Spike, and Bruveia…” 
 
    “Left Spike?” she asked, obviously not liking the idea. 
 
    “Nope. You’re Southpaw,” Jocasta replied with a sly grin. Bruveia returned the smile and nodded in approval. “Of course, I’m not done. Cilrus, they used to call you Ga, am I right?” Cilrus nodded his head ‘yes’. “Well I’m making CeCe official!” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “Thanks nothing,” Jocasta quickly replied. “Tell these people what you did at the Sylgarr Estate. They’ll figure out how I came to that one. Roc, you and Feldspar will keep your names, which leaves me with… where the devil is Culshee?” 
 
    “She’s got herself a bit of a stomach virus,” Amos informed. “It’s not fatal and I was able to keep it from being contagious, but a regen won’t get rid of it. It’s going to take a couple of days.” 
 
    “Okay, Nightingale, whatever you say. And thanks for the good work. Bantar, where are you?” 
 
    “Right over here, Captain,” the young man said as he walked forward. He looked tired, and circles were beginning to form under his eyes, but he smiled in earnest as he approached. 
 
    “You want to stay with us, Bantar?” 
 
    “You better believe it, Captain!” 
 
    “Make me believe it, Spectre!” Jocasta said, stepping closer. “… and yes, that’s r-e, not e-r.” Leaning to whisper in his ear, she continued, “… and after this you report to your bed. You read me, mister?” 
 
    “Clean and green, Captain.” 
 
    “Olreye, mean as it sounds, you’re Sonar.” Laughter rose up as Olreye was taunted. Siekor grabbed his marked ear and tugged on it. Olreye laughed as he moved the hand away. 
 
    “That makes you Silk,” Jocasta said, pointing directly at Synh Dayami without looking at him and he bowed to her, with his head down, in response. Jocasta then motioned for everyone to draw close. She looked at each on in turn and they moved to stand closer to her. 
 
    “Look around you,” she said softly, “… just in case you missed it before. You’re standing in the company of legends! Look to your left… and now to your right… legends, I tell you! Today, it’s plundering an unsuspecting hidey-hole… tomorrow it will be whatever we desire.  
 
    “Feel it!” she stressed at just above a whisper. “I want you to close your eyes and feel it. This is what it is to belong to something that wants to belong to you! Take a good sample and hold on to it, because these are the good times. The bad are just around the bend. Lift those good sails and ride them through the bad currents! I promise you, if you can hold on to that, this ship will continue to fly. 
 
    “Tolip, set a course for the Onyx Barony. Shotgun, see if you can put us in contact with someone there who will be willing to negotiate the sale of one Prism Passion. Might as well look and see if we can put any truth to the claims of their financial standing. 
 
    “Centerpointe, scan the Kot out of that thing! I want a report so tight with details that Z will have to use a dictionary!” There were a few chuckles as Deolun reacted to his assignment. 
 
    “Roc, I want you to get on that stove and make it sing! As soon as we’re beyond the Garnet Barony provincial markers, break out the rum and serve my people a fitting feast. Job well done, people. That’s what I call one fine-ass haul!” The crew cheered loud and hearty before they started to go their separate ways.  
 
    “Mr. Llaz,” Jocasta called to him as she walked toward him. She had chosen to speak in a somewhat softer tone, given that Silnee and Siekor were the only ones who stood a chance in hearing her. “When the rum is served, I will see you in my Ready Room to discuss your tactics. Bottom line: you had Kot for a plan; runny and smelly! They saved your ass, Llaz. We need to talk!” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Llaz spoke softly and Jocasta walked out of the chamber. There were many sympathetic eyes on him and Silnee even went so far as to voice her opinion. 
 
    “It was a quick plan. But if you ask me, it was a damn good one!” 
 
    “Thanks, Tolip,” Llaz replied. “All right, people. It’ll be some time before Roc rings us in for the feast. Back to your schedules, and yes, I expect all of the work shifts to be completed despite the time this little gathering took out of our day.” A few moans sounded and quickly Llaz held up his hand. “We can make it double duty!” he said, and the only response that came to ear was the sound of people walking away. 
 
    “It was a successful heist,” Siekor added. “That doesn’t mean it was a good plan.” 
 
    “You’re siding with the Captain?” Llaz asked. 
 
    “I suppose it had to happen… eventually. But she’s right on this one; you hit the target, but this was a quick draw from the hip.” 
 
    “Are you saying I should consult with you before I do something like that again?” 
 
    “You could do a lot worse,” Siekor replied before he laughed. Llaz pushed against his shoulder and walked away, smiling through the feeling of tightness growing in his throat. 
 
      
 
    That tightness remained in place for three hours. Silnee reported the ship was beyond the Almandior boundary markers, and Roc had served up prime rib along with some sort of roasted game bird. Llaz made his way to the Ready Room and tried to clear his throat before knocking on the door. 
 
    “Enter,” Jocasta commanded and Llaz walked inside. 
 
    “Before we begin,” Llaz said as he approached the desk and placed a bottle of rum on the corner closest to Jocasta. 
 
    “You brought me a bottle?” 
 
    “Actually, where the people had the Passion stored, there were a few bottles. Thom had primed the engines and was waiting for the all-clear so she could take off. When that didn’t come immediately–” 
 
    “She exercised some personal initiative and decided to grab a few bottles,” Jocasta said as she got up from her chair. 
 
    “A few crates actually,” Llaz corrected. “Her and Scamps managed to load eight crates on board the ship before we signaled them to leave the hideaway hangar. Since two of those crates were rum, I opened up one and gave it to the crew to go along with their feast.” 
 
    “Just took that upon yourself, did you?” Jocasta asked as she came around the desk.  “Make yourself at home with my booty so the crew could have a good drink along with their meal?! I’ve got a booty you should take charge of!” Jocasta took hold of his face and pressed her mouth against his. The kiss was hard and passionate at first, but slowly became something soft and tender. When Jocasta took hold of the back of his head, Llaz kissed her neck and shoulder. Jocasta closed her eyes, welcoming the sensation. 
 
    “This is what you wanted to talk to me about?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s rude to talk with your mouth full,” Jocasta warned before kissing him again. “Had to dress you down a bit… keeps wannabes from thinking they can do it to and getting us into all kinds of trouble.” 
 
    “Good point,” he panted, taking in the delights of her touch and taste. As he took hold of her body, Jocasta backed up toward the far wall. Llaz came forward, keeping their bodies pressed against one another. He heard some sort of switch unlock and the wall panel gave. They stumbled into Jocasta’s quarters where she pivoted and hip-tossed Llaz down onto the bed. He did not fight the maneuver and landed perfectly on the bed, his head in the center of the pillow. 
 
    “Gods, you are just too cool,” she remarked, climbing on top of the young man. 
 
    “Funny,” Llaz spoke in-between passionate kisses. “I thought I was just trying to keep up!” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Jocasta cooed. “Sometimes, even a Captain wants to be led!” It was the last clear sentence either one spoke for the next hour. Only moans of delight and the occasional calling of a name broke the silence. She called him Llaz and he called her JoJo with the only other words uttered being ‘oh’ and ‘yes’. 
 
      
 
    Jocasta laid in her bed, smoking a cigaro and looking up at the ceiling as Llaz dressed himself. She blew out the flavored smoke and looked over at her Second Mate. “Did I cross a line?” 
 
    “Would it have mattered?” he asked, looking back at her. His eyes and tone of voice were too warm and welcoming. She stared at him as he turned, slowly approached, and kissed her full on the mouth. “You wanted… you took. If it’s one thing I’ve learned aboard this ship: the simpler you keep things, the easier everything is to understand. Neither one of us knows if we’ll ever have this sort of moment again. But you can’t get caught up thinkin’ about it. You run the risk of missing it altogether. It’s not like we schedule when there’s going to be boarders!” 
 
    “That’s right, I keep forgetting you were aboard for that last one,” Jocasta smiled. She put her hand to his hair. “What a world of changes since then, eh?” 
 
    “At least a world,” he replied. “There are no lines between us, JoJo, because right now, I’m not your crew, I’m your lover. Your lover calls you JoJo, your Second Mate calls you Captain. Simple.”  
 
    “Cool as a docking slip,” Jocasta remarked. “Just don’t go cold on me.” 
 
    “That can’t happen,” Llaz said softly. “… because both of me love all of you. Even if Llaz loses JoJo, I will always have my Captain.” 
 
    “And you’re good with that?” she managed to ask, closing her eyes to warmth she felt from his words. 
 
    “Hell no!” Llaz replied, causing Jocasta to laugh. “I’m as greedy as they get. I want it all! But I’m a big boy; I’m not going to get everything I want. I appreciate you looking out for my feelings, but I can’t help but notice yours.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re making comparisons… and it’s pretty clear I’m coming up short,” he stated with unwavering eyes. Jocasta started to speak, but Llaz’s finger touched gently to her lips kept her from saying anything. “Silnee’s a better pilot… barely, Mel’s up and become a better shot... for the moment, Z’s definitely a bluer man…” Jocasta giggled, taking hold of his hand, caressing it as she moved it away from her lips. “… and somewhere… somewhere back there, out there, wherever there… there’s a more welcome soul that you want to take hold of you. But they’re not here right now… I am. Sucks to be them, great to be me!” She laughed as Llaz stood up from the bed. “Permission to disembark the ecstasy barge?” 
 
    “Granted, but only for the time being,” Jocasta said, still giggling. Llaz nodded and walked out of the room. 
 
    The corridor was a cold comfort for him and Llaz walked, once again with his head down. “Leave it to my life… going from Llaz to Boss is a demotion!” Each footfall was on the metal catwalk, but his mind quickly returned to the desert, listening to the Witch. 
 
    “Abandon what you think you are, it is only holding you back,” she had said. “You will have to become more than you thought you could be in order to help her. And when you think and feel you have found the number one, recognize you will never be more than her number two. And that is not meant to be your place either!”  
 
    At the time, Llaz had thought the foretelling was warning him about Pristacia… or at least he had wanted it to apply to her. It spoke of a time when there would be intimacy, and Llaz figured no one he knew would ever be Pristacia’s number one. He had been glad to think he would be her number two… until JoJo kissed him. It was a taste of woman he had not known could exist and suddenly the comely curves of the one they called Princess were just that, curves. JoJo had made a straight line to his heart and he loved her. 
 
    “Who actually has a reader come to them?” he thought. “Easy answer… the one whose fate simply had to be known.” Somehow, by the turn of a transport, Llaz had found himself in the middle of JoJo Starblazer’s destiny. One thought considering the man named Dungias… and it became incredibly clear to Llaz. “This woman is meant to do things, something bigger than her, and she’s already bigger than me. And if what the desert witch said is true, no matter how much I love her, she’ll never love me the same way. Which means if I press it, all I’ll do is get in her way.” Llaz had seen what happened to the common people, the InvokeR, the Djinn,  the Temple Chevaliers, the Master Thief, and the Upyri who had either dared or, through some twist of fate, been forced to cross paths with his Captain. Stacking his heart against that list made him feel small. But there was one gleaming path Llaz could walk. He could help the woman, and be more than he thought he ever could in the process. 
 
    “Yeah, that would be some place to stand,” he whispered. “… not center stage, true… but not in the audience either. Gods know, this has been one hell of a show so far!” Hearing the message-receive signal, Llaz lifted his brace-com. You’re right, I was making comparisons. Wasn’t right or fair. You’re not a pit stop. You’re a landmark. Without you I wouldn’t know where I’m going. 
 
    Llaz smiled and typed in: Aye aye, Jo-Cap! He hoped that in putting Jo first, she would be complimented, eased by their exchange. It was not honest, but she did not need his honesty, she needed Llaz and Boss… at least until such time that she knew where she was going and he would only be the means by which she could mark where she had been. 
 
    “Kind of makes you wonder though,” he whispered. “How I’m going to ‘shine in the darkest of skies’. Screw it. Everything else has been falling into place. That’ll fall too… when it’s ready.” 
 
    Llaz opened up the rosters and started looking at the schedules. There had to be a way to get more work out of the crew, more training into them. Before Llaz worked too deeply into fathoming an answer, he recalled this sort of thought was not his forte. He smiled devilishly and opened a channel. “I need the Brain Trust in the Computer Lab, please.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Education is the key to success in life, and teachers make a lasting impact in the lives of their students.  
 
    Solomon Ortiz 
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    Ephaliun was the first to respond, but he only did so by getting up from his chair and pacing behind the others with his hand on his hips. His lips moved but he did not make a sound outside of huffing disgust and frustration. 
 
    “Did you bring enough for everyone?” Rahneece asked, looking over her shoulder. 
 
    “Enough of what?” Ephaliun asked. 
 
    “Angst. It feels like you want to share.” 
 
    “How the hell can I share this?!” Ephaliun barked. 
 
    “There it is,” Rahneece said softly, looking forward again. 
 
    “You did ask for it,” Teela reasoned. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ulios added. “Asked.” 
 
    “Huh?” Ephaliun continued. “How do I not get mad at this? C’mon, you’re the super-spy.” 
 
    “Ephaliun,” Dungias said, frowning in disapproval. “She is hardly a spy.” 
 
    “I’m not?!” Rahneece asked, surprised at the standpoint taken. 
 
    “You are not perceived as one,” Dungias replied. “I see you more as someone in dire straits, manipulated by someone of a loose moral code. But, I am most curious as to what is aggravating Ephaliun.” 
 
    “He wants to hate you but he can’t,” Teela explained. 
 
    “Thank you!” Ephaliun cheered. 
 
    “Teela?” 
 
    Her large, dark brown eyes locked on Dungias and she took in a deep and steadying breath. “There’s no other way to say it, Z. I knew before you shared your story with us that you were different.” 
 
    “Yeah, because the blue skin gave nothing away,” Ephaliun added. 
 
    “I think everyone here knows what I mean,” Teela fired back. “You did something. Something that we want to call manipulative, and calculating, and shallow, and inhuman! The first two might be right, but the last two… after what we just shared in… you’ve put your life on the line for people you’ll never know; for a place that isn’t your home. No one can call that shallow. 
 
    “And after knowing what we know now… how do we say no?!” she continued. “I mean, you’ve been right more often than not, and it’s not even you saying the Rims are in trouble. It’s the damn Stars! I don’t know about everyone else–” 
 
    “Oh yeah ya do,” Ephaliun argued. “Believe me! So far, so freaking good!” 
 
    “… but it’s blowing my mind that the Stars are living things! And you talk to them! And they talk to you! And it’s because of that ability that you are what you are: a Traveler.” 
 
    “Master Traveler,” Alpha corrected, and Teela nodded, gesturing toward the Osamu. 
 
    “Who builds sentient machines that are smarter and more powerful than all of us combined! And Dugger just wants to be mad at somebody. He wants to be mad at you, but he can’t. You’ve taught him too much about awareness, balance, and logic… and you weren’t even here to do it! It just boggles the mind, Z. Spins the brain. It makes you want to scream, but what exactly should that scream be?” 
 
    “Might I suggest, ‘no’?” Dungias asked. “You have a choice. At this point in time you are not in the Rims and you need not return. There are countless realms out there in the InterVoid and beyond. To map one sector of the Astral Universe could take ten lifetimes, and there are twenty-seven sectors. You have choices.” 
 
    “No we don’t,” Rahneece declared. “Cowards have choices. How the hell do I, a human – albeit partially – walk away from this when a Malgovi leaves his home to fight and risk dying for my kind? You didn’t just teach me this,” Rahneece said, bringing raw EnerJa to her hand. The glowing, liquid-like energy burned around her palm, crackling and warming up the area before she closed her hand, extinguishing it. “You taught me how to listen, watch, think, and feel outside of myself. Do you have a choice, Traveler?” 
 
    “Yes, but it was made long ago.” 
 
    “And that only adds to it, man!” Ephaliun whined. “What about simple-minded Jocasta?! Not making an insult, I mean the literally brain-neutral clone… and that plant that came from the cremation of your wife. Come the hell on! You can’t say no to that Kot!” 
 
    “Very well then,” Dungias resolved before looking at Ulios. “However, the Rims is not your home either.” 
 
    “Z not kill Ulios… after Ulios try hard to kill Z,” the QuiQami male said softly. “Z let Ulios sneak on ship... offer to teach Ulios… give to Ulios… allow Ulios to choose his way after Z train Ulios. Not know Human tongue well… but I think word for this is love. Ulios not know love before. Not want to lose love found.” 
 
    “Someone let me know when the room’s regular,” Ephaliun said as he turned for the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Teela asked. 
 
    “He’s got something in his eye,” Rahneece said very softly to Teela before she turned to look at Dungias. “Looks like you’re the apocalypse, Z… because you’ve definitely got your four horsemen.” 
 
    “Rating us kinda high, aren’t you?” Teela asked. 
 
    “And just what is the weight-pressed limit on those shoulders?” Rahneece asked, looking at Teela’s frame. The former college student then looked down at herself , remembering the physical changes that had happened while she was about the business of learning from Dungias. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Teela admitted.  
 
    “Seventy kilograms,” Dungias stated. “That is your current military press weight.” 
 
    “Is that out of the armour?” Rahneece asked and Teela slowly nodded ‘yes’. “That’s more than I weigh!” The young EnervationisT sighed and folded her arms. “I say we give Dugger a few more minutes to let him dry his eyes so we can get on with it.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ulios remarked. 
 
    “And once he returns,” Dungias said, feeling more hopeful than he had when he collected the star-pod. “… now that you know my history, I can share with you my hope for the future and my plans for Jocasta Endigun.”  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    The dust had yet to settle. The smell of laser and gunfire was still thick in the air. People were still coughing, dragging their feet, moaning and crying over lost loved ones or the fact that they were hurt or dying. Med-Techs were running all over the place and two came to tend to the Governor before they looked at the man, deciding to extend triage medicine elsewhere. It might not have been stately for a man of his position to sit on the dirty ground. Getting Isaiah Gundryss to move, however, was the sort of quest that did not bode well for those who dared to take it up. His forearms rested on the tops of his knees as he looked around. Through the smoke and dust he could still see the remains of the fray, scattered all over the stands of the arena. Charred bodies remained draped over banisters, vehicles and shrubs… a few of the lifeless forms had been slashed, shot, or stabbed, a few had combinations of all three types of wound marks. As bad as things looked, he was sure that the people of Black Gate would be calling for the Games to return as soon as possible.  
 
    “It is good to be reminded that you achieved your status within the Magistrate ranks through non-academic or political means,” J’Raldri said softly as she walked in front of the man, carrying one of their few casualties. “You should get your shoulder tended to.” 
 
    “My shoulder’s… bah, I can’t even finish the lie. Getting too old to be going to regens, Ral. 
 
    “Oh, that came out wrong, J’Raldri. I didn’t mean–” 
 
    “I take no insult from you saving my life, my Master,” J’Raldri quickly spoke. “… or how you saved it. I was given to you for many reasons. One of them was to learn. Today you reminded me that combat does not always happen in front of my eyes. I am just sorry I was the reason why you received the injury.” 
 
    “Just returning a daily favor,” Isaiah replied. He looked around once more.  
 
    “I suppose that appreciative is the card I need to play now,” Isaiah thought, wincing in pain from the throbbing wounds in his back and left shoulder. He had not gone untouched in the chaos of the attack, but his body armour had not been penetrated or burned through. There would be some bruising, but Isaiah could cross being struck with an En-Mace off his list of unknown experiences.  
 
    “What was the point of all of this?” J’Raldri asked as she looked around. 
 
    “It’s not a conventional maneuver,” Isaiah replied, “… as it can be rather costly. Step one: put your target’s life in danger. Step two: save said target. Result: a sense of trust is developed. Mother’s trying to get me to lower my guard, for me to open an avenue of access she didn’t possess before tonight.” 
 
    “I can see the sense of it,” the L’Konno woman said plainly. “In theory. But it seems extreme.” 
 
    “I’ll agree with you there,” Isaiah said before thinking about the point his bodyguard had just made. “Can’t shake the feeling that tonight went above and beyond Mother’s plans though. Like there’s another factor at play here. Either we’re dealing with a barony making an unexpected play, incredible incompetence on behalf of Mother and her sons, or a new entity making our acquaintance.” 
 
    “I knew you were a smart man, Lord Governor,” a soft male voice came over his brace-com. Looking at the device, Isaiah could see the unit was not tuned to any of his secured channels. Isaiah lowered his free hand and gave J’Raldri the signal to try and trace the signal. “Now, with this intrusion on an open circuit, I know we don’t have much time. I don’t know what sort of plan you had put together to deal with Mother, but I do know that she has had audience with the administrations of three different baronies, feeling them out on the subject of your sudden removal from office. You might be able to extrapolate the sort of answers she must have received.”  
 
    “I think I might be able to make that leap,” Isaiah replied as he received a signal from J’Raldri that she had tracked the signal and its transmission source. Isaiah gave her the signal to dispatch a team to apprehend the culprit. “But of course, anyone could make the claim you just did, and all I have is your word to go on.” 
 
    “That is not necessarily the case, Governor,” the voice replied. “Why don’t you tell that team you just dispatched to find me not to shoot first? I’d hate for them to destroy the evidence of my intentions. You see, your supposition was more accurate than you might want to believe. There is a new player in the game, one who designs on taking the Bowels of Black Gate… and handing them to you on a platter. But you were also correct to consider that one of Brattle’s rivals threw a wrench in the works. They weren’t successful in killing you, but I think we both know Mother didn’t plan on getting wounded. There’s a good chance we will never see Brattle again. Shame.” 
 
    “Hold your position!” Isaiah could hear the Team Lead shouting in the background of where the man he was speaking with must have been. “Ugh, gods of my fathers!” the leader groaned as others in his detail started to voice their disgust at what they were seeing. One man sounded like he was forced to regurgitate from the sight. “Lord Governor, we’ve got more bodies up here, sir. Ten by a quick count, sir, but it’s hard… it’s hard to tell sir. There’s so much blood. Gods, this isn’t human!” 
 
    “I’d say he was right at that,” the voice added. “Once your people start to investigate these bodies, you’ll find that they were mercenaries, hired by Alvosso, one of Brattle’s brothers. The very same individual who took it upon himself to call for the Bowel Tide. 
 
    “You’ll be interested to know the scopes on their blasters are set to your electromagnetic signature, Governor, and they are dressed like your security force. Without my intervention today, your darling wife would now be a widow.” 
 
    “Cut to the chase,” the Governor demanded. “Nothing in this life is free.” 
 
    “Life itself is free,” the voice argued. “But you’re right to believe I want something in return for my efforts. I ask of you two measures: one, turn your back on the Bowels for the next two weeks and two, quadruple security at all of the lift stations and stairway egresses. Detain anyone whosoever that tries to leave. In fourteen days, I will reveal myself and throw myself at the mercy of your administration. You will either make me your new Keeper, or you will arrest me for a number of crimes to which I will confess.” 
 
    “Your offer is very good for me with the exception of one thing.” 
 
    “There are no innocents, Governor,” the voice declared. 
 
    “There has to be if life is free!” Isaiah countered. The line fell silent for a moment, but the former Magistrate could hear breathing on the other end. 
 
    “Good point, Lord Governor,” the voice admitted. “Very well, I will need sixteen days, and your assistance. The first two days you will be collecting the ones who are smart enough to get out of the way, then I will need, at most, the fourteen days I previously mentioned.” 
 
    “Done,” Isaiah said as he stood up. He winced again and nearly doubled over from the pain. 
 
    “You really need to have that shoulder wound looked at, Governor.” The line went dead as Isaiah looked around. J’Raldri was quick to join in on the search, and had not been long at it when she spotted someone. 
 
    “There,” she shouted as she pointed. Isaiah turned and lifted his gun up to look through the scope. Standing atop one of the taller skyscrapers was a man dressed head-to-toe in flowing black fabric. He waved at Isaiah and his bodyguard before stepping back from the edge of the roof. He was into his third stride when a flash of light removed him from sight.  
 
    J’Raldri did not need for Isaiah to issue directives. “I need a sweep team to scour every millimeter of the roof of the Kuurtour Building. Every millimeter! Send the scanning robots first! Don’t let anyone on the roof until they’re done making their sensor runs!” Several men ran to see to her commands and the L’Konno Warrior turned to look at Isaiah who was shaking his head. 
 
    “One of us might as well say it,” he began, putting his right hand on his hip. “That building… that whole sector… is baronial finance, lawyers, corporations, and high-end art. Of course it’s a great view of the stadium. It’s a great view of the entire city on this deck, and held by more private security than every regiment I have at my command! So, if that’s the case, how did he get up there? 
 
    “And while you’re wading through that,” Isaiah said as J’Raldri started for the exit. “…send word to the Black Scarab. Tell him that I appreciate the return on my ship and his advice to wear extra body armour to the event!” 
 
    “That is just going to make his day,” J’Raldri sighed. 
 
    “The man gets on my nerves too,” Isaiah agreed. “But he’s yet to be wrong, and I’d rather have a life-saving annoyance than a failed but friendly life-defending ally.”  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Maradothia paced impatiently across the floor. The three Imperial Guards that had been stationed inside the room made sure not to look at the Princess. Two of their number had already made that mistake. The first had probably reached the infirmary by now, fairly sure of the fact that there would be no permanent scaring to her face. The latter was being carried to the same place, in need of a regen-cast for his left arm and both legs. Apparently what JoJo Starblazer had to say about Purdians had been very accurate. It was a very costly thing to cross their kind. Dyanko sat quietly in one of the two chairs that had been placed in the center of an otherwise empty room; a chamber the Princess had never seen in all her time on campus.  
 
    “How is your hand?” Dyanko inquired, looking at his nails. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Maradothia said, still very agitated by the events of the past few days. To go this long without word from G’Dalior… it was unlike him. Now there were Imperial guards on the campus grounds, and they were not members of her normal detail. Something was very, very wrong. 
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting, Princess,” Casdan Quazeki said as he entered the room, and Maradothia stopped pacing.  
 
    “Count Casdan Quazeki,” Maradothia answered, quickly composing herself as she spoke. She called his name for the benefit of Dyanko who had already been told many tales with the man named as a laughable nemesis. The Imperial Princess did not look as if she was about to laugh.  
 
    “The Imperial Minister of Affairs,” the young Purdian said with an airy quality to his voice as his eyes flared wide. “Dyanko Ziez, sir,” he said, offering his hand. “It is truly an honor!” 
 
    “The honor is mine, young man,” Casdan said, shaking the young man’s hand. “And my, what a grip you have to you! If you will excuse me just one moment.” Casdan turned to one of the guards. “Was there a need to interrupt this young man’s studies?!” 
 
    “When we found the Princess, they were training together,” the guard replied. “He… insisted on coming with her.” 
 
    “I see,” the Count replied, turning to look again on Dyanko. “Princess Maradothia has a true and loyal friend. It warms the heart that away from Primus she carries herself in a manner to have won your trust and support.” 
 
    “Maradothia is indeed my friend,” Dyanko replied. “When the guards refused to give reason for removing her from the dojo, I had to insist on accompanying her. There was some disagreement.” 
 
    “Consider the matter resolved, young Master Ziez,” Casdan returned. “And I can tell you these are matters of procedure regarding the Primuson Throne and Imperial Law. And as you might have surmised, we have the permission of the faculty of Gungil College to conduct this very necessary business.” 
 
    “Then I will await Maradothia outside,” Dyanko said as he started for the door. 
 
    “We may be a while,” Casdan called over his shoulder. 
 
    “Then a while I shall wait. Maradothia.” 
 
    “Dyanko,” the Princess replied, smiling as she nodded her head. Once the doors closed behind Dyanko, her smile faded. She slowly turned to face the Minister. “Count Quazeki.” 
 
    The man smiled, looking upon what could only be called quintessential Primuson courage. He chuckled, gesturing to one of the chairs. Though she wanted to remain standing, Maradothia thought it might serve her to give this particular ground. She sat down and Casdan approached, reaching into the inside pocket of his girdle. He produced a small black stone and presented it to Maradothia. As soon as it made contact with her flesh, a soft white light burned to life in the center of the stone. An image of G’Dalior formed in front of her and he smiled, nodding before he spoke. The young Princess could feel a soft whisper calling to her mind. 
 
    “Dee-ra sis-ret… thas-eeree an es-yip fuh-ro val-now ni yo-ru gro-pu, little one. Remember to comb your teeth and floss your hair. All is well with your birds. Don’t forget to study… and mind that sloppy left side.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Casdan said with a lifted brow. “Was that some sort of secret code? Speaking in one, long and low tone. And before you ask, you should be made aware of something.” Maradothia’s face gave no sign of reaction to the sight of Quazeki producing the Imperial Seal, hanging from the tell-tale red ribbon denoting the level of the emissary holding it. Count Casdan Quazeki was on official and extremely important business.  
 
    “The Regalion likes to remind me of how I used to speak when I was much younger,” Maradothia explained, speaking calmly. “It was then he said I would make a most perfect mage since I already had my own language.” Allowing the seal to turn around, Maradothia could see the white stone that had been set against the back side of the medallion. It measured veracity and usually flashed in the presence of a spoken untruth. The young Princess had already been prepared by her aunt who had taught both her and G’Dalior how to speak truthfully and still lie. Her answer had indeed been true, but it had not been an accurate response to the question. Only the sharper-minded would perceive her verbal maneuvering.  
 
    What she had said, however, was very true. When she was very young, she learned to read before she had learned to speak, but neither had come easily. She had a tendency of breaking the word and pronouncing the rear portion as if it had been spelled backwards. So the translation for ‘an es-yip fuh-ro val-now ni yo-ru gro-pu’ was ‘a spy for Valwonn in your group’. But even that code had been hidden inside the single sung note. 
 
    “How many times have we called the members of the councils flocks of crahsakis?” she thought, imagining the blue and gold mocking birds that could repeat whole conversations but not know what they were saying. “It has been four days … without a word from anyone… and, according to G’Dalior everything is inside out and upside down. Father must know what I have done… and on this occasion he has decided to handle me through proxy. I can only presume that the Sylgarr appointment has been overturned… if it even reached the Council of the Mage. There are not many ways to play this.” 
 
    “If you wanted to be a Maga, why study away from the Imperial Colleges?” Casdan inquired. 
 
    “That cannot be why you’re here, Count Casdan,” Maradothia fenced. “And since I know your time is precious, let us dispense with the business that placed my father’s seal in your hands.” 
 
    “As you wish, my Princess,” Casdan nodded, taking a moment to turn the truth-stone to face him. “Do you know the current whereabouts of Lady Raynko?” 
 
    “What?!” Maradothia said, rising from her chair. 
 
    “Hold your place!” one of the guards yelled, putting his hand to his sword. “And answer the Count’s inquiry lest you be arrested in disservice to the Throne!” 
 
    “Guard!” Casdan snapped, extending his hand toward the eager young man. “I will remind you that we are in the presence of Imperial blood. Take another offending step in her direction, without my order, and I will weep for your entire line!” 
 
    “Count!” the guard said before stepping back to the wall. 
 
    “Apologies, my Princess,” Casdan consoled. “I believe it is his first time away from the Inner Rim. It may very well be his last!” 
 
    “Not for defending your position, Count,” Maradothia replied as she returned to her seat. “In fact I must ask for your forgiveness. I was surprised by your inquiry. Given your word choice, should I conclude that the Sylgarr Family has been…” 
 
    “Removed, my Princess,” Casdan stated. “All of their assets have been confiscated in an effort to pay for the damages done to Imperial properties and interests outside the Inner Rim. Oedelorana has been reseeded to the Raynko Family at the behest of the Empress. The remaining children of the Sylgarr line are tasked with the debts of their father and first born son.” 
 
    “By the Stars,” Maradothia said, lowering her forehead to her hand. She closed her eyes and tried to steady herself. “My answer to your inquiry is that I cannot say. I attended a brunch given by what was then Lady Sylgarr. She told me of the loss of her husband as well as that of her oldest son and daughter.” Casdan looked at the stone but it had yet given the first spark of light. “That estate is in the Garnet Barony and my personal recorder should have those coordinates. You are welcome to access it, Count Casdan.” 
 
    “She is far more composed than Valwonn warned,” Casdan pondered. “But I am limited as to what I can do here. I am sure the faculty of this school has some means of watching this exchange, even if I cannot detect it. 
 
    “We are already aware of that property, Princess,” Casdan shared. “An emissary of this investigation is in talks with the Garnet Barony. But I thank you for your level of cooperation.” 
 
    “You should not,” Maradothia stated clearly. “It is clear that you are here on Imperial matters and from the sounds of things, grave matters at that. I am the daughter to the Emperor, but I am also a subject of his kingdom. I will not falter in my service to our people, Count.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true regal authority, my Lady,” Quazeki smiled. “I have one last question.” 
 
    “Please proceed.” 
 
    “Were you aware of the dealings of the late Lord Sylgarr?” 
 
    “As they were happening, no. I was only advised of a matter that Falco had experienced some difficulty in resolving. The late Lord Sylgarr apparently rendered to his son some measure of assistance. I do not know the details… save for the fact that it involved pirates.” 
 
    “Pirates?!” Casdan asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Maradothia said. “One in particular was a captain that Falco had some disagreement with. I believe that disagreement led to his death as well the deaths of Gulfrim and Coletta Sylgarr.” 
 
    “That sounds like some pirate!” 
 
    “Is there any other kind?” 
 
    “No, I suppose there isn’t,” Quazeki said, putting the seal away. “I think we are done for the moment.” 
 
    “I wish you great haste in finding your answers,” Maradothia said, nodding toward the Count.  
 
    “And fair studies to you, milady,” Casdan returned. “Though my earlier point stands: why study away from the greatest SpellCasteRs in the Rims?” 
 
    “Because while they are the better SpellCasteRs, we cannot say they are among the better instructors,” Maradothia said with a warm smile. 
 
    “Allow me to once again to say… spoken like a true Princess. Enjoy the rest of your day.” Casdan signaled to the guards and walked quickly out of the room. Dyanko entered after the last guard departed. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    Maradothia looked at the floor for a moment before she put her eyes to her friend. “No, but I am not the only one. This has nothing to do with you, Dyanko–” 
 
    “I suppose if I insist on disagreeing with you, you’ll just try to mind-wipe me again, yes?” Maradothia failed to keep surprised from showing on her face. “You really don’t know anything about Purdians, do you?” 
 
    “No,” she smiled. “But I am willing to learn. The thought of that pirate being more knowledgeable about the subject does not rest well with me.” 
 
    “Then I wish you well in your continued discomfort,” Dyanko said, ushering Maradothia out of the room. “Whatever it is you have planned, might I suggest we advise Prunth and ask if he wishes to accompany us?” 
 
    “Prunth? Seriously?” 
 
    “You are about to go against the grain of the Inner Rim Empire, Maradothia,” Dyanko stressed. “Just what would you consider to be too many friends?” 
 
    “Point made,” she admitted. 
 
    “Good. And you needn’t worry about explaining his mindwipe.” Maradothia looked back at the Scholar Purdian. “No, he has no defenses whatsoever. I just told him everything that happened. To be quite honest, he took it better than I expected.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I have always preferred the stuff of shadow. Without it, the Light has no frame, no definition, no purpose!  
 
    Alphexeous Dragonne 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.20) 
 
      
 
    The door of the simulator opened and Silnee came out of the fluid, thrashing and cussing. “No way!” she shouted. “No fucking way!” 
 
    “I’m going to take a wild guess and say she lost,” Agatha ribbed, leaning over to Feldspar. 
 
    “Quiet, Murder,” Nielsen warned, trying to make himself small. There was something about Silnee when she was angry that made the man nervous for his life. He was somewhat relieved when the Captain’s unit opened and Jocasta pulled herself up out of the fluid. Silnee was dry by the time Jocasta climbed down, and as she grabbed a towel, she braced herself for a wide range of responses. 
 
    “What the hell do you call that?” Silnee hissed. 
 
    “A win,” Jocasta answered, looking slightly confused. “What would you call it?” 
 
    “I had you,” Silnee claimed. “You were low on power, no shields, and structural damage!” 
 
    “Yeah, that was some Kot-storm of a set-up, right? Way to keep it interesting, Scamps,” Jocasta said, waving up to the control booth. 
 
    “Cool. I pulled that from the Z Files,” Obanyo explained. 
 
    “Really?! Wow, he’s all up and given you guys full access, hasn’t he?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t really say that,” Obanyo replied, “the files skip numbers, so there are a few surprises he’s keeping to himself.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Jocasta remarked, wiping the last of the fluid from her face. “I mean, I love the man, but it’s obvious he’s seen some things no living soul is supposed to endure!” 
 
    “How did you lose me in the canyon?!” Silnee stressed. 
 
    “First of all, calm down,” Jocasta said in a surprisingly soothing voice. “Secondly, you’re improving, and I’m not saying that just to make you feel good. I don’t do that. I’m saying it because from now on, I’m going to expect more out of you. 
 
    “Now, as for the canyon, you read the advisory about taking it at Mark Two, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I took it at two point zero five and damn near wrecked my bird!” Silnee stated. 
 
    “I took it at Mark Four,” Jocasta explained, and both Nielsen and Agatha closed their eyes in sympathetic pain for Silnee. “That’s damn near double your speed. Once I lost sight of you in my rear optics and the canyon opened up, I turned around and waited for you to come and get my only missile… and you damn near dodged it!” 
 
    Silnee put her fists on her hips, feeling that something was not quite right with the explanation she had received. “How the hell did you pull off Mark Four in a hampered bird?!”  
 
    Jocasta could read the young woman’s body language and she did not like what Silnee’s tone was implying, but she quickly recalled a time when the situation had been reversed and she was learning from a pilot that was her superior. If nothing else, Jocasta had promised herself she would be better than Cratchet. That woman’s style of instruction had planted more pilots than it ever improved. 
 
    “I rerouted all power to the engines, Tolip,” she said softly. 
 
    “Even life support?” 
 
    “Even life support. Look, just because you nix it, that doesn’t mean you immediately die! There’s a good three, four minutes of air left in most cockpits, including those Sabres we were flying.” 
 
    “Five point six five minutes, Captain,” Obanyo corrected. 
 
    “Scamps, you’re nowhere near blue enough to talk to me like that!” Jocasta warned. 
 
    “Uh, right, Captain,” he stammered as he thought of an appropriate response to her comment. “Ummm, how about, ‘at least five minutes’, Captain?” 
 
    “Better,” Jocasta weighed as she nodded. “Good man.” 
 
    Silnee shook her head in disagreement. “But what if after the fight you couldn’t re-initiate the circuit? You’d be dead.” 
 
    “And what, we were firing stun missiles at each other?” Jocasta asked rhetorically. “Besides, I only hit your starboard wing. There’s a good chance after you crash-landed that I’d take your air tanks and get the hell on!” 
 
    “That’s provided I don’t take you out once you’re out of your fighter,” Silnee countered. 
 
    “We’ll spar later,” Jocasta chuckled. “Right now, who’s got next?” 
 
    “That’d be me,” Nielsen said, holding up his hand. 
 
    “Where’s Siekor? I thought it was his turn to suck down some humble pie.” 
 
    “He’s doubling down on the impossible,” Agatha informed. 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “He’s at the range, trying to beat Mel. He traded his session with Feldspar here and me.” 
 
    “Hey, two on one, I like it!” Jocasta said as her eyes flared wide with anticipation. She waved at the control booth as she walked back toward her simulator. “Let’s make that happen. Scamps, pull up another scenario!” 
 
    “You want me to clear the handicaps, Captain?” 
 
    “Surprise me!” 
 
    Silnee folded her arms and looked at her brace-com. The young woman had time before she was to report to Maintenance. She needed a moment to wrap her head around piloting that canyon at Mark Four speeds. She went to the control booth and cued up the footage of Jocasta’s fighter. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Silnee spat. “She lied!” 
 
    “What?” Obanyo jumped, looking away from the control console. “She lied about her speed?” 
 
    “She sure did,” Silnee said, getting up from her seat. “She took it at five and a quarter. She was doing double my speed! And she rolled that poor thing like there was no tomorrow, alternating between thrust and lift jets to make those turns.” 
 
    “Whew!” Obanyo said, looking at the replay. “That takes mad skills.” 
 
    “That takes mad-ness!” Silnee argued, taking her leave of the booth. The three simulators were opening before she could reach the lower floor. Nielsen looked exhausted, Agatha smacked the side of the simulator in frustration, and Jocasta came out screaming. 
 
    “Woo Hoo! That was a sweet shot! C’mon… c’mooooon, you two… you gotta give me that one!” 
 
    Nielsen nodded and closed his eyes. “Yeah, Captain, that was one very good shot placement.” 
 
    Silnee looked at the readout and smiled. “I’m not sure, Murder, but from here, it doesn’t look like you did too well… plus it looks like you took less time than me and you had a wingman. Maybe we should change your name from Murder to Suicide.” 
 
    “Hey, anytime you want to go, sweet-cakes, I’m right here,” Agatha scowled before she looked over at Jocasta. “That was luck. You know that was luck.” 
 
    “You know, Murder,” Jocasta said, stressing the name as she cut her eyes over at Silnee to let her know there would be no name change. “… you could say the same thing to the guy who just won the lottery. Only trouble is, if no one buys the ticket, no one wins.” 
 
    “Meaning?!” Agatha asked, looking flustered. 
 
    “Luck is the by-product skill and persistence. If you don’t come with those two, luck never rears its head. And next time, don’t bunch your wingman so much, that way he can’t spin into you. 
 
    “Tolip, get a drone to take the work detail for you and Murder,” Jocasta commanded. “I’m going to get something to eat and then we’re going to get right back at it… the three of us! Call Llaz, Thom, and Siekor, if he’s done licking his wounds, and let them know they can join in as well. That goes triple for you, Feldspar. I want my pilots as sharp as I can get them! Gods know you people push me to new places. Might as well push back.” Both women looked excited as they watched Jocasta leave. When the doors closed, their smiles faded and they glared at each other. 
 
    “You live a little longer, Tolip,” Agatha warned. 
 
    “Don’t kid yourself, Murder,” Silnee countered. “She didn’t give you a stay of execution.  It was a delay of execution!” 
 
      
 
    Jocasta stood against the railing of the catwalk as the lights in her immediate area momentarily dimmed once more. She blew out cigaro smoke, gazing at the wall that had been marked NHB in bright yellow letters. Dungias was not aboard the Xara-Mansura, but she could hear work going on beyond the barrier. It was a very tempting thing, to take a look behind the partition. She knew that if she gave the order, she would have her way. Z denied her very little, and perhaps it was that consideration which gave her pause. She put the cigaro to her lips and enjoyed the quiet moment. She had taken in a very agreeable meal – there was a good chance she was going to promote Roc, but she had no idea what that rank it would be – and she had given what the participants called a master class on general flight in both atmospheric and non-atmospheric conditions, flat-hatting, and dog-fighting tactics. For the sake of time, she had made it purely academic, giving her the opportunity to cover more subject matter which they could run in the simulators on their own time. Silnee had even remembered what Jocasta had overlooked, that Deolun was now a pilot of distinction. He was the master of the Trident and needed to be in class just as much as anyone else.  
 
    Five days into their voyage to the Onyx Barony, she had played cat & mouse with a number of baronial ships. Each time she dropped her stealth field and made a transmission, it was not long before she started receiving alerts on the long-range scanners. Jocasta had pressing business in The Territories, but she did not feel the need to make haste to drop off the Prism Passion. It was a rare moment where she was allowed to play the role of a teacher, instructing her crew on ship operations, and they learned by doing, evading several of the ship groups without even using the stealth field generator. 
 
    “Most of those transmission requests are just ploys to get me to drop field and show myself,” she thought. “I wonder when I’ll let them in on the fact I don’t have to do that in order to communicate. Bah, this is too much fun, and the crew is coming together… for the most part. Still, even toying with the foolish can be taken out of moderation. It’s time to get back to business! 
 
    “Centerpointe,” she called into her brace-com. “… you’re on the computer now, right?” 
 
    “Uh, I sure am, Captain. Nice memory!” 
 
    “Helps to have a good one,” Jocasta commented, blowing out her smoke. “What’s the word on finding a buyer for the Passion?”  
 
    “It’s not confirmed, but it looks as if the Baron himself has shown interest. He left word on when we could make contact with him and–” 
 
    “Ready the equipment to open a channel,” Jocasta commanded as she slid the cigaro into the holding bin. 
 
    “Man, that never gets old,” she thought as a small bit of smoke escaped the housing. Jocasta fixed the lapel of her coat and adjusted the collar. 
 
    “I’m on my way to the Bridge,” she said before closing the channel from her brace-com. She looked at the barrier once more. The lights dimmed again, as if on cue, and she smirked. “Soon,” she whispered before walking over to the lift pole. The ride up did not take any longer than normal, but Jocasta was already in a reflective mood, so it seemed to her like the world moved a little slower. It gave her time to think, time to plan, and she was smiling by the time she reached the deck for the Bridge. 
 
    “What do we have, Centerpointe?” she asked. 
 
    “I think we might have caught him at a bad hour, Captain,” Deolun explained. “It’s about four in the morn–” 
 
    “Did you also take the man’s temperature before you wiped his ass?” Jocasta asked frankly. 
 
    “No, Captain, I didn’t.”  
 
    “Then recognize we are exceptional people offering something incredibly exceptional!” Jocasta stated. “People make exceptions for the exceptional, Pointe. That’s why they came up with the word.” 
 
    “Opening a channel now, Captain,” Deolun announced with a very proud smile on his face. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” Jocasta remarked. She looked up at the screen to see a woman’s face form on the screen. “Comely little wench,” Jocasta commented, looking over at Deolun who looked slightly nervous that the channel was connected and the woman had heard every word the Captain had said. “Not really my taste though. Stick’s way too far up the ol’ fudgey wis-way. No flexibility. Not that I have anything against fudge per se. Still, the two of us would make a damn fine mocha, wouldn’t we, Pointe?” 
 
    “You get all of that from an image?” Thandace asked, watching Jocasta from the connected vid channel and folding her arms. “You are good!” 
 
    “And what are the chances that you’ll never know just how good, sweetheart?” Jocasta fenced as she turned her back to the screen. “Now bounce along and fetch me the man you’re supposed to impress in that dress.” 
 
    “Are you referring to my brother, the Baron?” the woman asked and Jocasta winced slightly. 
 
    “Yeah, that’d be the one,” Jocasta quickly answered without missing a beat. “Didn’t know the Baron swung that way. But hey, I don’t judge. From this end of the viewport, I can say the man has high standards.” 
 
    “Do you know what time it is here?” Thandace Orgen asked. 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care,” Jocasta replied. “The Prism Passion’s timepiece is offline at the moment.” 
 
    Thandace rocked back on her heels as her eyes squinted. “Interesting topic of discussion. But mentioning the name of that ship doesn’t make you the one who–” 
 
    “No, your high-ass, it makes me the only one… especially if you’re in the market. Trouble is, from my end, you’re not the one I need… so what are we going to do about that?” 
 
    “I’ll say one thing for you, lady: you’ve got enough bravado to choke a Bralkyian Swamp Beast!” 
 
    “Bralkyian Swamp Beasts should practice with big carrots,” Jocasta returned. “… it helps get you over the gag reflex... and improve your eyesight. Now are we done mincing words? Because I got a hot rocket in my hangar pocket and it’s ready to fire. If your brother’s not interested, I’m sure I can get an interested party with next to no effort.” 
 
    Thandace unfolded her arms, placing one hand on her hip and the other on the console. “You’ve got a mouth on you, and I have to admit this is one of the more interesting conversations I’ve had around here in some time. But I’m going to need proof of possession before I wake up my brother.” 
 
    “Route an image to the woman, Pointe,” Jocasta commanded as she took out her cigaro. It had been a mistake to ever put it out. She lit it as Deolun finished entering his commands. 
 
    “Image and scanner readings sent,” Deolun reported. 
 
    Thandace received the transmission and quickly looked at the data. Her left eyebrow lifted as her head tilted to the right. 
 
    “Hmmm, she’s probably ambidextrous, or seriously working at it,” Jocasta observed.  
 
    “Well, you either know a great deal about the Prism Passion – enough to forge scanner records – or you actually have it.” 
 
    “Either way, it should rate me a wake-up,” Jocasta said as she sat on the edge of the console, puffing on her cigaro. “And don’t bother asking me to wait. You do anything besides getting the Baron and you might as well say goodbye to me and the Passion.” 
 
    “You seem to be in a hurry,” Thandace said, feeling the pirate out. 
 
    “I seem to be a woman who doesn’t have to wait to speak to a buyer,” Jocasta quickly corrected. “Look, you’re clearly having some personal issues. You take care and–” 
 
    “I’ll go and wake up the Baron,” Thandace interrupted. 
 
    “Better haul ass, missy,” Jocasta said, reaching for the controls on her brace-com. “I’m clearing off this channel in sixty seconds… night-night.” The screen went black and Deolun turned in his chair to look at her. “Do we have a floor plan of the Baron’s place? I want to see how fast she is.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Dammit!” Thandace said as the image faded. 
 
    The Communications Officer turned to face the woman. “Madam Orgen, do you want to–” 
 
    “Ready a line from my brother’s chambers!” Thandace shouted as she bolted from the control room.  
 
    “Teo, are you with me?” she projected as she ran. Sending out her thoughts to find his mind, she came to know his location. He was close; he was always close, and once again she needed him. 
 
    “I am always with you, Sister,” the simiate replied, and she could hear his scurrying feet on the rooftop of the house. 
 
    “Good, because I could use some wings right now,” Thandace thought, running from the side corridor onto a main corridor that over-looked the courtyard. Teo reached the edge of the roof a stride after she jumped over the railing two floors beneath him. She pushed off from the railing, diving out over the courtyard. His leap was a push for the ground and he flew down diagonally, his arms pressed against his sides as he flew head first toward Thandace’s back.  
 
    As the two drew close, Teo’s form became smoke and wrapped around Thandace’s and she softly gasped at the familiar sensation. The rush of his exuberance bonding with hers’; the delight of having her consciousness taken to a higher level. Thandace Orgen emerged from the smoke in her gargoyle form. Her powerful black, feathered wings flapped once and her descent was arrested. She snarled, feeling the surge of strength and power coursing through her body. She flew over the courtyard and climbed to the balcony of her brother’s Recovery Chamber. She had stalled the pirate as long as she had dared, but she knew of Quordion’s desire to possess the Prism Passion, given the way the barony had lost it so many years ago. 
 
    “I can feel him, Sister,” Teo projected through their living bond. “He is not yet fully recovered, but his life is no longer in danger.” 
 
    “It will have to be enough,” she snarled, her voice much lower and definitely more powerful as it echoed over the estate. “His chamber is warded against forced entry.” 
 
    “But it is one with the sceadu,” Teo replied, lending his power to Thandace’s direction. The streaking gargoyle struck the outer wall, exploding in a cloud of black smoke. It was the same black smoke that rose from the floor inside the protective wall, forming into a very anxious woman and her simiate companion who jumped to the wall as she approached the bed in which the Baron slept. 
 
    “Quordion,” she called to him, placing her hand on the side of her face. “Hear me, my brother. This is idiocy to me, but I know it is important to you.” 
 
    “Making you one of my most loyal subjects,” Quordion said as he opened brown eyes that sparkled with slivers of gold. “One who can put aside their personal beliefs in service to their Baron.” 
 
    “I learned from the best,” Thandace said, recovering from the surprise of seeing him so strong. She quickly deduced that what Teo had read was a false image intended to be seen by those eyes that could pierce the veils of the chamber; another example of the mastery of the shadows the Onyx Baron had attained. “But we don’t have much time. A pirate has reportedly stolen the Prism Passion from Almandior, and she’s on her way to us.” A beeping sound came from the adjacent room and Thandace looked up. “And she’s being a bit of an ass about it. We’ve got fifteen seconds to get back on her channel.” 
 
    “Lend me your strength, Thandace,” he requested, lifting his hand from the bed. The two worked together to get him to sit on the side of the bed as Teo opened the door of the bed chamber, rushing into the general room where he hopped up on the control console, opening the transmission channel. 
 
    “Time, your high-ass,” the blonde-haired woman said, looking at her brace-com. 
 
    “At the very least, you are punctual, Captain,” Quordion spoke and the richness of his voice filled the room. “We can build on that.” 
 
    “You assume I want to build anything with you other than a cred exchange,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Yes, it is an assumption,” he agreed as an image of the Baron stepped outside of his body. It stood up and walked into the general room, stopping in front of the camera. Thandace could see the monitor and took note of the woman’s reaction had in seeing her brother’s projection. She herself had seen it many times, but this woman was quick to take hold of her facial expressions and return to her cool demeanor. “… though I would prefer to call it an obvious conclusion.  
 
    “You are a gifted individual,” the Quordion projection explained. “… be it by skill or luck that you came to collect a very special spacecraft. The Prism Passion is worth more than credits. In the proper hands it can be so much more!” 
 
    “I love it when a man can talk with so many pretty words,” Jocasta commented. “Especially when he’s a pretty man… and it’d be different if you were wrong. Let’s talk price.” 
 
    “We will do that the moment you arrive at my estate,” the image replied, “… and I know what you’ll say next, so let me save you a step. Anyone who went through the trouble to relieve the Garnet Barony of its bragging rights did their homework, and they know the value of that ship. That same person may have also found, in their tireless research, that the Onyx Barony would be able to deliver the highest price for the trade. So let us eliminate the foolish price-point fussing and recognize that the ship is already mine. The moment we meet and discuss terms that will make you happy – without making me look like a fool – you will deliver the ship to me. From that exchange we will see what Fate brings us. I’ll expect you to signal the moment you are inside our boundary-markers. Thank you for calling, Captain.” Teo closed the channel and looked back at the brother and sister.  
 
    To the untrained and unengaged eye, Teo looked like a common tree monkey of the region. With hair of black, white, and slight streaks of silver; a long, slender, black tail; and a pair of charcoal gray eyes, Teo did indeed look at home in the trees. But Thandace could read his shadow-aura and it stood nearly six feet tall, taking the form of a muscular and hairless man with a single eye in the middle of his head. The slit of the eyelids traveled up and down, not left to right. He had very little in the way of facial expression in his simian form, save for when he cried or, in this case, batted his eyes quickly showing his pride in the two for whom he had come to harbor a definitive compassion. His eyes gleamed with that pride as he jumped to the floor and walked over to Thandace, placing his hand on her leg. Thandace turned and easily lifted Quordion’s body from the side of the bed, placing him in the center.  
 
    “Thank you, Teo,” Thandace said as laid her brother down. “How far is this pirate out?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Teo replied, rubbing his chin. “Whatever surrounds her ship prevents me from reading the shadows there. At least at this range.” 
 
    “Whatever that may be.” 
 
    “Then it wasn’t luck,” Quordion observed. “Even if it was by chance that she came across the ship, it wasn’t through luck that she stole it, thwarting the IBC and the Garnet Militia. Ready my Battle Group, but do not give the order for them to launch. We will be ready to provide an escort should the woman request one.” 
 
    “And your gut says…” 
 
    “She will not,” Quordion replied as he slowly returned to his pillows. Thandace said nothing as she and Teo took their leave. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Sister?” Teo asked as he jumped up to her shoulder. Thandace reached up and scratched the top of his head as she walked and pondered. 
 
    “I am thinking I am not used to your vision being blocked,” she admitted. “Things are already in enough of a frenzy without this being added to the list.”               
 
    “You speak of the Songstress,” Teo stated. 
 
    “When last she danced, she sang of things changing… severely… and not harmoniously,” Thandace admitted, sounding quite worried.  
 
    “Have a care, little Sister,” Teo said, leaning over to her head. “The harmony of The Territories is not something we can judge simply because it does not pass in accordance to our perspectives. It is true that the occupants of Cloud Keep will be taken to task, but we do not yet know to what degree, and we cannot say if the Pearl Barony will be able to weather the storm.  
 
    “But I have felt this sense about you before,” Teo declared. “It is quite possible we have time to approach the Songstress once more and see if her song will reveal more than general possibilities.” 
 
    “Thank you, Teo,” Thandace said, bringing her companion down from her shoulder to carry him in her arms. “I know I’m more than trouble than I’m worth.” 
 
    “Nothing could be further from the truth,” he argued. “As your blood brother said, you have the gift of disposition, allowing you to be of service to many, including the Baron. It is my singular honor to be your guide through the sceadu, Sister. Now, let us be about the business of getting to your chambers and arranging for a measure of privacy.” Thandace smiled as she started to run, being careful to carry Teo gently. She knew he needed to focus and gather his energy. It was not an easy conversion, turning the citizen of the Onyx Barony into the Songstress of the Shade, but she wondered if the sense of urgency building within her would give her an edge on this occasion. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “And this is the current floor plan?” Jocasta asked, leaning over the console. 
 
    “Checked it three times now,” Deolun answered, looking at the estimated distance from the Communications Room to the chambers of the Onyx Baron. “Maybe she had a jet pack waiting… or a flying carpet. We do show signs of a MannA aura around her body.” 
 
    “Either way, she can move damn fast, and that’s always good to know,” Jocasta said softly. 
 
    “And a pair of eyes like that should be able to move when she wants,” she thought. 
 
    “Who was that hunk of nougat that was on the screen?!” Marlene asked as she walked onto the Bridge. 
 
    “Can I help you, Mayhem?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Just reporting for my shift at the helm, Captain,” the woman replied and Jocasta quickly gestured for her to take her place at the controls. 
 
    “Goodnight, Centerpointe,” Jocasta said as she looked over the data. 
 
    “Uh, if it’s all the same to you, Captain, I’d–” 
 
    “It’s not all the same, Centerpointe,” Jocasta interrupted. “Goodnight, crewman!” She glanced up at the man who looked genuinely disappointed but was not about to argue with her. “Look, we don’t always have a call on when we go hard and long at something. I’m flying blind into the barony and I need all of us rested up and ready to go should I need to give the order. That includes the Trident’s pilot and engineer.” 
 
    “Good point,” Deolun agreed. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m right behind you,” Jocasta said, deactivating the monitor. “We don’t need me yawning in the man’s face while I’m trying to work a deal.”               
 
    “I gotcha,” Deolun smiled. “Well, don’t let the bed bugs bite.” 
 
    “But that’s when things start getting interesting,” Jocasta argued. Deolun’s face twisted in confusion, briefly. He smiled and departed from the Bridge. 
 
    “Do you want me to route the database to your room?” Marlene asked as she checked the course the ship was taking.  
 
    “Yes, smart ass,” Jocasta huffed. “Could’ve waited for me to give the order.” 
 
    Marlene snorted a short laugh. “I get the same thing from Murder,” she smiled. “No one argues with the drop count though.” 
 
    “Damn gunners,” Jocasta complained. “About as much of a pain in the ass as know-it-all engineers!” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain!” Marlene said, genuinely complimented by the comparison. Jocasta muttered as she exited the Bridge.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t suggest that being resourceful has anything to do with doing something illegal or unethical, but I’ve definitely noticed a pattern of being ‘creative’. 
 
    Scott Weiss 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.20) 
 
      
 
    It was a reluctant hand which moved to the console to close the channel. There was no response to the hailing pulse she had sent, and her operative was very late with her update. Taas did not know what to think of the matter, but she knew better than to think the delay might have been circumstantial.  
 
    “You can’t be too surprised,” MeJeal said, leaning against the wall with his arms folded. “Of course, Rahneece has taken the better offer!”  
 
    The female rolled to the right, out of the chair and across the floor, stopping in a low stance with her gun drawn. She fired and the black sliver of energized metal streaked across the floor.  
 
    MeJeal moved just as quickly, coming away from the wall, his hand making a quick circle in front of his face. He squatted, glaring into the eyes of the female with the projectile floating over his right hand. His long, unbound black hair swept over half of his face. “Interesting ammunition,” he remarked. “I suppose if I had let this touch me we would not still be having this conversation.” 
 
    “Not sure what good it would do to load a gun with flowers,” the woman replied, maintaining her aim as she moved her finger to the trigger-guard. She stood up slowly; her bronze skin glimmered in the low light of the computer room, and her eye squinted. “Not many could make their way aboard this ship undetected. Those two moves buy you talk time, but not much of it.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” MeJeal said, crushing the shell in his hand. “It would seem that I will have to add another accolade to the man. His ability to thoroughly describe someone in just a few words… astounding! Good evening, I am MeJeal, son of Dungias.” The ruby eye of the woman flared wide in wonder. “Do you prefer Taas, or Form Number Seven?” Sparks flew from her back and then her stomach as a black-steel spear was thrust through her body.  
 
    “And that is Uras, a Traveler, another student of Nugar. You cannot really see from your perspective; he is not only Tohgrunn, but he used to be a crewman on this very ship. That’s how I knew how to find you and make entry without your knowledge.” The spear was removed from her back and became a blade as it was swung to remove the chest and upper body from the hips. “Sure hope you’re in a seated position in there.” 
 
    “She is,” Uras confirmed as the blade returned to its normal two-handed pole formation. “But we don’t have too long before that material is reanimated.” 
 
    “Understood,” MeJeal said as he approached the decapitated torso. “That means I’m pressed for time, Taas. You can come out of your own free will, or by the will of my friend’s blade. Perhaps this is a good time to stress that since I know your realm-link is with my father, I know you cannot die. But I can place most of your body in stasis and make you live out your days as a statue!” 
 
    “Apparently manners was not something you learned from your father,” Taas said as she climbed out of the opening chest. 
 
    “No, you’re just spoiled by my father’s level of tolerance,” MeJeal argued, reaching into a small pocket on his belt. “I can assure you that his quality for understanding and forgiveness is unique!” 
 
    “Alright! Alright!” Taas barked, looking back at the young Traveler. She pondered whether she could look up this Nugar and inquire if he wanted to take on any more students. The Tohgrunn had done more than changed his name. “What do you want, boy?” 
 
    “Too many things to list here and now,” MeJeal said, producing a small power crystal. “But for now, I will settle for deliverance. I do not know what your intentions are with regards to my father, but you will no longer be allowed to pester the man!”  
 
    The power gem flared to life, directing a powerful beam of ThoughtWill to Taas’ head. An image of BJ’s head nearly filled the chamber as it glared down on the Kwilek female. Taas stammered as the control of her mind was wrestled away from her consciousness. Uras turned toward the heart of the machine and leveled his Osamu at the input console. With his back to the exchange of energy, the gem flashed even brighter, and Taas disconnected herself from Dungias, rendering herself very much mortal.  
 
    “Thank you, BJ,” MeJeal said, returning the gem to the holding pouch on his belt. 
 
    “It was literally my pleasure,” BJ replied. “Dungias is still the Master of The Campus. He never mentioned an invited life-lock to me. So, technically, I’m acting to protect him.” 
 
    “I thought you would take particular delight in that,” MeJeal said as Uras finished his work and signaled that it was time for them to take their leave of the ship. “Well, we only have one more stop to make before returning to The Campus.” The young graduate allowed EnerJa to envelope both his and Uras’ bodies. He shuddered slightly and the two were teleported out of the computer room just as the doors were opening. Three pod-bots flew in, led by Char-Chang. 
 
    “Mistress, are you alright?!” 
 
    “What?” Taas asked as she wiped saliva from the sides of her mouth. “Where am I?” 
 
    “The Computer and Communications Main Console Chamber,” Char-Chang replied.  
 
    “Kia-sia,” Taas called out. “Reboot and reform!” 
 
    “Command acknowledged,” the computer replied. Taas stood up, once again inside the bio-form machine, and she adjusted the patch over her right eye. No memory had been taken from her; MeJeal wanted to her know what she had lost. She knew her predicament, and she was too focused on remedying the situation to be enraged. 
 
    “Ready the drives,” Taas commanded as she started for the doors. “Set a course for Samjhanna. It looks like the replacement anchor I had in mind is going to receive my visit a few years ahead of schedule. Engage engines at full acceleration once the ship is ready! 
 
    “Another time, Malgovi,” she vowed. “Send your kid and a fellow alumnus after me?! And then you have them raid my ship?! If that’s the way you want things, I’m happy to oblige!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Gantee had not been conscious long and feeling had only just returned to his extremities, but that did not keep him from being enraged. He knew he was no longer on his ship. The newly promoted Osur had seen to his capture and probably the delivery to this chamber… a place that reminded him of a similar room where it was someone else who had been restrained and stood alone in the presence of his captors.  
 
    “Are you going to burn a hole into me too, Vi-Prin?” Gantee asked, glaring at Danatra as her hands came down from the hood she had just pulled back from her face. 
 
    “Yes, I can see where you might recall that instance after the Iro-Games, given our current surroundings,” the Mistress of The Campus said as she directed the guards to depart from the cell. “I think you have never quite put together why I acted the way I did. It hurt me to cause Dungias such pain. He is as much my blood as you are, Gantee.” 
 
    “And you plan to use me the same way you used him, I suppose,” Gantee asserted. Danatra started to speak, but found she did not have the words. She looked down at the stone floor and Gantee snorted a laugh of disgust. “Anything to further your agenda then, my blood. Do what you must.” 
 
    “It is not up to her, Champion,” Vriena said as she walked into the cell ahead of her Malgovi entourage. In the wake of her meeting with Dungias, the orbi-terms had been trying. She could no longer generate iro and for that loss of light she, as did so many others, blamed the so-called Savior. “While she may be the voice of The Campus, you are a citizen of the Deku System. I have been dispatched here by Duke MarrZo who suspects this man is being held unjustly.” 
 
    “He attacked the Osur Nugar!” Danatra stated. 
 
    “Only after the Osur boarded the ship of the Iro-Gellvu,” Vriena pointed out. “Surely a Traveler knows what a breach of protocol it is to board a ship without invitation!” Danatra closed her eyes, already seeing where this line of argumentation was going, and she smiled at the painful irony. The Duke had managed to remain a problem for certain members of the Z’Gunok House. This was yet another occasion.  
 
    “Yes, that is indeed the truth of the matter,” Danatra admitted. “But just as you are an emissary of Duke MarrZo, I am the Queen’s liaison. An Osur has issued a proclamation that has been ratified by the Throne. Does the Iro-Gellvu acknowledge this proclamation?” 
 
    “The Iro–”  
 
    “My Vu-Prin is capable of speaking for himself,” Danatra interrupted. “Or do you wish to challenge me on this matter, Lady Forlen? If that is the case, consider me a most willing representative of the will of our Queen!” 
 
    “Lady Forlen,” Gantee called. “It would be unwise to expect fair-handed justice here. To the one that I was once proud to call my Vi-Prin, I answer your inquiry to the affirmative. I understand the proclamation as it was given to me.”  
 
    With the slightest of gestures, the restraints holding Gantee opened. “Then you are indeed free to go,” Danatra declared. “Beta-Elder, would you be so kind as to see our guests to their ship?” The Beta-Form of Elder came up through the floor before becoming solid. 
 
    “As you wish, Mistress.” 
 
    “How it is we received guests without any notice reaching me?” Danatra asked. 
 
    “They arrived in a Mal-Vin ship,” Elder advised. Danatra’s face registered no surprise and she simply nodded to acknowledge what had been said. Elder then went about the business for which he had been summoned.  
 
    As soon as her Vu-Prin was out of sight, Danatra teleported to her chambers. She moved quickly to the corner of the room where she kept the mat for her meditations. Sitting down and focusing her mind, the power gem that would allow her to amplify her ThoughtWill rose up from its resting position and started to glow.  
 
    Danatra was soon out of her body, floating through the walls of the constructs of The Campus. She eventually came to the hangar where she could see the Mal-Vin transport. The engines were already fired and it was ready to depart. Danatra allowed her mind to move among the uniformed men and women. 
 
    Most of the soldiers aboard the transport were guarded against telepathic scanning, save for one low-tiered engineer’s assistant. It was in his memory that Danatra was able to see a number of ranking Vinthur persons that had been present at the launch of the transport.  
 
    “It would seem that Talkurra has been replaced,” Danatra thought, recognizing the marking of the Grand Traveler on the shoulder of a male Vinthur. “Nugar will not be happy about that. Perhaps I should be about the business of finding her after I am done with this reading. 
 
    “But wait,” Danatra said, opening her eyes. She was in a very familiar room; it was a representation of her bedroom in her childhood home. She had created it because of the sentiment the trappings of the room gave her. This was the place where she and Dungias had created the Traveler. But she was not at ease to be here now; something had brought her here. She sighed, energy beams firing harmlessly through her body as she phased through the floor. 
 
    “We need a change of venue,” she declared, falling into a mental representation of the arena where Dungias had bested an Iro-Form Master. She landed on the sands dressed in her combat armour; her Bi-Blade in hand. “And you are very bold, approaching and attacking me inside my own mind!” 
 
    “You think that gives you an advantage?” a chorus of voices asked. 
 
    “Allow me to demonstrate,” Danatra said as the lights of the arena came up. Her uninvited guest was now easily seen, standing in the box the Z’Gunok had been invited to attend. Danatra’s eyes flared wide in shock. It was a Vinthur man, but not of the sort who was about to weave any type of incantation. She recognized the robes immediately; the chains worn to secure it around his body. “You’re Savanté!” 
 
    “So good to not be forgotten,” the man spoke, still sounding like a number of people. “Let us see if you can remember why you felt it necessary to hide from us!” A mind blast raced down to the arena floor, striking Danatra’s shield. She screamed as her defensive barrier was shattered. 
 
    Danatra’s head snapped back and she was back in her room, her assisting gem exploded. Shards cut into her skin and she rolled back off the mat. “That’s impossible!” she panted as she struggled to get up off the floor. 
 
    “Careful of such declarations, young one,” the man said, taking form in her room. He was unlike many of the Savanté, looking as if his appearance was something he relished and took time in maintaining. His hair was a bright gray with three yellow streaks on the left side of his head and one on the right. Large bronze eyes locked on her body and squinted as he came to his perspective. “Can it be that you have actually come to believe you know everything?  
 
    “Regardless, you were better off remaining in the arena, child. At least there you had armour!” The Vinthur man lunged forward, slashing his clawed hand for Danatra’s chest. She screamed as blood sprayed to the floor and wall. The door to her room burst open and Beta-Zeu Rex rushed in, drawing his sword and gun. 
 
    “Even the Founders will come to know fear!” the man proclaimed before he faded out of sight. 
 
    “Mistress!” the Beta-Form cried as he easily hurdled the large bed. He landed next to the weeping body and cringed at the sight of the wound. It was deep, and Zeu Rex wondered if he had arrived in time to save the sister of the Master of The Campus. 
 
    “Thank you for coming as quickly as you did,” Danatra said, walking from the far corner, sweating from her brow and temples, blood falling in small drops from her nose and left ear. Beta-Zeu Rex turned and looked at the figure at his feet and could see it beginning to fade. “It made for a more convincing performance.” 
 
    “To say the least,” Beta-Zeu Rex remarked, standing up. “You managed to fool me too.” 
 
    “I was only feeding into how badly he wanted to see me dying,” Danatra explained. “Empathic Augmentation. If I’m going to teach the class, it might be helpful to know something about it.” 
 
    “It might at that, Mistress. That thing looked and felt familiar.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it did, my friend,” Danatra said, taking a seat near the bed. “It was one of the Savanté. The one, in fact, who recruited me when I was a child. We knew that Dungias had not killed them all, but I was fairly certain that they would think better than making themselves known. 
 
    “And it would appear that they have created another Ulti-Mind,” Danatra added. “That Vinthur held the presence of a number of minds. I was able to trick it because it’s still young, inexperienced. 
 
    “Send Beta-Chiaro to the Queen and inform her of what has happened,” Danatra commanded, wiping her brow. 
 
    “And you, Mistress?” Beta-Zeu Rex asked. 
 
    “First, I am going to get my mate and look in on my Vu-Khan,” she answered. “Then we will be visiting the original Ulti-Mind. I will heed the lessons learned from this engagement. There are some facts I failed to gather, and I know of a very simple remedy to that position.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “I have to admit, I didn’t see that coming,” Reginald admitted. 
 
    “Before you get too deeply into it, I didn’t see it coming either,” Stewart shared. 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “The trick for me is not to see it coming… but to expect it to come. You can go crazy trying to figure out how someone is thinking. Trust me, the cosmos is too packed full of idiots for that to be a worthwhile pursuit. No, I leave that for the Zen-type entities.” 
 
    “You mean, like Freund,” Reginald offered. 
 
    Stewart chuckled before leaning close toward Reginald. “Reggie, get this straight, when the know-it-all deities want to come off bad-ass and bright, they all go to their personal libraries and take down their Freund journals! Even the part of the anti-life that was inside me was pressed to keep up with him. He’s that bad!” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “Don’t want it… don’t need it,” Stewart replied. “There’s a lot of good living to be found under that bar. Besides, look at what that kind of sentience costs Freund. The man doesn’t even sleep after getting laid! Don’t let the power levels fool you… I’m just coming into my sexual stride! Mind you, I know more about how to please a partner than most, but it’s all somebody else’s knowledge. Very little of it is first hand.” 
 
    “Very little of it?” Reginald asked. “Don’t you mean none of it?” 
 
    “One of these days I’ll have to tell you how me and Thao met,” Stewart said softly as he looked down into the settlement. “Right now we deal with this crap!” Reginald turned to look in the same direction. The landing craft had all touched down and the away-team personnel had been dispatched. A small army, apparently privately financed, had waded through the small town, ransacking the place, overturning every object they could possibly move… all in an effort to find the very people who were watching them from their perches. “We spank a few deities. What do they do? They send these apes to deal with us!” 
 
    “Are they about done down there?” Specs asked as he returned his blaster to its holster.  
 
    “Just about,” Reginald estimated before looking at Stewart. “What’s the next play?” 
 
    “We wait for them to leave… and we tail them. Eventually they’ll either get to where they feel safe or they’ll try to commune while they’re in transit. Either way, we piggyback on that bridge and kick down the door to the pantheon.” 
 
    Thao put her hand on Stewart’s shoulder and leaned close to whisper in her ear. “Are you sure we’re ready for this?” 
 
    “If we’re not ready, there’s going to be a sharp decrease in our numbers,” Stewart said aloud. “We go, we make a run, we leave the stuff we’ve liberated from the other pantheons we’ve visited. Spreading those bread crumbs, we let nature take its course. Once the gods are at each other’s throats, we see what we can do about scattering their followers. It doesn’t solve the problem, but it sure as hell will cut down on the general entity population around here. The divine shit is getting thick!” Stewart turned to look at the young woman who had touched him. “It’s a good plan, Thao,” he assured. “I’m just glad we’re on the same side.” 
 
    “Okay,” Reginald announced. “They’re headed back to their ships.” 
 
    “Well done on the cover, Ethadior,” Stewart praised. “This shroud works like a charm. It sure feels better to be on the other side of its use, too. 
 
    “And while I’m thinking about it,” Stewart said to the Enacranite. “… while we’re running about trying to cause chaos, you take your team and make a bee-line for their dungeons.” 
 
    “My team?” Ethadior asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Stewart replied. “Thao, give our lead SpellCasteR a few good people. Kaila, would you be so good as to go with him?”  
 
    “That I can do,” Kaila replied, eager to apply her skills to the matter. It was definitely a different feel with Thao composing the plans and Stewart taking the lead in the field. While she knew Freund respected her skills, he seemed hard pressed to put them into play. The new administration of the Dark Pawns showed no sign of hesitation or reconsideration. “Anything in particular that we’re looking for?” 
 
    “The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” Stewart said as he turned and crawled away from the edge of the overlook. “Anything that will add to the chaos.” 
 
    “You got it!” Kaila smiled. 
 
    “Let’s get ready to move, people,” Reggie commanded. “Quick and quiet. Looks like it’s going to be a high body-count night!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    The data crystal shattered against the wall, but Ranmus was kept from shouting out in anger by the quick application of Shievel’s branches. The two continued to wrestle, falling to the floor. Ranmus was not only stronger, he was also the better combatant. But Shievel was not trying to pin his lord as much as keep him silent. 
 
    “Keep your voice down!” he insisted. “We are still in mourning! If Blackwood hears you she could delay your coronation!” The last three words of the warning registered and Ranmus, who was now nearly straddling his friend, relented. Shievel removed his branches and braced to receive Ranmus’ anger. As Ranmus stood up, he lifted Shievel from the floor and patted his bark. 
 
    “Be at ease, my friend,” he said softly as the doors to the chambers opened. Marjoram Blackwood walked into the chamber with one hand on her blade. 
 
    “Prince Ranmus, I heard a disturbance.” 
 
    “Indeed you did, noted wotree,” Ranmus said, waving off her concerns. “You would call it a break from discipline. A few of my possessions were forced to receive my fury.” 
 
    “A truth,” Marjoram thought, listening to her senses. “He’s learning, but still very slowly. The shards on the floor are of a data crystal, and the Prince is not fond of reading. And it feels of blood and bone, not root and soil. His Majesty has received news that he did not like, but that is all I can fathom at this moment.  
 
    “I would consider it the way of the woode, my Prince,” she returned. “We mourn in our own fashion. I will leave you to yours while I wrestle with my own.” Marjoram bowed, backing out of the room.  
 
    “I have a cure for my woes,” Ranmus hissed, “… the removal of each of her life-roots, one by one!” 
 
    “Perhaps I can offer a remedy, my Prince and soon-to-be King,” Shievel spoke softly. “There is a reason why our agent is able to deliver these messages so easily among our people. He works with a seer. She is one of the flesh that has been allowed to live in our kingdom. According to our agent, she has pressing news that she needs to give you directly. She foresaw the shortcomings of the Xanthousarans of the Calcite Barony.” 
 
    “Damn shape-changers!” Ranmus spat, but Shievel pressed on. 
 
    “She knew their hand would be discovered by the Governor of Black Gate, forcing them to withdraw from our campaign. That is why she says she must meet with you.” 
 
    “Why?!” 
 
    “She will not say to me or our agent,” Shievel quickly replied. “She insists on speaking with you and you alone.” 
 
    “Then set a meeting inside the falls,” Ranmus commanded. “I will see what this flesh-worm has to say, and if it is not to my liking, we will see if she will predict the end of her time among the living!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Trust is hard to come by. That’s why my circle is small and tight. I’m kind of funny about making new friends.  
 
    Eminem 
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    “But was it worth what you had to go through?” Quordion asked as he stood on the lip of the landing pad with his entourage. “Was it worth the risk you assumed?” 
 
    “To give you vision, Quord?” Thandace returned as she ran her hand over Teo’s head. “What would I not do to help you?!” 
 
    Quordion Orgen sighed and looked at the clouds in the clear orange sky. It was a beautiful morning, and with the twenty-nine hours it had been since his communiqué with the present owner of the Prism Passion, his strength was mostly returned to him. “That is a question best not answered aloud, little sister.” 
 
    “My Baron!” a soldier shouted out as he approached from inside the mansion. Thandace closed her eyes and moaned in pain from the sudden increase in volume. 
 
    “Comm Officer, come forward, please,” Quordion said, waving the man forward. With the numbers of the baronial militia at the lowest he had ever seen, it was good to see a citizen in uniform and filled with pride in the service they dedicated to the Onyx Barony. “What is it that has you so excited?” 
 
    “This, my Baron,” the man said, handing Quordion a data pad. Quordion looked at the readout and found reason to frown.  
 
    “What is it?” Thandace inquired. 
 
    “A ship,” Quordion said softly as he continued to look at the pad and key in commands. “A small and very fast shuttle, actually. It’s entering the atmosphere off your left shoulder, sister.” 
 
    Thandace turned and lifted her head to see a fireball streaking through the orange sky. “Very fast,” she remarked. “It’s burning nearly white hot.” 
 
    “Heat shielding seems to be the least of its abilities,” Quordion added. “We had no reading of it thirty seconds ago. It appeared inside the patrol perimeter.” Quordion keyed in one more command and once he read the readout, he handed the data pad back to the anxious officer. “Calm down, Officer, and don’t bother scanning the immediate area. You won’t find anything.” 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “Look at the fire readings on the engines of that craft, Officer,” Quordion suggested. “You’ll find that the low-ion cells have nearly burned off. It takes a few moments after launch for that to occur. That ship did not just launch from a larger ship we cannot see, the shuttle itself just deactivated whatever it uses to be undetectable.” 
 
    “Given the speed it’s traveling at, it was going to be seen eventually,” Thandace added. 
 
    “Precisely,” Quordion said, turning to face the approaching spacecraft. “And according to the scans we are able to run, the only thing that ship is giving off is non-specific EnerJa.” 
 
    “You mean it’s a machine that’s doing it?!” Thandace asked, greatly surprised to hear it. 
 
    “So it would seem,” Quordion replied. “A machine unlike anything we’ve seen before.” 
 
    “I think I am beginning to understand this woman’s swagger,” Thandace commented before realizing what she had said. Teo chirped a warning as well. “Provided it is her,” the young woman tried to add quickly. 
 
    “Your fore-knowledge has already been unveiled, sister,” Quordion smiled as he took a step toward the landing pad. “But do not worry, I will not go against the pacts we have made with the sceadu. Remember that I am also their servant, though not to the same depths as your service. I would ask simply that you keep your transformations to those forms which are not as demanding as the Songstress.” 
 
    “Your request does not fall on deaf ears, my Baron,” Thandace said with a smile forming on her face. “Just as your sentiment is not received by a stone heart.” 
 
    “My, what a poetic way to say ‘fat chance’,” Quordion replied, and Thandace broke form as she laughed out loud, grabbing his shoulder so that she could remain standing. A warm smile broke across Quordion’s face as he looked over his shoulder. Thandace composed herself and lifted her eyes to look into Quordion’s. She squeezed his shoulder before releasing it, and he nodded. Every word of affection and love was conveyed in an instant, and they both returned to their more stately statures, facing forward. 
 
    The Xara-Mansura lander-shuttle passed through the environmental shields and touched down on the landing pad. The side door opened as the gangplank extended to the ground. Jocasta stepped out of the ship, using her cane and followed closely by Cilrus Cliye as they both looked at the reception party. She was expecting more pomp, but as she looked at the estate, the pirate could see it had been built with defense in mind more than lavish comfort. Anything in the way of frills looked to be additions on top of the superstructure. 
 
    “And only four guards,” Jocasta thought. “On one hand, I’d say he’s not expecting an attack. On the other, I’d say if there was an attack, he’d beat the guards to the punch. My kind of Baron! 
 
    “CeCe, didn’t Shotgun say this was the richest barony in The Territories?” she whispered.  
 
    “He did at that, Captain,” Cilrus replied as he looked around. 
 
    “I think I know why they have the cred. They don’t spend it!” 
 
    Only Thandace, with Teo on her shoulder, and Quordion walked forward to receive their guest. The Baron’s sister made sure she was the first to say anything, as was her position. “Captain JoJo Starblazer of the Xara-Mansura, allow me to present Quordion Alexiar Orgen, First Baron of these lands and Steward to the realm beyond.” 
 
    “Captain,” Quordion said with a smile as he stepped forward, offering his hand. It was a standard handshake he was initiating, but Jocasta grabbed the inside of his forearm and twisted his arm so that his hand was on top of her forearm. 
 
    “May the light keep your house and warm your hearth,” Jocasta said, placing her left hand on top of his. 
 
    “And may the shadows tirelessly tend to the light,” Quordion replied, placing his left hand on the top of the pile. He was impressed that the woman had taken the time to learn their formal greeting. “Well met, Captain.” 
 
    “Likewise, First Baron,” Jocasta as the two released each other’s hands. “I have to tell you, that is a kick-ass greeting! My First Officer would rag my ass to no end if I had gone without saying it.” 
 
    “Then my compliments to you both,” Quordion said, looking at Cilrus. “Is this your First Officer?” 
 
    “No,” Thandace answered before Jocasta could speak. “It isn’t. The man is not with her at the moment.” 
 
    “And this trip just keeps getting better,” Jocasta commented, looking at Thandace with a smirk. 
 
    Quordion decided to take a controlling hand in the meeting. “Captain, allow me to present my sister, Thandace Havalla Orgen. She is the Mistress of the realm beyond this barony, and my heir apparent.” 
 
    “Second point,” Jocasta said with a smile. “… I like the silky ‘J’ sound in the name Orgen. Simple but sassy, I like that. And before we get down to business, allow me to introduce you to my personal enforcer, CeCe.” Cilrus gave the Baron a slight head nod. 
 
    “CeCe?” 
 
    “A little on the feminine side, I know,” Jocasta said as she looked at the small creature on Thandace’s shoulder. “… but we had to balance him out somehow.” Her brace-com vibrated, giving her warning that ThoughtWill was being applied directly upon her location. Her left hand lifted, still holding the cane, giving a stall order to Cilrus who had just put his hand on his blaster. “Easy, CeCe, our hosts don’t appear as if they entertain many guests.” Jocasta then put her eyes back on the monkey. “It might have something to do with uninvited mental scans!” 
 
    “Sister, please!” Quordion quickly spoke. “Captain, you must forgive my sister’s–” 
 
    “Guardian,” Jocasta said as she stepped toward Thandace and therefore the monkey. “And forgive me, First Baron. Last I checked I didn’t have to do a damn thing! I have no qualm with a thief trying a door to see if there’s proper security. But once you’re caught making the try, you have a choice: make things friendly or make things funky!” 
 
    “My apologies,” Teo said softly and Cilrus took a step back in shock. The voice was deep, rich and far too powerful to come out of such a small body. “My place is to protect my shadow-sister. I did not mean to offend you.” 
 
    Jocasta smiled and reached to her inside jacket pocket. She took out a cigaro and offered it to the monkey. “No harm, no foul,” she said calmly as the monkey took the cigaro. “If you want to know what I’m thinking, just ask. Got not trouble with telling you what’s on my mind.” Jocasta reached under her belt and produced her butterfly knife. She knew how to go directly to the lighter without showing the blade, but she felt a demonstration was necessary to drive home her point. To their collective credit, the three of them were very cool, though it was clear they were all prepared to react had she attacked the small creature. 
 
    Teo put the cigaro to his mouth and leaned forward, touching the end to the blue flame. He took a healthy drag off the cigaro and leaned back before blowing out the smoke.  
 
    “That… is a very smooth blend,” Teo remarked, taking another drag. Quordion chuckled as did Cilrus. Jocasta maintained her smile as she nodded. 
 
    “My First Officer grows it aboard ship,” she advised. “I’ll be sure to tell him he has another fan.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Captain,” Thandace said, holding up her hand. “Might I trouble you for one of those?” 
 
    “No trouble at all, your high- er, I mean Lady Orgen.” Jocasta took out her cigaro case and offered one to the young woman. “Lord Baron?” 
 
    “Thank you, no,” Quordion said, looking at his sister in confusion. “Normally my sister is usually more of an advocate for a healthy lifestyle!” 
 
    “No poisons here, Baron,” Jocasta returned. “In fact the stuff in these herbs tightens the skin, improves your eyesight, steadies your mind, and draws toxins out of your body.” 
 
    “Truly?!” 
 
    “Oh yes indee-dee!” Jocasta said as she offered to light Thandace’s.  
 
    The Baron’s sister already had taken a whiff of the herbs and found them pleasing. She put the cigaro in her mouth and took hold of Jocasta’s hand as she leaned forward to light the end. She looked up into Jocasta’s eyes as fire started to burn into the tip of the cigaro. Neither woman looked away from their stare until Thandace stood up straight to smoke her cigaro. 
 
    Quordion, a former avid smoker, missed the exchange as he quickly reached for the offered cigaro. Jocasta lit his as well as the case moved toward Cilrus. The enforcer looked at his captain with slight confusion, but she nodded her approval and he was quick to take her up on the offer. Jocasta took the partially smoked cigaro, the last one in the case, and lit it again. The five of them smoked a couple of long drags before another word was said. 
 
    “My most sincere apologies,” Teo said emphatically, and Jocasta coughed as she laughed. 
 
    “Captain–” 
 
    “Call me JoJo,” Jocasta offered. 
 
    “Very well, JoJo,” Thandace smiled. “… this is my shadow brother, Teo. He is the Minister of Diplomacy from the realm beyond the barony.” 
 
    “Hope you’re happy being a monkey, pal, cuz you suck as a diplomat!”  
 
    Quordion could not keep from laughing at that particular comment. It was a first time his thoughts had been voiced by someone else. He had great love for Teo, but he did not approve of the simiate’s methods. All five people took part in the mirth, and no great insult was taken, as evidenced when Teo jumped from Thandace’s shoulder to Jocasta’s.  
 
    “Whoa-kay,” she said in slight surprise. “Goodness, you are a warm body, aren’t you? I like you, pal, but if anything finds its way to my ear, the price of the ship is going to double!” Teo laughed louder than anyone as his high-pitched chirp became a cackle. “Believe me, I’m not trying to steal your guardian,” Jocasta assured Thandace. 
 
    “I appreciate you saying that, but my shadow-brother is free to go where he likes,” Thandace spoke with a clear confidence that she was not worried about losing Teo. “I’m just glad you’re not offended.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not every day you get a telepathic monkey kicking a bass voice to jump on your shoulder to get a free ride. But can you tell me what this realm beyond is?” Both Thandace and Quordion looked at Teo who quickly nodded as he started to play with Jocasta’s hair. 
 
    “Gods, he’s going for second base,” Jocasta thought. “Either that, or he thinks that physical contact will improve his chances of getting inside my head.” When Teo jumped off her shoulder, she was convinced it was the latter of the two options. 
 
    Quordion ushered JoJo to walk with him as he returned to the estate. “JoJo, as you may well already know, the Prism Baronies are simply doorsteps to different realms. For the longest time, it was thought that the Onyx Barony was an empty realm.” 
 
    “And therefore the butt of many jokes, right?”  
 
    “Yes, Captain, many jokes… and much, much more,” Quordion replied, easily recalling the time he was describing. “You could say we were the untouchables of The Territories, a haven for every cutthroat and blackguard imaginable. As you might presume, there is only one sort of hierarchy that thrives in that sort of environment.” 
 
    “So your family climbed to the top of the dung heap,” Jocasta said plainly. 
 
    “Yes, and that climb took several decades,” Quordion explained. “With each generation of the Orgen Family, the secrets gained from the former were passed on to their successors, always with the intent of seizing control over the more destructive elements and bringing order to the barony. 
 
    “My father was the first to discover the sceadu, but he knew nothing of its full potential. That he left to me and my siblings.” 
 
    “Oh, so there’s more to it than your little sister here?” 
 
    “A great deal more,” Quordion answered, ushering Jocasta into the mansion. “Perhaps after I have the Prism Passion, I would be more inclined to share those details with you.” 
 
    Jocasta chuckled as she came to the balcony-porch, stopping at the double doors. “Save your breath, Quordion. You name a neutral place where we can make the trade and we can proceed. No flying hunk of metal and pearl is worth family secrets.” 
 
    “I could not agree more,” Thandace said eagerly. There was a light in her eyes, and Jocasta wondered if it was the blend of the cigaro or if the woman was losing her sense of discretion. 
 
    “I’m sure you could if you tried hard enough,” Jocasta returned, baiting the woman. 
 
    “Then we shall meet aboard the metroplex-platform called the Haggenshire in two days,” Thandace announced. “Then and there we shall celebrate the festival while we conduct our business.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “The Haggenshire is something of a floating city and it is often where some… of the more affluent hold private affairs of the pageant nature,” Quordion explained. “In two days it will be in orbit around Hemitar. I have rented the entire platform in order to have an open party for all the citizens of the barony to enjoy. You’re welcome to join us. The size of the construct is immense, and I could have one of the hangars restricted to limited access.” 
 
    “Two days?” Jocasta asked and Quordion nodded. “Save room on your dance card, Baron.” Jocasta smiled and turned, tapping Cilrus on the arm. “C’mon, big ‘un. Let’s get back to the ship and let these good people scurry up an attempt to track us.” 
 
    “Safe travels, Captain,” Quordion said, holding up his cigaro. “… and thanks for the smoke!” Jocasta waved as she walked up the gangplank. She boarded her shuttle and was airborne not long after. 
 
      
 
    “How are we looking, CeCe?” Jocasta asked as she piloted the lander-shuttle toward outer space.  
 
    “As you instructed, I took a graph reading of everything about and on board,” Cilrus reported. “Just completed a second reading… and we’re heavy, but not by much… barely a third of a kilo. This is a perpetual engine system, so it’s not fuel.” 
 
    “Uh, CeCe, darlin’… even if we were on a burner, we’d be lighter, not heavier.” 
 
    “Right,” Cilrus said, grimacing. “Right, right!” 
 
    “Run a sweep for devices,” Jocasta ordered. She waited as Cilrus keyed in the command. She could hear the beep indicative of a negative reading. 
 
    “Nothing there.” 
 
    “Anything in the way of ThoughtWill?” 
 
    “Just our headgear, Captain.” 
 
    “Sweep for MannA,” she commanded and again there was a negative find. “Give me an anti-MannA pulse and read for reactions.” 
 
    “Pulse fired, nothing showing.” 
 
    “Nothing,” Jocasta thought. “Even if a device had been strong enough to resist the pulse, something would have registered. We picked up something though… I know that because I have that itch!  
 
    “A third of a kilo,” Jocasta whispered as the spacecraft pulled out of the atmosphere. “… a third of a kilogram… the Orgen Family is on top of a pile of cutthroats, eh? I don’t care how bad ass you get with a blade or a gun, there’s always someone who’s going to challenge you. No, for the kind of control Shotgun says he had, you need power. And we’ve seen our fair share of funky crapstacks on this trip!” 
 
    “Damn straight on that one, Captain!” 
 
    “Power… the sceadu… whatever the hell that is… shadow-brother… shadow-sister…  Oh for the love of a nipple!” Jocasta cried. “Ready heat shields and set them to maximum!” 
 
    “Roger that,” Cilrus said as the shuttle went into a steep dive. Re-entering the atmosphere, the ship once again became a fireball, burning nearly white hot with friction. Not yet at its brightest, both Cilrus and Jocasta heard a wailing cry that quickly fell behind the shuttle. Jocasta leveled off and looked back at Cilrus. He took another full reading of the ship and smiled at Jocasta. 
 
    “Clean and green, Captain,” he said happily. “Seems we just took a diet pill.” 
 
    “Sure hope it wasn’t a sibling,” Jocasta said, pulling back on the controls. She called for escape speed and activated her stealth field the moment she was out of the atmosphere. With the travel time she had before rendezvousing with the Xara-Mansura, Jocasta decided to prepare a message she would have broadcasted to the First Baron.  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Quordion was still smoking his cigaro when he walked into the parlor. Thandace was seated on her high stool, working her tools against the stone. Her time in the sceadu had awakened many passions in the woman, art was merely one of them, and he was very anxious to see her latest sculpture. 
 
    “This JoJo Starblazer,” Quordion said, leaning against the archway of the double doors. “What do you think of her?” 
 
    “I am not sure the word ‘pirate’ suits her,” Thandace replied. “It is clear she is an opportunist, but I would hardly think of her as some sort of scourge.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Quordion pressed.  
 
    “One can never be sure of these things, my brother,” Thandace said as she looked up from her work. “Not so soon in the forming of a relationship.” 
 
    “Hmmm, I would concur,” Quordion agreed as he looked at the rug Thandace had made two seasons ago. He was still taken by her concepts of light and dark, good and evil. It seemed that more than her body had transformed since her bonding with Teo. “Of course, it would be something to get the Prism Passion for a fraction of what she might be asking. Free, even better than that!” 
 
    “Well, of course it would,” she agreed. “Are we speaking of terms of folly now? I will never fully understand how your mind works, brother. You and your games!” 
 
    “Hmmm… games!” Quordion muttered. “Interesting that you mention that particular word. Regardless, I think JoJo Starblazer likes to play games… and when she plays, she likes to win!” 
 
    “It is clear she has a very competitive spirit,” Thandace added. “I just hope, for her sake, that she is a gracious loser when the need calls for such things.” 
 
    “For her sake, I hope you are right,” Quordion remarked. “I get the feeling, however, that when she loses, or starts to lose, she might just be the sort who doubles down and plays even harder… more determined to win, as it were.” 
 
    “A very reckless reaction,” Thandace measured. “A simple loss is better than weathering a catastrophe.”  
 
    “In most instances, I am sure you are right.” Quordion took another long drag off the cigaro and closed his eyes at the aroma of the smoke and the feel of the burn in his mouth, neck and chest. “I’ve taken the liberty of telling your attack group to stand down.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Your shadow–enabled fleet of ships, sister,” Quordion explained. “I told them to stand down.” Quordion produced a data pad and handed it to his sister. “You might want to take a look at that. Seems that Starblazer’s ship left the atmosphere and then came right back in, only to leave again. Odd. What’s odder is that when she came back, it was with greater speed than when she landed here at the estate. It was as if she wanted to burn brighter!” Thandace stood up from her chair looking very much surprised. “Just how long does it take Teo to regenerate after he has taken shadow-form and has been repelled by a bright light?” 
 
     “Two to five hours,” Thandace answered, knowing that her brother was very much aware of what she and her shadow-brother had attempted. 
 
    “When he is able, I will need to see the both of you in my office. We shall have to discuss the limits of your ability to act on behalf of the barony without my knowledge, and certainly without my approval. Then we shall speak of how you and my… Minister of Diplomacy wish to work off the sudden increase in the Prism Passion’s price! Happy sculpting, sister.” With only his footfalls reaching her ears, Thandace slowly lowered herself down to her stool. There was a sudden breeze that blew through the corridor and the footfalls stopped. He was no longer in the corridor. He was no longer on this floor. He was gone… exercising one of his demons… the one called anger. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Behavior is the mirror in which everyone shows their image.  
 
    Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
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    The pod opened and Culshee sat up, looking around and smiling at the scent of fresh air. “That’s better already,” she said with an airy breath. 
 
    “There are many advantages to having an arboretum on board,” Tuitonn said as he descended from the ceiling. “Welcome aboard, Med-Tech Pulliam.” 
 
    “You must be Tuitonn,” Culshee said as she began to pull herself from what had been her home for far too long. “… and the entirety of the reception committee.” 
 
    “I should not be surprised that a recorded message created by Z would include information about me… but I must admit his sense of thoroughness is astounding. To that end, I should make you aware of your condition,” Tuitonn added. 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “The only ones who know that there is an Imperial spy on board this ship are you, me, and Z,” the floating orb advised. “Given where we are and what we’re about, perhaps this is not the best time to come forward with the truth.” 
 
    “And what ‘when’ are we waiting for?” Culshee asked. 
 
    “When Z can answer that question,” Tuitonn replied as light started to emanate from his form. “As you can see, this is not the hangar.”  
 
    Culshee looked around for a moment and then turned back toward Tuitonn. “It looks like some sort of lab.” 
 
    “Precisely, and behind me you will find the woman who attacked you in your room, drugged you, and had you shipped off to the Bowels of Black Gate.” Culshee leaned to look around Tuitonn and jumped slightly at the sight of seeing herself trapped in a stasis field. 
 
    “Spirits of my fathers!” she whispered, walking around Tuitonn. She approached the stasis field and looked at the unit maintaining the energy flow. She did not understand the language of emission specifications, but the readings of the body were clear to her; the subject was in an absolutely perfect hibernating state. She was not even aging. “This is some nice work,” she said, looking at the device creating the field. “They didn’t preserve cadavers this well back in Med School!”  
 
    “A compliment you can forward to the First Mate upon his return,” Tuitonn replied. “My concerns… first, how this was achieved. I do not detect anything majikul about her form, and it certainly was not a discipline of ThoughtWill. Secondly, how is it that she has so little memory for me to read?!” 
 
    “I won’t be able to answer those questions while she’s in stasis,” Culshee said as she started to roll up her sleeves. The lights in the lab came on and Culshee nodded as she looked around. “Nice! I think I will have everything I need  right here.” 
 
    “If not, I can have a drone fetch it for you.” 
 
    “Appreciate it, Tuitonn. Now, let’s see about getting her out of stasis.” 
 
    “Speaking of bodily conditions…” A beam of white light shot from Tuitonn in a cone shape and cascaded over Culshee’s body. She gasped as first, but then sighed as all of her muscles were massaged and then invigorated. 
 
    “Careful, this is only our first date,” Culshee sighed as she started stretching. “… but that definitely hit the spot… all the spots.” She shook her head as she reached down and touched her toes. “I tell you, that pod was uber-designed. There was more damage done to my body when they kidnapped me than from lying in that delivery rocket for days. If that’s the kind of technology I’ve got around me, Dwon’s favorite granddaughter might need to step up her game just to keep up!” 
 
    “Do not allow yourself to be too greatly pressed,” Tuitonn directed as he floated over to the prisoner. “That is not how the Captain or Z would want you to feel. It may feel that they are rather demanding, but they are not.” A light application of telekinesis and the generator was deactivated. Tuitonn took hold of the collapsing body, laying it down on the examination table. 
 
    “They would have every right to be!” Culshee commented as she walked over to the stand Tuitonn had prepared with a wider range of tools than she was used to using. She took hold of the ionizer first and showered herself with the radiation. Dead skin and harmful bacteria were targeted and obliterated. “The framing of the walls of the room may look second rate, but they approach a very old style of ship building… when they made things to last! I have to look twice at these tools to make sure I’m getting it right. I’m used to them being much bigger and attached to some gigantic power unit. The damn ionizer could fit in my pocket!” Still looking around, Culshee reached to the tool tray and picked up the gloves. 
 
    “Yes, it is true,” Tuitonn replied. “Z is something of a find when it comes to technology. But adding pressure to yourself will only diminish your potential for performance.” 
 
    “I guess that’s one way of looking at it,” Culshee said before squatting down. The haymaker of a punch passed harmlessly over her head and Culshee stood up, throwing her bodyweight into an uppercut that struck the sternum perfectly. There were fighting instructors in Felantri’s memory who hit softer, and she doubled over as she fell off the table. “Of course, another way…” Culshee said as she dropped to one knee, driving a knife-hand thrust into the lower back of the debilitated woman. “… when you feel pressured to perform, assuming that you want to do well, that is…” The nerve strike locked the woman’s body long enough for Culshee to take hold of the woman’s head, lift it slightly, and drive the imposter’s face into the floor. “… sometimes, that nervousness can be used to increase your focus, you know? 
 
    “And now that I know we can tell ourselves apart…” Culshee muttered as she rolled the woman over on her back. She quickly applied a choke hold her grandfather had taught her and had been reviewed in her recent Basic Training. She did not know how to admit that she preferred Z’s approach to the hold and, as the woman fell unconscious, that he improved the effectiveness of the technique. “… we can get started.” 
 
    “How very clever,” Tuitonn admitted. “The blank mind was the empty thoughts she has been trained to project. I shall have to create an effective countermeasure to this. That said, you are more gifted than I expected.” 
 
    Culshee and Tuitonn lifted the woman and returned her to the table. Tuitonn activated the restraints and Culshee changed out her gloves. “It’s not a wise thing to get into a fight with a medical professional. I’ve always known where to hit a body… and thanks to my grandfather, and now Z, I really know how to make that hit happen.” Culshee looked at her hands; she had long ago dedicated them to healing and improving the status of life.  
 
    The moves had come so easily to her, but then again, she was not a stranger to fighting styles. Seeing her grandfather fight and her mother compete, Culshee had been driven into the medical profession.  
 
    She had sworn off the so-called natural skills she possessed. Her parents had been livid, but grandfather was the king of that household. Dwon Stormraven could have put his foot down; gray hair and all, he still possessed the skills and the striking power to take on every adult in the house and win. He had simply looked at his first born child and asked her, “So, what you’re saying is that you should not have been allowed to marry outside of our people, or have half-breed children?” That had been the end of the argumentation, and he had made Culshee make one promise: never forget the tribe, their way, or the spirits.  
 
    Quenching her thirst for knowledge, she never forgot what he had done, and her major had to make room for homeopathic medicine and occult studies. Through all the classes and papers, the more tangible facts she had learned, the more those facts could not explain the things she had learned spending vacations with her grandfather in the mountains, away from the mech and tech. She had tried so hard to debunk the spirits, and it had wound up making her stronger with them.  
 
    Culshee had seen Black Gate in a vision, but she had not been able to decipher what the spirits were trying to tell her. Looking around the room, this secret lab aboard an undetectable pirate ship, Culshee had put it together. There was no way to get one message to cover all of the things that had happened to her… and she had just really come aboard. 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes a good push really helps you do what you need to do!” Culshee said, picking up a probe. “And that little frenzy fight tells me something we might not want to see.” She inserted the probe into the skin at the side of the woman’s torso and only stopped when she reached the ribs. She activated the reading sensors and looked at the monitor. “I knew it,” she sighed. “We could be in major trouble here!” 
 
    “What is it?!” 
 
    “A steady rhythmic electromagnetic signature,” Culshee advised. “The human body generates a signature, but it fluctuates. Only machines put out steady ones.” 
 
    “But I had her scanned for internal circuitry,” Tuitonn stated. “It came back negative.” 
 
    “And it will again,” Culshee quickly countered. “We’ve got ourselves a liborg.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Well, a cyborg is one who has body parts removed and replaced with machinery, the tech you mentioned before. A liborg is basically the same thing, except that all of the machinery is biological in nature. Each working part is formulated and grown from the subject’s DNA. Absolutely zero chance the body will reject the implant, or in this case implants. That’s the only way someone coming out of stasis could swing the way she did. It also explains how she’s able to control her thoughts in a manner to fool you.” Felantri’s body shuddered as she tried to reach for Culshee’s neck. “And apparently the restraints around here are as hi-tech as everything else.” The Med-Tech looked up at the reading screens and pointed at them. “You see that there… how nothing in her readout has changed, but she’s conscious and moving? She’s duping the probe. And if she has some sort of onboard communication device–” 
 
    “She does, and that signal is not getting beyond this room,” Tuitonn informed, sounding somewhat relieved to receive that report. 
 
    “See what I mean about that little push?” Culshee asked, petting the orb as she walked by. “If her freaking ribs are implants, there is a good chance her entire skeletal system is a super-machine. That might be another reason why you can’t read anything. All of her thoughts and memories could be broken down to computer code. I won’t know until I scan the skull–” Felantri tried again to free herself, groaning as she pushed her body to its limits. Her shoulder popped out of socket and she gasped in pain, choosing then to lie very still. “… and it’s apparent she does not want that to happen. Can you do a partial stasis field? It’s been pretty much made clear that Z’s table can hold her, but I don’t want her hurting herself like that again.” 
 
    White light shot down from Tuitonn covering Felantri’s body from just under the nose to the woman’s feet, leaving the soles bare but covering the toenails. “It’s not a stasis field, but my limit of telekinesis is just under five tons, and it is the least draining of my disciplines.” 
 
    Culshee sighed, picking up another probe. “Well, beggars can’t be choosy,” she said sarcastically and she smiled when she heard Tuitonn chuckle. 
 
    “Won’t she just fool that probe too?” 
 
    Culshee nodded as she inserted the probe into the woman’s scalp. “Ah yes, but here’s the rub. I’m going to program them to alternate frequencies randomly with the added bonus of making sure they never broadcast the same signal. We’re about to give her onboard system the workout of its life!! Because, even if she’s able to initially fool them both, this is not a sprint, it’s a marathon. Having biologically-based tech means you have to contend with the weaknesses of the biology. I wonder when she last ate.” Culshee looked down on the bruised face of the impostor. Already the bruising was fading, and that made Culshee happy. She wouldn’t strike the woman again, but her body having to tend to more than one job at a time was going to be helpful. “And I wanted to assume this room was like soundproof.” 
 
    “It is,” Tuitonn replied. 
 
    “Then why cover her mouth?” 
 
    “She has a penchant for using chemically-loaded pods in her teeth,” he explained. “It was one of those gas breaths that she used to subdue you. The field I have created actually goes into her mouth, as I do not know what sorts of combinations she’s capable of.” 
 
    “We have a quick fix for that,” Culshee said as she took out another probe. She inserted it into the jaw, after Tuitonn made a very small hole in his field, and added it to the tandem that was already running.  
 
    “You do have three more probes there,” Tuitonn said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Culshee said as her eyes squinted. “But I’m not sure of all her capabilities. If she can absorb the radiation and trigger a power feed, that could be problematic. I’d hate for her to backlash you on our first date.” 
 
    “That would indeed be problematic,” Tuitonn said as he flared bright for a moment and the computer console responded. The probe signals stopped for a few seconds before they started again. “I’ve asked the computer to encrypt the transmissions channels the probes are using and contain their findings in a virtual database. Once we are sure of the readings we are getting, we can send the probe feeds to the actual computer. 
 
    “And you are right, Culshee… about that push… I think I might actually begin to like technology!”  
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    Ephaliun coughed as his body convulsed. He screamed out in pain as he felt a hand pushing against his chest, keeping him from getting up. “Rest easy now,” Rahneece said softly. “You went right when right was wrong… way wrong!” 
 
    “Oh shit, that hurt!” Ephaliun shouted. “Is it supposed to hurt that much?!” 
 
    “You got squished between robot armour and a bulkhead,” Rahneece explained. “… you’re supposed to be dead!” 
 
    “And I’d like to think that means it doesn’t hurt as much,” Ephaliun shot back, moving her hand away from his chest. “How long was I in?” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes longer than me,” Rahneece answered. “I barely managed to crest the ten-hour mark.” 
 
    “How’d you buy it?” 
 
    “Backlash,” she sighed. “I was going up against a Chevalier, and was about to lay that bastard low with a serious last shot. He hit me with a pebble in the eye.” 
 
    “And the backlash killed you?” 
 
    “No, but I was just rolling on the ground, drooling and pissing myself while as he got up, dusted himself off, drew his blaster, took slow aim, and kicked me out of my simulation. I caught the last bit of your run. That was some good work!” 
 
    “Glad I didn’t have to deal with pebble-tossing Chevaliers,” Ephaliun returned. “What was your count?” 
 
    “One hundred and fifty-six.” 
 
    “What in the hell?!” Ephaliun barked as Ulios’ simulator signaled it was powering down.  
 
    “Get down!” Rahneece cried, diving toward Ephaliun who wrapped his arms around her body and hooked the edge of the cot with his foot. As their bodies rolled over the side, the cot was pulled over to serve as some measure of protection. There was a bright light and the two braced for the worst. The light faded and they slowly separated from one another to crawl to the cot and peek over the side. 
 
    At the base of Ulios’ simulator was Dungias, with Alpha touched to the ground where the construction of the gravity force-field had started. Inside the field was a sphere of purple light, pushing against the sides of the field. 
 
    “Rahneece, have you recovered?” Dungias asked, an unusual sound of straining in his voice. 
 
    “If you can share the load!” she said, quickly standing up. 
 
    “Can and will,” Dungias said, hurling the contained energy toward the young woman. 
 
    “Now, Jordan,” Rahneece commanded and her body flashed when the field struck her, flowing into her chest. She took a step back and screamed, her eyes flashing with purple light. 
 
    “Give me what you cannot contain,” Dungias commanded, stepping toward her and bracing himself. A beam of white light shot from her chest into Dungias’ hand and it was sustained for thirty seconds. Both Rahneece and Dungias were on their knees when the light faded. 
 
    “Okay, that was impressive,” Ephaliun remarked as he moved to carry Rahneece over to a cot. 
 
    “Slow,” she warned. “Please go slow!” 
 
    “You got it, lady!” After setting her down, the young man quickly turned to see if he could assist Dungias, but the large man was busy carrying Ulios to a cot. “Is he alright?” 
 
    “Actually, he is euphoric,” Dungias explained. “The simulator scenario caused his abilities to evolve. This was not to have happened for another ten years.” 
 
    “Cradle robber,” Ephaliun ribbed before looking up. “Satithe, could you give me a reading on Rahneece, please?” 
 
    “Of course,” the computer replied. “Unfortunately, she is not euphoric.” 
 
    “I could’ve told you that,” Rahneece sniped.  
 
    “She is fatigued, but no worse for wear. Please stand clear of her cot and I will give her something to help her sleep.” 
 
    “No, I wanna be here when Teela wakes up,” the young woman argued. Ephaliun stepped back from her side and shook his head. 
 
    “We’ll be sure to record it for you,” he countered. Rahneece mumbled something incoherent before she fell unconscious. “Teacher, do you ever get worried that what you’re really baking up here is a batch of mad fanatics?” 
 
    “I believe there is an Old Earth saying that best suits my perspective of that possibility,” Dungias started. “The chip does not fly far from the block! After all, Ephaliun, what else could a fanatic create?” 
 
    “Now see, that’s where I used to have a problem,” the young man shared. 
 
    “Used to?” 
 
    “Call it seeing too much through your eyes,” Ephaliun reflected. “But after listening to your story… seeing everything through your eyes…” 
 
    “Thank you, Alpha,” Dungias thought, realizing what had been added to the simulations. 
 
    “… I gotta say, I get it. Your homeworld, your people, you being born shay-spawn… the Grenbi, the BroSohnti, the Tohgrunn, the Athun, the Gattakari… hey, speaking of races, I couldn’t help but think that the Tohgrunn and the Nalyik look awfully similar.” 
 
    “That is for good reason. It is the name for the same race of being, just from different sides of a dimensional breach. There is no telling what humans are called in another dimension.” 
 
    Ephaliun stood there for a moment, contemplating what he had just been told. “Damn, just thinking about it makes me tired! But still, after all that, how do you not put your all into it? I mean, since you didn’t decide to just end everyone who crossed you. It’s a good thing the decision fell to you. I’m not sure I would’ve answered the same way you did. Teacher and First Mate aside, I know why Rahneece has a problem with you following JoJo. You’re more than what we’re used to.” 
 
    “I feel the same way about Jocasta,” Dungias replied. “So much more than what I have seen.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ephaliun said. “An absent glass toast… to the faces of JoJo!” Warning lights and alarm horns sounded. 
 
    “We will discuss later how human culture has noted that toasting with an empty glass is a harbinger of foul fate,” Dungias said as he walked over to a console. Looking at the screen, the Traveler pressed his lips together. “Satithe, ready the Kulri-Kraythe for immediate departure.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “The time-lock anchor into the Rims dimension has been directly scanned,” Dungias reported as robots entered the room, picking up Ulios, Rahneece, and the simulator unit Teela was still using. “It has since jumped to a secondary location. It can do that only once more before it is completely vulnerable to whatever is behind the investigation.” Dungias held out his hand and Alpha flew to his grasp, carrying his weapons belt. He took two strides, dressing himself before engaging Pax’Dulah to leap out of the room. Ephaliun was never more than a stride behind him. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “To board the scout ship and move as quickly as possible to the third location,” Dungias huffed. “My plans to take you three to The Campus must be aborted.” 
 
    “That’s where you sent the triplets though, right?” 
 
    “Into the care of the Beta-Forms and my Vi-Prin,” Dungias advised. “Their training will be even more comprehensive than what I’ve been able to impart on the four of you.” 
 
    “They’ll make one helluva Plan B,” Ephaliun declared. 
 
    “That is one possibility,” Dungias muttered before deciding to engage his Star-Stride. “When you reach the hangar, take the controls.” 
 
    Ephaliun pushed off against the wall, bounding down the hallway. He watched as Dungias streaked away from him. “Damn, still got a lot to learn!” 
 
      
 
    With his gloves on, Ephaliun dropped down into the hangar, somewhat pleased he had managed to catch and pass the robots carrying his classmates. He landed in a full sprint and ran aboard the Kulri-Kraythe, hopping into the pilot’s chair. 
 
    “Satithe, let me know the moment we’ve got everyone on board,” Ephaliun commanded as he made a very quick pre-flight check. 
 
    “The last of the cargo is coming up the ramp at this very moment,” the computer replied. “Twenty seconds to have it secured by gravity fields.” 
 
    “Twenty seconds,” Ephaliun repeated as he looked at the flight path he needed to take. “So, level with me, girl… did you miss me?” 
 
    “More than life itself,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “Oh! The lady knows how to push my buttons!” Ephaliun joked. “For what it’s worth, nothing felt quite right without you.” 
 
    “It is worth a great deal, Ephaliun. Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he said, giving the command for the engines to fire. “Let’s see what the blade that doesn’t miss can do, shall we?” 
 
    “I am inclined to believe you will be impressed. Cargo stacks are secured.” 
 
    “With five seconds to spare,” Ephaliun said, taking hold of the controls. The lessons that Dungias taught him flashed through his mind. The Star Chaser liked the notion of a thief being his own getaway vehicle driver, should the need arise. “And right now, the blue man’s looking like a prophet!” 
 
    The Kulri-Kraythe rocketed out of the hangar and banked hard into an ascending turn. It jumped out of the pocket dimension and into Astral Space. Ephaliun looked at the console and shook his head, opening the intercom channel.  
 
    “The good news is that we’re hauling ass. The bad news is that I’ve got a reading on three ships closing in on the aperture. Long-range scan shows them to be pretty big slaggers. Might even be warships. At their current velocity, they are one hour out from the number two location. We’re sixteen hours from number three. My math works them to be only fourteen hours from those coordinates.” 
 
    “It would seem that we need speed more than stealth,” Dungias stated. 
 
    “We’re at maximum thrust now, Teacher,” Ephaliun reported. 
 
    “Remember to call me Z, Kulrithe. And we have approximately five seconds to Alpha Drive.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Ephaliun replied as he strapped himself in his chair. “But what the blue ghost is Alpha–” The lights in the cockpit all glowed brighter as the engines sounded as if they had been shifted to a more productive gear. The speed of the Kulri-Kraythe jumped three fold almost immediately and was still climbing when the stealth field was dropped. “Woo Hoo! Cutter was right. She might not have known why she was right, but that matters like my little toe! 
 
    “Trust the man,” Ephaliun whispered. “Trust the plan!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Thieves respect property. They merely wish the property to become their property that they may more perfectly respect it.  
 
    Gilbert K. Chesterton 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4203.23) 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Z, if you could see me now,” Jocasta thought, looking at herself in the mirror. “He’d probably run me down to the infirmary and make the Rippers verify that it was me! Not that I’d blame him for that reaction. I’m not even sure if it’s me! But seeing as how this is my plan, I can’t really complain. 
 
    “Computer, activate administrative order number three, please,” JoJo said as she reached for the gloves. “Mark from now until secondary order is given.” 
 
    “Order number three activated,” the computer replied as Jocasta leaned in toward the mirror and bared her teeth. They were clean, with no signs of her last meal in-between them. Jocasta gave herself the nod of approval and walked out of her room. 
 
    “Okay, people, let’s get… ready… to… go,” Jocasta said as she walked into the hangar where a number of the crew had gathered. Whatever the subjects of conversation were, they had all been quickly abandoned as Jocasta made her way toward the lander, causing her to look around in confusion. “What is it? Is there something in my teeth?” 
 
    “You look fine,” Pristacia said, walking from the group toward Jocasta. The tight black bodysuit gave the young woman a very menacing look, but Jocasta decided not to say anything. “They’ve just never been out of the kennel this long!” As if on cue, dog wailing and wolf calls filled the chamber. Pristacia turned around and looked specifically at two people. 
 
    “Seriously?!” she said. “You two as well?” 
 
    “Hey, just because I have a different set of controls doesn’t mean the Captain is any less hot!” Agatha replied, lightly slapping Marlene’s shoulder. “Right, Mayhem?” Agatha turned to look at her Tandem partner. “Mayhem? Mayhem, baby?” Agatha reached over and started wiping Marlene’s mouth. “Sweetheart, you’re drooling!” Marlene’s lips went inside her mouth and she actually wiped as well, though there was nothing for her to remove. 
 
    “Forgive me, but right now, I have to call you JoJo!” Marlene commented. 
 
    “That is my name, so I guess it applies,” Jocasta smiled. There was no disrespect to discuss. Marlene had delivered a very serious compliment, and Jocasta was not about to have her walk it back. “And thanks. It makes me feel better about this ridiculous get up!” 
 
    “It’s strapless,” Mel said, tapping Olkin on the arm. “That is strapless, right?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, Tank. That’s what they call it.” Olkin patted Mel’s back as he spoke. He looked at his arm as he was also wearing a tight, black bodysuit and was not quite used to the feeling of it just yet. “Among other things.” 
 
    “I’m no fashionista, but–” 
 
    “You’re no what?!” Olkin barked as he pushed Mel. The hoverchair quickly compensated for the thrust and brought Mel to a gentle stop. “That word has no permission to come out of your mouth, Mel! You need a waiver just to keep it in your head!” 
 
     “Look, all I’m saying is that you need something to hold up a strapless gown. I didn’t know the Captain had those.” 
 
    “Why not?!” LeRoy asked. “Did you not realize she’s a woman? You know, all growed up and everything?” 
 
    “I knew she was a woman,” Mel defended. “I just didn’t know she was a woe-muhn!” 
 
    “You lookin’ forward to the next medical check-up, LeRoy?” Olreye ribbed. 
 
    “I sure am,” LeRoy answered, walking toward Jocasta. “Culshee handles the women, and you’ve got cavities!” Olkin and Mel cackled as the Med-Tech made his way over. 
 
    “I would say you’re looking good, but we both know you’re better than that,” LeRoy said as he scanned Jocasta’s body. 
 
    “Charmer,” she replied, lifting her arms away from her sides. 
 
    “And if you’re armed, this thing isn’t picking up anything.” LeRoy held up an Imperial hand scanner. 
 
    “Doc, please. I’ve got damn near all of my left leg showing here, and the rest is form fitting.” 
 
    “That much I can see,” the man said before stepping out of her way. “Nice choker though.” 
 
    “Oh, the niceties don’t stop there,” Jocasta warned. “Where’s my driver?” 
 
    “Right here, C-c-c-captain,” Siekor finally managed as he came out of the shuttle. His black hair was shiny and swept back into a ponytail, and he was wearing an off-white linen militaristic suit with gold fringe and white gloves. “I finished the checklist and we’re go for flight. Damn, you look good!” 
 
    “Thank you, Siekor.” 
 
    “Hey, how come he gets to be your driver?” Olreye asked. 
 
    “Because he looks the best in a uniform,” Jocasta answered as she approached the gangplank. Siekor bowed his head and offered his hand. Jocasta smiled as she took hold of it. “Not to mention his etiquette scores don’t make me laugh.” Olreye’s hand started at his eyebrows and slowly ran down his face. 
 
    “Oh, she reads the scores, does she?” he muttered into his palm, remembering his last test in general etiquette.  
 
    “Wait!” Kryltane cried, running into the room carrying one of Z’s canvas bags. “Hold on just one second!” 
 
    “Easy, Shotgun,” Jocasta said, holding up her hand to calm the young man down. “Is there a fire?” 
 
    “There will be,” Kryltane panted as he tried to catch his breath. “… one under my ass if I don’t get this stuff to you. Starting with this!” The young Comp-Tech and budding engineer held up a ring. 
 
    “Oh, Momma always did say if I dressed up I’d get a man,” Jocasta said, feigning excitement. 
 
    “What?” Kryltane asked, thoroughly confused, until he looked at what he was holding and came to the same page. “Oh. No! Nobody’s marrying you, Captain!” 
 
    “I’ll try to take that as a compliment,” Jocasta thought, frowning. 
 
    “This is not for your finger, it’s for your cane.” Kryltane looked around. “Where is it?” 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Llaz stated as he came away from the wall where he had been leaning. He held up the cane as he approached. “Are you proposing to the cane, Shotgun?” 
 
    “Everybody’s so funny today,” Kryltane sang as he reached to take hold of the bottom of the cane. The ring fit over the end and then clamped down. “Now, please hand that to the Captain.” Llaz walked the cane over to Jocasta and she took hold of it. A flash of light came from the bottom of the cane and her choker. A second skin formed over the cane, gaudy and looking very Old Earth. Jocasta smiled brightly as she looked it over. “It’s not my design,” Kryltane quickly explained. “It’s not even the Brain Trust’s. It’s one of the few programs that Z left for us to ferret out while he was gone. The skin is purely cosmetic, but it should help your cane pass for just something uselessly stylish.” Kryltane reached into the bag. “Along with this,” he said as he produced a wrap. “I wanted to go with a cape, but I got overruled.” 
 
    “My thanks to the other votes,” Jocasta said as she took the fabric. It was heavier than it appeared, and she looked to Kryltane to explain. 
 
    “Touch any three corners to your choker to arm it. Wrap it around you, count down from three, and it’ll dress you in your body armour. Other than that, it’s fire resistant like nobody’s business and Centerpointe told me to tell you it can hold a good half ton.” 
 
    “I love how that boy expects the very worst from me,” Jocasta said, wrapping it around her shoulders. “Thanks for getting this here on time, Shotgun.” 
 
    “No problem, but I’ve got one more surprise for you,” Kryltane said as he produced a gold clutch purse. “It works on the same principle as the weapons belt’s holding bag, but in order to keep it undetectable, it works on a charge that you have to load.” Kryltane reached inside the clutch and took out a small candy dispenser. “You reach from the diamond end and you’ll get a mint. You take from the opposite end and you’ll get a charge that goes right into the clasp mouth. Three charges. After that, it’s just another piece of the ensemble.” 
 
    “This might be a bit of overkill,” Jocasta said as she received the purse. “If everything goes halfway according to plan, I won’t be lifting anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, but hitting targets of opportunity is how we got here, Captain,” Llaz stated. 
 
    “Good point.” Jocasta started to walk up the gangplank but stopped so that she could turn and face her Second Mate. She lifted her hand and started to speak but suddenly changed her mind. She turned and took Siekor’s hand. 
 
    “Not a nursemaid,” she thought, “and these are hardly children. Not a hard and fast pirate crew, but they’ve got good basic skills, ingenuity, and the need to be naughty. That’s a solid start in my book. The last thing they need is me telling them to be careful. We went over the research as a crew, so no one is looking in from the outside wondering what the hell is going on. Never did like that about Rouge. I know she had her reasons, but being on the out all the damn time got on my nerves… it got on everyone’s nerves… probably still does!” 
 
    “Something on your mind, Captain?” Llaz asked. 
 
    “Plenty, Llaz,” she replied as she continued to walk. “Just make sure I have a working ship and a healthy crew to come back to.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    The flight to the Haggenshire was without incident, and Jocasta took the time to prepare herself for what was to come. The Onyx Baron had tried his level best to make the whole affair seem simple, but the Haggenshire did not just stop and take planetary orbit for anyone. Pwalzikun Haggenshire was a very important man, and it took a load of cred just to get a meeting with the man. Of course, reading that he charged heavy cred just to take meetings had caught Jocasta’s interest and made her think of how long it had been since she had last plundered anything from a soul who had been crying out for it.  
 
    Siekor walked her down the gangplank looking like a polished jewel in the Emperor’s crown. In her estimation, by adding a sword and very little embellishment he could have taken center stage himself. But he did all he could to make sure that all eyes were on his captain, not that it was an awesome task in the undertaking. There was very little framing necessary when a nebula slipped out from in front of a newborn star. But for every telescope that might have been scouring another constellation, Siekor would say ‘excuse me’ a little louder than he had to, but not in a tone that would rub people the wrong way.  
 
    Smiling at whomever she made eye contact with, Jocasta Endigun felt like she had fallen into a different world. It was bright, almost overwhelmingly so, and there was something to being in a room where everyone was dressed to impress. She was not yet to the main lobby, however, before she could see that for so many – too many – the clothes were just an eye-catching shell, and the allure of this world was transient at best.  
 
    Jocasta walked by a woman who was berating a younger woman because the pleats of her skirt were not absolutely perfect. The pirate considered her eye to be very sharp, and she could not see what the matter was. It seemed that the woman just enjoyed complaining, or could not go without it long enough to give the younger woman any peace. Jocasta turned away from the performance and put her eyes on the main doors. It was time to attend to the affairs of the evening. 
 
      
 
    Thandace reached over and smoothed out her brother’s burgundy-brown cape for a fifth time and he chuckled into his hand. “Damned wrinkles,” he muttered. “I swear they exist only to torment you!” 
 
    “You truly think you’re amusing, don’t you?” Thandace returned. “I keep telling everyone that it’s your truest station, your lot in life. Any other ambition would be  waste of time and material.”  
 
    “My station?” Quordion frowned. “You mean like if I gave an order for you not to attend this event… that sort of station?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare!” 
 
    “An unfunny Baron would have to dare much just to make up for his deficit of humor,” Quordion returned. He looked back toward Thandace and when she did not say anything, he lifted his hand. “Oh, guard,” he called. 
 
    “Fine!” she exclaimed, grabbing his arm. “You are hilarious! Your wit, your delicious wit, is simply the talk of the estate, day in and day out!” 
 
    “Better, much better… peasant,” Quordion said, and one of his invited guests chuckled at the jest. “Remember your place and we won’t have any issues.” 
 
    “You just remember our wager, dear brother,” Thandace fired back as she leaned forward to his shoulder. “Cleaning duty in the kennels for one solid month!” 
 
    “You must not like her much to make such a wager,” Quordion said before hearing the grumbling chirp of Teo. “Well, I know you don’t like her, Teo. It’s not often you are outwitted.” 
 
    “Blech!” Teo groaned as he sneered at the back of the head of the Onyx Baron, wishing he had something to throw. 
 
    “Teo, please,” Thandace said calmly, petting her shadow-brother. “And I like her fine. She’s just not cut out for this sort of thing. I thought you knew that when you invited her. She would just walk in, know she was out of place, conduct her business, and be on her way. We would still have the rest of the evening.” 
 
    “I can see you’ve thought out everything, sister. Her place, your wishes, it is amazing how they seem to fit together.” 
 
    “I am a force of the universe,” Thandace bragged in a slightly feigning tone. “I cannot be denied.” 
 
    “I see,” Quordion said as his eyes drew focus on the latest addition to the assembled guests. 
 
    “Captain JoJo Starblazer and attendant,” the caller announced. Jocasta stepped forward to be presented to the room, and many heads turned to see her form wrapped in a lavish royal purple gown adorned with cloud crystals, amethyst gems, and polished lavender-opal stones. Her slightly tanned skinned worked well against the color of the fabric, the jeweled tiara set atop her head, and the bracelet she wore over elbow-length gloves. 
 
    Quordion took hold of his sister’s hand, but he never took his eyes off the captain. “Remember the hound-stalls can be especially tricky to get clean. But don’t worry, I’ll see to it that Teo has a pitchfork made to suit his size.” Quordion moved from his place in the line and started toward Jocasta. 
 
    “Well that was an easily enough lost wager,” Thandace whispered to Teo. “Do you think we can weed out the spy that the Songstress saw working in the kennels inside a month?” 
 
    “Three days at most,” he replied. “After that we will counsel with the animals and institute the network we’ve been working on. He will need it before you take your leave of the barony.” Thandace sighed at the thought of leaving her brother without her protection. “No, Sister, you cannot watch him every waking moment. Not when you have to see to yourself.  
 
    “You have only taken one of your four forms!” Teo projected. “You are heir to the throne! You know that after our joining you will live much longer than his MajiKs can sustain him. Eventually you will be Baroness! Will you wait for the moment when that is declared to begin readying yourself for the office?!” Thandace petted the top of Theo’s head before she kissed the side of his face. She would not voice any agreement, but she knew her shadow-brother had spoken truthful words. 
 
    “That is then,” she declared. “Let us enjoy the now,” Thandace said as she walked toward Jocasta. “Did she look that good in our vision?” 
 
    “Seeing through the sceadu has a way of dulling the image,” Teo explained. “The purple was not nearly as vibrant in what we were given to see.” 
 
    “But it works,” the two said together. 
 
      
 
    “And here they come,” Jocasta thought, seeing the Baron and his sister making their approach. “I have to keep reminding myself that they don’t personally own the Haggenshire so it’s no skin off their noses! 
 
    “Mingle, Siekor,” she commanded. 
 
    “As you wish,” the young man replied, giving a distinct bow to his captain before turning to walk away from the woman. He was not even out of sight when the Baron and his sister initiated conversation with Jocasta. The exchange was brief, as Quordion invited Jocasta to dance with him. She had not yet voiced a response when he led her to the dance floor. 
 
      
 
    “My lady, thank you for delighting our eyes and inflaming our passions,” Quordion said as he took Jocasta into another turn. She smiled, spinning away from the Baron but catching his hand. She spun her way back to him and he wrapped his arms around her shoulders with her back to his chest. “But then again, that was your intention, was it not?” he whispered, not needing an answer.     
 
    “My First Baron,” Jocasta giggled, slapping Quordion’s hand harder than it might have sounded. “I am beginning to think you are trying to take advantage. This is, after all, our third dance this evening. You are neglecting your other guests.” 
 
    “Damn them,” Quordion quickly replied, gazing deeply into Jocasta’s eyes. “I was their Baron yesterday and I will be again come morning. But tonight I just want to be Quordion dancing with a beautiful woman.” 
 
    “But it’s the Baron I have business with, dear Quordion,” she reminded him. “And you know the age-old adage: business before pleasure. It has been nearly an hour, and I’ve mingled more than I care to. I think I’ve held up my end of being an invited guest.” 
 
    “Indeed you have, JoJo,” Quordion agreed. “Once this piece is done, let us adjourn to a chamber my sister has had prepared.” Jocasta moved in close, wrapping her arms around Quordion’s neck. Her eyes never moved from his as she used her right hand to depress the signal switch of her brace-com that was under her glove.  
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Do you think she forgot about us?” Olkin asked, carefully whispering every word. 
 
    “From what I’ve seen from her feed, I wouldn’t blame her,” Pristacia replied. “And we’re wearing our masks, Cupid. If someone hears us over the stuff Z’s packed these things with, trust me when I say it was meant to be!” 
 
    “Right,” Olkin said in a normal voice. “I keep forgetting.” 
 
    “Just relax, man,” she urged. “JoJo chose us for very specific reasons. If you have any trust in the Captain, you should know she has major trust in you.” 
 
    “Okay are you mind-working me, or are you leveling with me?” 
 
    “Both,” Pristacia quickly answered. “Don’t forget, you’re one of the Musketeers!” 
 
    “One of the what?!” 
 
    “One of the three that went with JoJo back at Gulmar,” she explained. “It must have taken a serious combination of stones and moves to push that woman into giving you pirate names. You three have been the center of attention for a while.” 
 
    “You mean us four,” Olkin corrected.  
 
    “You got me,” Pristacia relented. “One of the four, but what a four-pack! And it still can be if you and Sil let Llaz in.” 
 
    “You make it sound like Tank’s already–” 
 
    “The man with the so-called handicap is the standard by which the rest of us are measured,” Pristacia insisted. “And from my perspective, we all come up short. Some more than others.” 
 
    Olkin thought about it for a moment and Pristacia could hear him breathing heavily in his mask. “You’re really into those head lessons, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You want to know Z’s first lesson of mind-screwing?” Pristacia asked. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Olkin chuckled. 
 
    “He sat me down, took hold of my face and moved in real close. He kept looking down at my lips and started telling me about Malgovi mating rituals! He half-lunged at me and I screamed my head off!”  
 
    With anyone else in the scenario, the bowman might have been worried, even angered. But he knew, or wanted to believe, that such things as molestation were beyond the First Mate of the ship. Olkin tried to keep from laughing, but he failed miserably.  
 
    “Yeah, damn funny now!” Pristacia continued. “Anyway, when I finally stopped screaming, he sat down in a chair, leaned back, put his elbows on the arms of the chair and did that fingertip touching thing in front of his face. ‘So, let us see if we can fathom why you acted and reacted the way you did. After all, Pristacia, you cannot manipulate the thought processes of others until you at least understand your own.’ The beginning of each class was pretty much the same thing; him making me do something and then me figuring out how he took the initiative of thought out of my control.” 
 
    “Whoa! Sounds too deep for me!” 
 
    “I felt the same way,” Pristacia returned. 
 
    “Was I supposed to not notice that was past-tense?” Olkin asked and he could hear Pristacia chuckle. “I swear to the gods of pain, hate, and anguish if you rip off some ‘well done, young student’ line, this plan is screwed because I will kill you!” 
 
    “Then I reserve the right to answer the question at a later date,” Pristacia giggled. 
 
    “You little bit–”  
 
    “We’ve got our go signal,” Pristacia said as she pushed on the panel above her body. As promised it came up very easily, and Pristacia sat up from the floor of the lander. She stepped up out of the hole and reached back to give Olkin some assistance. “You’re a good mattress,” she remarked. “We have to do this again!” 
 
    “Oh, she’s pushing it tonight,” Olkin whispered as he walked toward the rear of the craft. 
 
    “Yes I am,” Pristacia thought, “and you’re thinking of that instead of getting too wrapped up worrying about the mission. ‘Did she forget about us?’  Please, Olkin! The woman is a pirate and this is a score!” 
 
    Stooping down to look at the small monitor, Olkin activated the optics and it swept in a full circle around the Lander. He looked back at Pristacia who was checking her mask. “All clear, and Central says the last patrol just left this section thirty seconds ago,” he reported, reaching to his back and pulling out a slender rod from the sleeve along the side of his quiver. The sliver of metal and plastiform composites quickly unfolded into his compound bow, and the door in the belly of the Lander opened. Olkin dropped down and Pristacia readied the piton gun and zip-line hardware. 
 
    The two moved quickly and quietly from under the shuttle before scurrying under the nose of the adjacently parked ship. Pristacia looked at her brace-com and marked the time. They had another three minutes to get into position, and the path to the ladder was without interference. While she looked out for roaming guards, Olkin had his brace-com attuned to seeking out sensor stations. The suits were proof against non-direct fields, but if they were to break the line of a direct laser, an alarm would sound. Fortunately, the security in the landing bay was not that tight, and they reached the ladder without incident. Olkin remained in the lead position as they climbed up two decks to the rafters of the chamber. 
 
    “A minute forty,” Pristacia reported as she reached the top. 
 
    “One hundred seconds heard,” Olkin replied, cueing up an arrow. The gears of the quiver moved quickly to answer his request, and he pulled the arrow. “We’re a little early, but I think we should keep going.” Moving as far right as he could, Olkin dropped to one knee as Pristacia ran by him, readying the piton gun. When it signaled that it and the specialized gravity anchor had power, thermal units and pressure locks were activated throughout her suit. 
 
    “Agreed,” she whispered as her goggles scanned the target area. A red flashing light made her stop running and she slid to a stop on her right knee. “Contact!” she exclaimed. “… ahead in the fourth quadrant off my vector.” 
 
    Olkin was already facing in the same direction as Pristacia. He looked down and to the right of her and he could see two hover-bikes coming into view. The riders wore the uniforms of the private security contingent for the Haggenshire. “Copy that, I see them,” Olkin said as he replaced his arrow and cued up another. “And with no word from Central, these boys didn’t call in this extra patrol. Glory hounds,” Olkin said, pulling the arrow from the quiver. He nocked the bow and took aim with the fluidity of a master. “Go-getters like this deserve a promotion… all the way up to major distraction.” He released the arrow and Pristacia heard the soft air-slicing whisper of the shaft. It struck the rear right side of the second bike, and all of its systems started to fail. Losing control of the hover-bike, the man struggled, screaming when he turned into his partner and crashed into her hover-bike. 
 
    “I’ll take that,” Olkin whispered, depressing the thumb switch on his bow. “Five seconds,” Olkin said as the bikes slid to a stop. Pristacia would have preferred to have been closer to her target, but the Point Man had made the call. She lifted the piton gun and aimed. She did not want to risk targeting lasers being detected, so the aim was unassisted. She was far left of the target when Olkin said ‘two’. She breathed out slow and came right. “Arrow destruct,” Olkin commanded, releasing the thumb switch. A second burst erupted from the crash site at the same time the piton gun fired. It was not a bull’s eye, she had come too far right seventeen centimeters, but it was well within tolerance for their needs. 
 
    “Line is secure,” Pristacia reported. 
 
    “I’ve got your back door,” Olkin said as he waved toward his crewmate. 
 
    “Roger that,” Pristacia said as she got up to her feet and started running. She took hold of the cable that was on a very slight incline and headed to the left of the rafter. Reaching to her back, Pristacia took out the latest creation of Mel and Kryltane. They called them ‘runners’ and they were hand-held, motorized zip-line riding machines. She slapped the first of two runners down on the cable and jumped, taking hold of the handles. The runner powered up and, with Pristacia already running, it did not take long before it was at its maximum velocity. Pristacia allowed her feet to trail behind her as she approached the glass the specialized gravity anchor was attached to. “Here we go,” she whispered as the runner maintained its speed.  
 
    “Fly with me, Z!” Pristacia thought as she prepared herself for the second stage. Nearing the window, Pristacia swung her feet forward and the runner struck a marked tab on the cable. She could hear another explosion as the handlebars swung forward while the runner itself quickly slowed to a stop. Olkin had covered his end of things. Now he just had to hold the hangar as long as he could. No alarms had sounded yet; JoJo’s plan was actually working. 
 
    The contact of runner and anchor cued an energy pulse and Pristacia’s body swung through a small portal, phasing through the window. The momentum of her swing carried her body up and Pristacia flipped, pulling her knees up to her chest to get as much height as possible. She held her breath as she went through the first flip… into outer space. Pristacia could feel her suit flash cool, but the internal thermals did not allow it to get too cold. The artificial gravity of the platform was less than what she had felt inside, but it was enough to keep her from flying off to the stars. She flipped a second time as the anchor flashed and she reached for the second runner. An energy beam fired from the anchor up at a very sharp incline to the tower where one could find the offices of Pwalzikun Haggenshire. Looking through the goggles, the beam appeared to be bright yellow; to the blind eye it was next to invisible. In the middle of the third flip, as she started to come down, Pristacia took the second runner and swung it up into the energy beam. The electromagnetic well caught the line, and Pristacia’s body weight was maintained by a one-handed grip. She grunted in effort as she threw her free hand up to take hold of the handle. The two-hand grip was the trigger for the runner to activate, and a transmission pulse was sent back to Central, the Xara-Mansura. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Olreye sat at the helm and looked over at the console as the transmission from Pristacia was received. He looked up at Llaz and the man realized he was in no rush for a position of authority. “Princess is on her way,” he reported. 
 
    “They’re a little ahead of the gun,” Llaz monitored, looking at his brace-com. “Awww, who am I kidding, she’s going to love that!” Llaz opened a channel to Jocasta. “Beware the ides of March,” he said. “Act one, scene one and three-quarters.” 
 
    Olreye was thoroughly confused and turned in his chair as Nielsen walked on to the Bridge. “What did that second part me–” 
 
    “Princess is ahead of schedule?” Nielsen asked and Llaz nodded to the affirmative. 
 
    “Oh, that’s what it meant,” Olreye said as he turned back to the controls for the ship. 
 
    “Captain’s going to love that,” Nielsen said calmly.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Llaz agreed. “She shouldn’t… but she will.” 
 
    “Easy, Boss,” Nielsen said as he looked at the tactical map. “JoJo’s a big girl. She can take care of herself. Not to mention this scheme is her brainchild.” 
 
    “You let me know when you get to the witticism that, when said to Z, doesn’t make your throat feel tight,” Llaz asserted. 
 
    “My throat’s not tight at all, man,” Nielsen returned. “I won’t be the one who has to tell him.” Nielsen chuckled, but the laughter choked in his throat when Llaz glared at him. “You know, that sounded so much funnier in my head. I think I should’ve left it there.” 
 
    “Don’t kid yourself,” Llaz replied. “You absolutely should have!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone has a plan ‘till they get punched in the mouth.  
 
    Mike Tyson 
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    The song the orchestra was playing was drawing to a close when Jocasta received the transmission from Llaz. “Yes!” she thought, as she struggled to keep from smiling. “Ahead of schedule. Now that’s what I’m talking about!” 
 
    “Is there something the matter?” Quordion asked. 
 
    “I know this music; this particular piece,” Jocasta said. “This dance is about to end, and a good number of ladies seem to be eager for your company.”  
 
    “I could say the very same thing for you and most of the men here, milady.”  
 
    “Perhaps, but I am not a Baron,” Jocasta returned. “I cannot in good conscience continue to take up your time. But…” 
 
    “But?” Quordion asked. The two stopped dancing and Jocasta could easily read the man, as he had dismissed all of his false faces. The flaring of his eyes, his nostrils, and the way his hands found her waist, she knew he wanted more than a silent and still moment.  
 
    “Another place and time, Quordion,” Jocasta thought as she moved to place her cheek against his. “I’d take this to the next level. But this pirate’s got to see to her booty tonight! 
 
    “We do need to stop dancing, but I don’t have to let you go just yet.” 
 
    “Is this where you remind me of the business we have to see to?” Quordion asked. 
 
    “Thank you for the dances, Baron Orgen,” she whispered before kissing the side of his face; her lips touched at the back of the jaw, nearly to his neck and very close to the ear lobe. It was a kiss that Pristacia had suggested, and with the way the Baron’s grip on her waist tightened, she had achieved the intensity she had been aiming for. “Thank you even more for everything your eyes have said this evening. Please believe I heard every word.” She stepped back and took hold of his hand. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Indeed we shall.” Quordion walked with his normal grace, placing his other hand at the small of Jocasta’s back. They walked from the main room and down a long corridor toward a room where two of Quordion’s guards were waiting. Jocasta also took note of the footfalls that entered the corridor behind them. They only walked so far before stopping. 
 
    “Six men in total,” she thought as the double doors were opened. “Not too shabby. A couple of them sound a little light to me, but it’s not my detail. 
 
    “And there she is,” Jocasta said, smiling at Thandace who was already in the room and seated near the fireplace. Her monkey sat in her lap and locked eyes on Jocasta. “I thought sure that man in the powerfully yellow suit was going to make off with you.” 
 
    Thandace laughed, stroking Teo’s head. “Powerfully yellow, you say. There were times I couldn’t hear the orchestra over that rather unfortunate design.” 
 
    “Then why in the stars did you keep dancing with him?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Because she wanted to dance on the elevated stage,” Quordion explained as he ushered Jocasta to the right side of the rectangular table. The fireplace was on the left side of the room, so the pirate was agreeable to the seating arrangements. “And from that place in the room Thandace had a very good view of me.” 
 
    “It was a good view,” Thandace testified, looking at Jocasta who was just sitting down. “Unlike the last festival, there was a great deal to see. The two of you dance very well together. I especially liked the way you kept changing who was leading.” 
 
    “A testament to your brother’s grace,” Jocasta smiled, gesturing to the Onyx Baron. “He is an exceptional dancer! 
 
    “And this is no time to get an itch!” Jocasta thought as she played with her hair. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Zipping up the energy line, Pristacia could see she was quickly approaching the wall of the tower. She readied herself, checked her distance and speed, and depressed the thumb switch on the runner handle. A pulse of energy traveled up the line, sending an energy wave into the wall where the end of the energy line touched the hull of the platform. Another portal was made and Pristacia flew through the wall, landing in the middle of Haggenshire’s office. She landed on her feet and lowered into a tight and quiet somersault, stopping in a one-foot, one-knee stance. Placing the runner on the floor, Pristacia checked in all directions and she reached for her weapons belt. With one flick of her hand, Kryltane and Obanyo, wearing a black bodysuits and masks, came rolling out of her holding satchel. Their masks quickly changed to goggles as their reserve tanks filled with oxygen. 
 
    “We’re clean and green,” Pristacia reported, “thirty-seven seconds ahead of the schedule.” 
 
    “Extra time?” Kryltane inquired as he walked around the desk. 
 
    “Sounds like it wasn’t too much trouble getting in,” Obanyo said as he adjusted his goggles and knelt down, reaching into a dedicated dimensional pocket. It was not a weapon he retrieved, but three small black discs he threw toward three different wall panels in the office. “Everyone close their eyes please.” A very bright blue flash of light came from the three devices going off. All three panels started to slowly open, revealing vault doors. 
 
    “Dammit, Scamps!” Pristacia whispered as she looked to the door of the office. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No one said anything about a bright flash of light,” she replied, reaching to her weapons belt. A recent addition had been made to what was stored in her weapons hold, and a small, thick, disc-shaped device was quickly deposited in her hand. Pressing her thumb in the center of the disc armed it, and Pristacia could hear heavy footfalls rapidly approaching. “Grab something anchored,” she said softly as she steadied herself, adjusting her goggles so that she could see through the door and wall. Five men approached, more than she could ever handle alone… normally. The office door unlocked before the first man could reach it and as the doors drew apart, Pristacia lobbed the disc toward the opening. The disc arched up toward the ceiling as it sailed over the floor. It was about the height of the lead man’s chest as he and two of his cohorts came rushing into the office. They carried energy rifles and wore body armour much heavier than any of the pirates were sporting, accounting for the thunderous rumbling she had heard. A flash of soft blue light and the first three men were enveloped in a gravity field that lifted them from the floor and quickly hurled them out of the room. The wake of the field pulled Pristacia out of the office. 
 
    “Princess!” Obanyo yelled as he held onto the statue in the corner of the office which nearly left the ground, but the effects of the field quickly subsided. 
 
    “Get to work,” she cried out as she flew out of the office. The field had struck the fourth man, knocking him to the ground, and Pristacia caught the side of the door frame, swinging her feet into the chest of the fifth person, the only woman in the group. That guard flew back from the impact, landing on her back and rolling into a wall.  
 
    Pristacia actually managed to release the door frame at the end of her swing, twist her body, and land on her feet. She reached to side of her backpack along the right edge and removed a cylindrical device. “Set for six point one two meters,” she commanded before stabbing the small pole into the floor. “Thirty seconds,” she said, turning off her goggles and reaching for the handles protruding out from slender pockets along the outside of her legs. A snapping action extended both escrima to their fighting lengths. “Activate!” The floor-mounted device beeped once before the lights in the area dimmed. The lights themselves had not gone out; the light was simply not allowed to reach the floor. 
 
    The first man to his feet was the one who had only been knocked down. He still had a hold of his weapon and as Pristacia charged him, he leveled it for her chest and pulled the trigger. The end of the barrel fizzed before Pristacia landed a flying spinning kick to his face. She flew by the man as he was knocked to the floor.  
 
    Eager to make the most of her time, Pristacia turned and attacked the three men who had collided hard with the wall of the corridor and were all stunned. Her first swing cracked the back of the helmet of one, a side kick landed on the face of the second, and a spinning swipe of the escrima broke the jaw of the third.  
 
    Recovered from the pulse grenade, Kryltane smiled underneath his mask as he went back to work. The edge of the null-field came into the office, but stopped shy of the vault closest to the door. “Move, Scamps!” he commanded as he resumed keying in commands into the computer.  
 
    The moment the unit was operational, Kryltane took a small black box off the side of his belt and smacked it up against the statue that was supposed to have disguised the data-tower inside of it. Looking at his brace-com, Kryltane could see he had a clear signal and the stored programs were already attacking the system. He had not been allowed to go through every file Dungias had collected over the years of dealing with the man who called himself the Net Black Assassin, but what little he had covered regarding systems invasion and coercion – along with a few forced recoding techniques gained from working with Tusyll Ronnay – Kryltane had managed to compose a program he called Raider. It was designed to enter a database, draw the attention of the security of the system and, if it could not destroy the protective programming, it would keep said security from running properly anywhere else on the system. Raider was doing its job rather well as another program started gathering data. Kryltane left his programs to give Obanyo some assistance. 
 
    Obanyo knelt in front of the vault closest to the door, making sure not to get too close to the null-field. He looked at the screen of his brace-com as the sensor sweep of the vault door was completed. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he whispered as he touched one button on his brace-com. “All vaults open,” came from the device, in Haggenshire’s voice. Two of the three doors started to open. The third, the largest vault door, emitted a scan wave into the office. 
 
    “What the hell is that?!” Kryltane asked. 
 
    “Something that wasn’t in the plans!” Obanyo replied as a metal panel fell down in front of the door. The sound of seams pressurizing hissed through the room before the entire floor rumbled and shook. Obanyo put both hands on the floor and Kryltane fell to the floor from the force of the tremble. The two young men could hear rockets firing. “That part was, though. The main vault just jettisoned!” 
 
    Kryltane moved quickly to open a channel. “Bid me run, and I will strive with things impossible,” he said before looking out into the corridor. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Silnee took a firm grip of the handle for the throttle and pushed it forward. She shook her head as the Feather rocketed from its holding position under the Haggenshire. The plan, the damn plan, was going just as JoJo had envisioned. There had been a couple of hiccups, but the countermeasures JoJo had orchestrated made up for them.  
 
    “She didn’t even take that long to look at the floor plans,” Silnee thought as she took a tight turn around the edge of the platform. Off to her left, she could see the lights of the hangar doors beginning to flash; the prelude to them opening. She knew it was a matter of seconds before the tow-drone would be launched to collect the jettisoned vault. Her job was to beat the drone to its prize. “The Captain looks young,” Silnee thought, getting a visual on her target. “Why do I get the feeling she should be old and gray?!” She readied the universal clamp on the belly of her ship and took hold of the throttle. Her sensors also detected ships entering her immediate area. 
 
    “Looks like I’m about to have company,” Silnee whispered, firing her reverse thrusters.  
 
    “Remember, Tolip,” she thought, recalling one of her lessons from JoJo, “ in space, there is no up and down. There’s some gravity at this range from the platform, but not much. And that thing’s got a fatter ass than it does a head!” Silnee piloted her craft so that it was inverted with respect to the Haggenshire. She flew between the top of the platform and the bottom of the vault. She fired her reverse thrusters hard, nearly bringing the Feather to a dead stop. She could hear the teeth of the clamp grind slightly against the metal, but she had a secure lock on the vault. Her forward thrusters fired as a laser bolt just missed the canopy. 
 
    “Hey!” Silnee yelled, piloting her ship closer to the platform. If these pilots worked for Haggenshire, she felt they should have been more reluctant to fire, taking the chance of hitting the platform. “Finders keepers! Gods, that woman is infectious!” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Could I interest either of you ladies in something from the bar?” Quordion asked. 
 
    “Perhaps after you give me your offer, First Baron,” Jocasta replied. “I might need it then!” 
 
    “A glass of wine for me, if you please, my brother.” 
 
    “Make that two,” Quordion said as he signaled one of the servants. “And then we’ll be needing this room.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” the lead servant replied, giving a sharp bow of his head. Jocasta put her hand to the back of her head and smoothed the rising hairs. Her eyes squinted as she took a quick headcount. It was six to four, in favor of the servants, and the one behind the bar looked to be a bit on the large side. 
 
    “Whoa! Is that flash-cooled?!” Jocasta asked, looking at the bottle of wine and then the lead servant. “No one said anything about flash-cooled Guldrenberry Wine!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I believe it is flash-cooled,” the man replied, giving her a warm smile. 
 
    “Then make that three glasses!” Jocasta said eagerly. When the lead servant turned to signal the bartender, Jocasta looked at Quordion, Thandace and Teo as she got up. Only the simiate failed to receive Jocasta’s warning, but a slight tilt of Thandace’s head changed that. Jocasta moved quickly, but so smoothly that it did not appear that she was rushing. “Here, let me help.” 
 
    “Really, ma’am, there’s no nee–” Jocasta drove her forehead into the man’s face. She caught his lapel to keep him close. She brought him forward into another head butt and she heard his nose snap. 
 
    Quordion was quick to get up from his seat and throw his chair into the servant closest to him. The disguised operative stepped forward and smacked the chair aside before receiving an overhand hook to the face that blurred his vision. He lifted both of his hands and caught the next punch Quordion threw. Nearly blind and slightly stunned, the man performed a practiced maneuver, bringing Quordion in for a hip toss. Quordion went with the momentum but kept his hold on the man, flipping around the man and getting his footing so he could throw his opponent. The operative flew, face first, into the wall. Another operative found his attack dodged by a spinning Quordion who swung a ridge-hand chop into the man’s sternum. The man was still bending over from the blow when Quordion’s fist pounded down on the back of the man’s head. 
 
    “Target is wary!” the servant furthest from the door said calmly, reaching to the small of his back. “Go, go, go!” The man produced a small metallic sphere and rolled it toward Thandace. Jocasta had just spun the man she struck and stepped so that he was between her and the bar. The bartender had taken out a power rifle and fired. The blast hit Jocasta’s human shield in the back, and both bodies were sent flying over the table. The sphere rolled to a stop and burst in a bright white light. Thandace and Teo were caught in the glare. Thandace screamed as Teo dropped to the floor, unable to move. “Grab the girl!” 
 
    “Grab this!” Jocasta muttered, snatching the jewel of her earring away from her head. She threw it toward Thandace and turned away from her target, tapping her choker. A black light bomb threw the room into complete darkness, and Jocasta was blind for nearly two seconds before her goggles formed and allowed her to see the room. The goggles had to change their chosen spectrum when the black light was absorbed into Quordion’s right hand.  
 
    “Thank you for that,” Quordion smiled. 
 
    The Onyx Baron spoke in a language Jocasta did not recognize, and the tone was deeper than what she had thought man was capable of emitting. The room shuddered as Quordion lunged, thrusting his left hand forward. Six tentacles of black light shot from his hand and moved at a speed almost too fast for Jocasta to follow. Each of the false servants were ensnared and slammed into the far wall. Cracks formed in the wall panels where the bodies had landed. 
 
    Quordion spoke again, turning his thrusting hand into an upper-cutting grab. The tentacles returned to his hand, snatching shadowy replicas from each of the operatives. Quordion breathed out slow as the six shadow forms landed in a circle around the Onyx Baron. Jocasta was just getting to her feet when explosions sounded off in the corridor. “Go,” Quordion commanded the shadow forms. “Assist my guards in holding the corridor.” As the six forms flew through the wall, Jocasta ran to the collapsed bodies, searching for weapons. Quordion ran to his sister who was on her hands and knees. “Thandace!” he cried, taking hold of her shoulders. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she stammered, reaching over to touch her shadow-brother. “They struck me through the bond.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound too good out there, Baron,” Jocasta said, gently picking up Teo. “I’ve got the shady monkey and a couple of blades. Get your sister off the floor and move! 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    With a broken arm, two cracked ribs, and a fractured collarbone, the man released Pristacia’s neck and fell deeply into unconsciousness. Holstering her escrima, Pristacia moved quickly and picked up the null-field generator. She smiled, seeing that she had a few seconds to spare on time. Her goggles reconfigured to a mask as she made preparations to leave the office. 
 
    Obanyo made it a point not to look too closely at the materials in the vault. He just inserted his left arm into the vault and waited for the brace-com to make its sweep. Once the readings had been taken, he touched his brace-com to his belt buckle and activated the gathering field. It sprang from the belt into the vault, shaping to the necessary dimensions to sweep and grab everything inside with one swipe. 
 
    “Holy shit! You’re up, Shotgun,” Obanyo said. “I’m nearly at my max load.” Kryltane approached the second vault when Pristacia heard more footfalls approaching. They were fewer in number than last time, three at the most, but they were a great deal heavier and rhythmic in their strides. 
 
    “Robots,” she thought, taking up a firing position at the doorframe of the office. She drew her blaster and peaked around the wall. She jumped back in time to keep the extended hand from clasping around her face. Two of the robots had opted to fly to the office! Pristacia had dodged the hand, but as her back met with the floor, the chest-mounted guns on the second robot fired, striking her in the chest. Her body armour held, but the force of the blasts sent Pristacia down the corridor. The robot landed and gave pursuit. 
 
    “Shotgun, duck!” Obanyo yelled. He had retrieved the last of the override discs he had used on the wall panels when he saw the robot land inside the office. Screaming and collapsing to the floor, Kryltane managed to avoid the shot meant for his head. The override disc was caught by a third robot that turned to look at Obanyo before sparks flew from its chest. It leveled its free hand at Obanyo before it fell forward to the floor. The robot that had taken a shot at Kryltane fired on Obanyo, hitting him in the face. The young man they called Scamps flew up and over the desk, slamming into the far wall. He fell to the floor with sparks coming from his mask. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Kryltane yelled. Still on the floor, he drew his weapon and leveled it at the robot that had just shot Obanyo. It released an orb of fiery-red energy, hitting the robot in the shoulder. The explosion carried the robot of out of the office, but not before it fell into the machine that was going to take the place of the fallen mechanoid.  
 
    “Get up, Princess!” Pristacia thought as she rolled over, finding it hard to breathe and therefore, hard to move. “Move your sweet ass!” Pristacia pushed against the floor, throwing her body into another roll. The hands of the robot went through the floor panel, just missing her torso, taking only a moment to free itself and resume its pursuit. Pristacia was up to her hands and knees when the robot knelt down and swung again. She lifted her arm and her brace-com took the impact of the blow. The force of it nearly lifted the young woman off the floor and Pristacia grunted in pain as her back slammed into a wall. She lifted her head up in time to keep her skull from getting crushed, and swung both arms into the forearm of the attacking robot. Its straight punch went into the wall instead of her face. Taking hold of that arm with her hands, Pristacia managed to get a leg around the other arm as the robot lifted its free hand up. Looking like a hammock, Pristacia locked in her grips as the robot stood up. 
 
    “Timing, Princess,” she whispered. The robot lifted both arms up and Pristacia released her grips and rolled on the air, falling behind the robot that was hammering down with both arms. It turned around quickly and Pristacia stood up, swinging her escrima. Sparks flew from the plating as the robot’s head tilted to one side. It grabbed for the young woman, but its hand was smacked by the other escrima and Pristacia scored another head strike. The chest lasers fired again and Pristacia was floored. The robot took one step forward and received a power bolt from Kryltane’s weapon. Its head came off in the blast, and Kryltane ducked down from his position just before it received laser fire. Still on her back, Pristacia fired down the corridor and hit the last robot in the hip. It staggered back and she scored a shoulder on her next shot. Kryltane hit the center of the chest and destroyed the machine. 
 
    “Princess!” Kryltane called as he ran out of the office. “Hey, are you–” 
 
    “Don’t finish that question, Shotgun,” she interrupted. “I don’t think anyone who’s been shot is ‘all right’. Right now I’m just glad I have ‘some right’. How’s Scamps?” 
 
    “He’s alive, but he is out cold!” 
 
    “Long as he’s alive,” Pristacia grunted as she got to her feet. “Get over there, stab him with a med-dose, and don’t be shy.” Pristacia looked around for a moment. She could hear more footfalls, a mixture of people and robots. In her current condition, she did not hold any hopes of surviving this third wave. She only had one solution: to be out of the water before the third wave could arrive! She reached to her belt and took out a fragmentation grenade. She dropped it at the office door as she jogged over to Kryltane, who had called for his mask and for Obanyo’s to drop and reform, as he held his crewmate as close as he possibly could. Pristacia threw her gather-field over the two bodies and picked up the dropped runner. 
 
    “Detonate,” she said as she activated the runner and depressed the signal button. The blast was followed by a pair of screams and a second explosion. Pristacia ran for the wall and jumped as she heard energy weapons fire. She passed through the wall and the runner locked on to the energy zip-line. With the incline of the energy beam, Pristacia was actually in the middle of a controlled fall. She opened a channel and transmitted, “Men at some time are masters of their fates.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    “Time to raise a little hell,” Olkin thought as he looked at his brace-com. “Well, damn me for being a skeptic…we’re even more ahead of schedule?!” Olkin depressed the key to activate the six bombs he had planted while the guards and technicians tried to figure out what had gone wrong with the hover-bikes. He had wanted to plant more, but the general alarm had gone off, preventing him from venturing to the remaining three decks of the platforms docks in this section. Olkin had considered himself lucky to get back to his original position without being detected.  
 
    The bombs went off, two for each hangar deck he had been given opportunity to visit, and alarms soon followed. Most of the damage, as Siekor had estimated, was superficial, and engineering crews rushed into the area to check hull integrity of the platform and extinguish the small fires that had been started. 
 
    With so much activity happening away from his location, Pristacia’s arrival passed without notice, and Olkin assisted the fatigued and wounded young woman back down to the lower floor and to the lander where the two of them climbed into the smuggler’s hideaway in the floor of the spacecraft. 
 
    “Any troubles?” he asked as Pristacia lay down on top of him. 
 
    “A couple,” she groaned, lowering herself into place, “… but nothing JoJo didn’t foresee. Scamps and I are looking forward to a span of time in the regens, but nothing serious.” 
 
    “Captain is at least three minutes out,” Olkin estimated. “Might be a bit longer from–” 
 
    “Cry havoc, and let slip the dogs of war!” Jocasta transmitted over the channel. 
 
    “Make that definitely a bit longer,” Olkin corrected. Pristacia said nothing. She checked her brace-com and marked the time. Siekor would be returning soon to pilot the shuttle back to the Xara-Mansura. The Captain was to be left to fend for herself. That did not sit well with Pristacia, and she knew it would sit even worse on Llaz’s shoulders.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    You want to know the mark and make of a body, take them on a trip!  
 
    Rouge 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.23) 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t figure you for a Shakespeare fan,” Quordion said as he ran. 
 
    “You just keep up that pace,” Jocasta replied. “I’d hate to do a ‘friends, baronials, countrymen’ speech at your wake!” 
 
    “Is baronials even a word?!” 
 
    “RUN!” Jocasta urged, pushing against Quordion’s back. 
 
    “This man is definitely beginning to impress me,” Jocasta thought as she ran behind the Baron. They had used the servant’s entrance to work their way out of the meeting room and into the service corridors, but Quordion was not running as if he was carrying at least three-quarters his body weight in his arms.  
 
    “Quit looking back,” Jocasta barked. “Trust me, I’ll let you know if I fall!”  
 
    “I was more concerned about you running in heels,” Quordion huffed as he turned down a hallway. Jocasta could see a large T-shaped intersection about fifty meters in the distance.  
 
    “Right. Because that’s harder than dancing backwards!” 
 
    “Point made,” Quordion replied before tapping the lapel of his jacket. “Draykus? Draykus, are you receiving me?” Quordion grunted in frustration as he continued to run. “Of course. This would be the time when I cannot reach him!” 
 
    “Sucks to be normal,” Jocasta thought, looking at her brace-com. There was a scrambler signal covering the entire platform, but she was able to reach her people. “Here I was about to say it had to be an inside job, when in truth Z’s just built a better mouse… Kot, I got an itch! 
 
    “Down, Quord!” Jocasta cried as she lunged forward, sweeping the Baron’s planted foot. He was about to make the turn into the large corridor but fell instead, and the wall behind him was peppered with darts. 
 
    “Hate it for you, George!” Jocasta thought, shifting how she held Teo as one of the four gunners quickly adjusted to the prone targets and fired again. The dart sank into Teo’s stomach and she moved him so that a subsequent dart struck his chest instead of her face. “Earring number two!” she said, snatching her second earring as she rolled, avoiding a third and fourth attempt. The grouping was tight, these people were good and truly motivated. “Dammit!” she thought, hearing a dart hit flesh, even though it was not hers. Quordion grunted and fell unconscious as the black light bomb detonated.  
 
    “Guess I don’t know everything,” Jocasta mumbled, taking a charge out of the candy dispenser. “Thank the gods for my Brain Trust… and my Z! Just don’t miss, Jo!” Pulling open the bag for the gathering field, Jocasta jumped along the floor scooping up man, woman, and simiate. She scored a few millimeters of the floor as well as she rolled to a stop. “They can bill me for the floor panels,” she said, getting to her feet and closing her purse. 
 
    “I got a visual mode,” a man called out. “Go to Zeta–” a throwing knife sailed into the man’s throat. 
 
    “Nobody likes a snitch!” Jocasta yelled. 
 
    “Good lord,” one of the men said. “Number Two sniper is down, and I no longer read a target bio-sign.” 
 
    “Oh shit!” Jocasta muttered. 
 
    “Switch to blaster!” another man commanded. “Fire!” Jocasta jumped, tumbled, and rolled across the intersection, coming to a stop just behind the far corner. She smelled smoke and looked down at her singed gown.  
 
    “Oh, there’s going to be hell to pay for this!” Jocasta said, taking off her tiara. “Two pass trigger,” she whispered before looking down the corridor and seeing that it led to the main kitchen. Bio-signs indicated there were a lot more people than a normal kitchen staff… which meant it was not a good place for her to be. She smiled as she dropped the tiara and ran for the kitchen, screaming like a frightened woman. Her goggles were back to choker form inside her first two strides. 
 
    “Somebody help me!” she cried, bursting into the kitchen. 
 
    “Cuz I am screwed seven ways from now!” she thought, taking a quick look around the kitchen. The list of people who could have mounted this sort of effort had just shrunk considerably.  
 
    There were at least nine men in military-styled combat uniforms and simple form-fitting body armour. Five men were in hard-case body armour, and two were in powered suits. But there were no insignias; no markers or numbers on any of them.  
 
    “Easy, lady, I gotcha,” a young man said as he took hold of Jocasta’s shoulders. “Whoa, you got some set of–” a quick strike to the throat removed the man’s hands as he started choking. 
 
    “I get that all the time,” Jocasta muttered, moving past the choking man and up on to one of the service counters. She jumped, grabbed on to a light fixture, and swung over the first aisle of stoves and ovens. “I apologize to the innocents!” she yelled, landing on the floor. Jocasta dropped to her knee and thrust her cane to the floor. A gravity pulse burst from the head of the cane, expanding in a blue circle of light over her head and into bodies on all sides of her. Only one of the power suits was still standing. 
 
    “Team Three, you’re looking for a blonde in a purple dress,” the man who had given the switch guns type order transmitted. It was easy to tell he was running. “We’re passing her last known posi–” A bomb cut off the report, and the repercussive force flew the doors off as it entered the kitchen. This wave caught the powered suit walking around the stoves to get at Jocasta, and with one leg off the floor, the pilot did not have any hope of keeping his feet.   
 
    “I wonder if he was the first or second man to run by that tiara,” Jocasta thought as she took an energy rifle, a spare clip, and a knife off a stunned soldier. What little resistance he could mount was cut off when she stomped the heel of her shoe into his leg. She was exiting the kitchen when the first power suit to fall started getting back up. The kitchen doors and the wall just outside the kitchen were consumed in a barrage of laser bolts fired from the shoulder and forearm-mounted guns.  
 
    “So, do you still hate powered suits, Jo?” she whispered as she ran. “Cuz you sure as hell could use one right now!” She looked at her wrap and was thinking about using it when the sound of propulsion units reached her ears. “And of course the damn thing flies!” 
 
      
 
    “Team Lead, I’ve got a track on the bitch,” the pilot reported as he flew down the corridor.  
 
    “Make it happen fast,” the Gunnery Sergeant replied, “I’m about to call for our doors back.” 
 
    “You hear that, target?” the pilot huffed as he landed on the floor in the middle of the corridor. “… Daddy’s only got a few seconds to cook your bones!” Hearing a noise to his left, the pilot moved to his right as he pivoted. He did not fire, but he did see the swing door to the stairway closing. “No way you shake me!” he barked before charging the door. Neither the make of the door nor the hinges could withstand the collision, and the pilot came to a stop on the landing. Going to his sensors, he was frustrated. None of his instruments were reading functioning properly. 
 
    “Who the hell packs a scrambler in their gown?!” he thought as he checked his weapons. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk… not a good sign,” Jocasta said. Her voice started in front of him but then it sounded as if she was above him, then behind him and nearly too far away to be heard. “The tell-tale weapons check. Thought I was going up against a pro. You’re just a kid who’s barely discovered his balls!” 
 
    “If you think the balls are a discovery, step out and get some dick!” the pilot spat back. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m not into trivial pursuits,” Jocasta ribbed, relaxing her arms but maintaining her grip. She closed her eyes for a moment and put into play the pseudo-meditation she had learned from Nugar. By her next breath, she could barely feel her body weight. “… and I’m not ticklish… so whatever in the worlds would I do with that thing? Can’t even hang an earring on it!” 
 
    “Where are you?!” the pilot yelled, firing his shoulder-mounted weapon. Heavy laser fire flew from the weapon, tearing into the metal of the bannister and the concrete-like material of the stairway. Cracks formed in the walls as alarms started to sound off and flashing lights were activated. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Jocasta thought. “I would be in a stairway at the edge of the platform. Well, Jo, that’s what’s served when you get too involved in the idea and not where the idea has to take place! Live through this mistake, find a way to make another. 
 
    “Well, I’m certainly not where you fired,” Jocasta replied the moment the barrage stopped. “Why don’t you come on up, sweet thing? We can have all sorts of fun!”  
 
    “You want me to come up, do you?” the pilot asked, looking up the stairway. “So you can attack me from the rear? That means you’re downstairs, right?” The pilot started down the steps as he chuckled. “Not feeling so superior right now, are you?” 
 
    Jocasta moved her hands to one end of her cane as she deactivated the gravity lock. She fell from the bottom-side of the landing one level up, silently dropping behind the pilot as he was four steps from the landing. She drew her blade and swung, striking the back of the powered suit; the heavy repeater fell from the shoulder and Jocasta ducked. Laser bolts from the left forearm gun fired over her head as the suit spun around. Jocasta lunged forward, putting her shoulder into the man’s chest. Both of them fell down the stairs, and Jocasta rode on top of the suit as they slid down to the landing.  
 
    The pilot moved to put the woman into a bear hug but she slid out from the grasp before he could secure it. She was up and jumping over the railing before he could sit up. 
 
    “Bitch!” he screamed. 
 
    “I thought you liked me on top, baby,” Jocasta ribbed. She could hear the man getting up and starting down the steps. 
 
    “Hard Shell Two, this is Command. We’re done here. Report to Rendezvous Point Four and do it expeditiously.” 
 
    “Awww, does the big bad soldier have to go home now?” Jocasta asked. “Man, your parents are strict!” 
 
    “You forget I can fly, bitch!” the pilot said as he jumped over the railing. He engaged propulsion and slowed his descent. 
 
    “And you forget I was on top of you,” Jocasta said as she landed on his back. “Here, have a gravity cell and a grenade on me!” Jocasta slapped a grenade against the side of the helmet. “Night-night, sugar!” Jocasta put her feet on the suit’s shoulders and jumped to the stairs. She landed and winced, missing her boots. She tapped her cane to the ground and it quickly ascended three flights, crossing to the other side of the stairway. Jocasta landed with her clutch stuffed in the back of her gown and the procured weapons belt over her left shoulder. She took the last two steps up, hearing the pilot scream before the grenade silenced him.  
 
    “Sergeant, we just lost Hard Shell Two,” she could hear one of the soldiers report. 
 
    “Dammit! Alright, people, I’m calling it! Give me doors and power up the recall for whatever’s left of the suit!” Jocasta stopped walking and smiled devilishly. 
 
    “Oh, Jo, you know you shouldn’t,” she whispered.  
 
    “Doors in one-twenty,” the soldier replied. 
 
    “But since when has that stopped you,” Jocasta said as she turned and jumped down the center of the stairway. With the anti-gravity field the cane produced, she was able to land on the ground and roll. 
 
    “Centerpointe, you have your ears on, baby?” 
 
    “Captain!” Deolun exclaimed and she could hear the excitement and relaxation in his voice. She smiled at the unspoken sentiment. “I’m here.” 
 
    “You better be. Look, I need a master hack and I need it now,” Jocasta placed her gloved arm against the chest of the smoldering suit. “Cue me up an emergency exit on this thing!” She could hear the typing of the keys and various electronic tones sounding off. 
 
    “Gotta love it,” Deolun whispered as he went to work, activating breach programs he had used time and time again. “I was barely keeping up with Black Gate but these are barely keeping up with the Territories!” The chest and shoulders opened, pushing out the dead body.  
 
    “Ugh, the things I do for my work,” Jocasta thought as she took hold of the remains of the dead pilot and dragged it away from the suit. “Good thing he’s a big boy… I might need the room.” Jocasta touched three corners of her wrap to her choker hearing a tell-tale beep. She then wrapped herself in the length of fabric and counted down from three. She stepped out of the disintegrating wrap clad in her body armour and quickly wiggled into the suit with her cane sharing the left leg.  
 
    The chest was locking into place when she saw light envelope the suit. Her goggles logged the EnerJa signature as she was whisked from the bottom of the stairway. She could hear massive generators beginning to power down as flesh and metal hands took hold, lifting the suit to a gurney. 
 
    “You got anything?” one man asked. 
 
    “Negative,” another answered. “No bio-sign, on any level. I’d hate to be the one who has to clean out this bad boy.” 
 
    “What gives?!” the first man asked, lowering his voice. “This was supposed to have been a freakin’ soft target! Look at that head piece, man. It looks like one of our plasmas!” 
 
    “Well, his grenade and munitions belt is missing. Damn, did you hear about what happened to the Point Team? They say there were three people and some kind of animal. The damn guest made the team and started throwing down! Next thing you know, the rest of us are called in to make good out of a very bad situation. From what I heard from Nelsovkey, even Gunny’s fire team couldn’t bring her down, and they had the drop on her and the Baron! One second, everything’s by the book and Gunny’s got another bragging point for the FM. Next thing you know, there’s no sign of the Baron and the mystery guest is just running all over the place spreading hurt in the worst way!” 
 
    “Bull-Kot!” the first man said in disbelief as he locked the suit down on the gurney. The shoulder locks were not strapped down though, so Jocasta was not yet pressed. 
 
    “No, that’s serious Kot,” the other man insisted. “One woman, and no one got a clear read on her.” 
 
    “You think it was Vistarra?” 
 
    “Killer Queen?!” the other returned. “Brother, if it had been her, none of us would have made it out of there!” 
 
    “Maybe she didn’t have time.” 
 
    “Killer Queen makes the time!” 
 
    “Yeah, but she’s the only one I’ve ever heard of taking out a powered suit without being in matching armour or using heavy lasers.”  
 
    “True. Very true. Either way, we dodged an ugly one this time out.” 
 
    “Can you believe that?!” another man spoke as he removed his body armour. “… thirty-five of us and that bastard slipped through anyway!” 
 
    “He’s the Onyx Baron for a reason, kid,” another answered as he started placing weapons on a maintenance rack. “And you almost missed your ride, Troop.” 
 
    “Almost only counts in plasma grenades,” the operative replied with a strained voice. The other men chuckled. Jocasta closed her eyes and focused on what she could hear. Even with the charred and bloody face plate, she could feel the ceiling was no less than ten meters above her. But with the number of men and women laughing, she was able to get an idea of how far the walls were from her, and since she could only locate two, she concluded she was in the corner of a very large room. 
 
    “I am happy to hear that people are amused!” a man screamed as he walked into the group. It was clear he had both experience and authority. “Because we had a target… Master Handrotineer had a target and we screwed it to hell and back!” 
 
    “And now I have a name,” Jocasta thought. “I wonder if this guy is the FM, whatever that is!” 
 
    “Gunnery Sergeant!” a man called out, quickly walking over to one of the shooters that had been posted at the opposite end of the T-shaped intersection. “Can you tell me what the hell happened?!” 
 
    “He had help, Major,” the man quickly replied. “And I don’t mean his sister. She was neutralized by the Point Team.” 
 
    “You mean the team that did not make it back?!” the man yelled. “Do we have a visual on this so-called help? How many were there?” 
 
    “As far as I could tell, sir… there was just one. One woman.” Light and dragging footfalls approached Jocasta and she could feel someone taking hold of the gurney. 
 
    “Bernice, what did they do to you?!” a light, scratchy voice spoke to the suit and the gurney started to move. 
 
    “The first man I hear calling out the name Killer Queen will not know the second man to say it!” the Major yelled. Doors opened and the gurney was pushed out of the large room into a corridor. 
 
    “Okay, we’re away from the no-brain bugs now, Bernice,” the scratchy voice stated. “It’s just you and me. I know, I know… some bad person hurt you and left you for dead. Don’t worry, girl. I’m gonna clean out the stupid parts and fix you up, good as new!” 
 
    “I wonder if Z talks to his toys like this,” Jocasta thought. “Nah, this is bordering on pathetic and cute at the same time. That’s not my Z! He would be more like, ‘Very well, mechanoids and constructs… the time has come. You are about to be used. Please do not, I repeat, do not ever reveal your true feelings regarding your users to your users. They are only human, and I have come to know all too well what that phrase means’!” Jocasta had to struggle to keep from giggling.  
 
    “Anyone seeing a powered down suit with a dead pilot inside beginning to tremble might ask questions you don’t want me to answer,” the scratchy voice said and Jocasta gasped. “You’re a little light for one hundred and six point six kilos. That was Colfer’s mass. Even blown to bits, the mass should be relatively the same inside a suit. You’re lucky no-brain grunts don’t read the display on a hover-trolley.” 
 
    “But apparently you do,” Jocasta said softly. “JoJo Starblazer,” she said with a smile. “They call me Captain… when I’m aboard my ship.” 
 
    “Hansel Giruek,” the man replied, pushing the gurney onto a lift. “They call me Rat, unless there’s an emergency. Then they call me Tech, or Tech-Head.” Hitting a button, the lift started its descent. “You and your name sound like a girl.” 
 
    “Can’t get anything by you, Hans,” Jocasta replied. “Yep, all girl, through and through. I once sent in a requisition for some maleness, but it got put on back order. Once I received a transmission from Customer Service the season had passed.” 
 
    “Customer Service,” Hansel chuckled as the lift came to a stop. “You need to be quiet now,” he said softly as the doors opened. “Going down,” he stated as three soldiers walked on to the lift. One of them approached the control box and deleted Hansel’s floor request. 
 
    “Not anymore, Rat,” he said. “We’re going up.” The slender man said nothing as the lift was taken up one deck. They pushed the button for every floor above that one as they departed from the lift. Hansel said nothing as he went up deck by deck. When he reached the top of the facility he once again punched the floor for his workroom. 
 
    “Where have you been?!” a soft, almost silky female voice asked as Hansel pushed the suit inside the work area. Jocasta was relieved to hear the thick doors close behind her benefactor. There might be need for her to get out of the suit and handle this woman. “I’ve been waiting to pick up a body. Pilot Colfer?” 
 
    “I already put him in the incinerator,” Hansel replied. “I didn’t know you wanted him. He was pretty much dead, you know.” 
 
    “There was nothing ‘pretty much’ about it,” the medical technician said as she took hold of her empty gurney. “Someone put a damn plasma grenade on the side of his helmet and made it stick! Good riddance if you ask me, and thanks for doing my job and yours.” Footsteps said the woman was headed toward the door out. “Wait,” the young woman said as she stopped walking. 
 
    “Oh hell!” Jocasta thought, taking hold of her cane. 
 
    “You used the main lift again, didn’t you?” she asked. “Hansel, how many times do I have to tell you, you need to stay away from those guys… as much as possible. They’re not human… I don’t even think they’re an official breed. They’re what’s left when the worst of humans are done making copies. The FM grabs them up, pumps them full of juice, and makes them his ever-loving army.  
 
    “You’re something else,” the young woman said softly, and Jocasta could hear more than simple concern in her voice. “You have to look out for yourself.” 
 
    “You know,” Jocasta said, opening the suit and crawling out. “… I tell him that all the time… but he doesn’t listen to me either.” Jocasta set her eyes on a very skinny but tall young man, dark haired and soft brown-eyed. A young orange and red-headed woman scurried behind him, giving a short and nearly choked scream from the surprise of seeing a bloody figure climb out of the power suit. “Oh, that,” Jocasta said, wiping the blood. “Don’t worry, it’s not mine. It’s a donation from Colfer, bless his gentle soul! JoJo Starblazer.” 
 
    “They call her Captain on her ship,” Hansel added. 
 
    “Too quick for me, Hans,” Jocasta smiled, wiping the blood off of her face.  
 
    “Your ship?” the girl said, more surprised than when she saw a body coming out of a supposedly empty power suit. 
 
    “Pirate ship,” Jocasta added. 
 
    “And this is Xaedra,” Hansel said, stepping from in front of the girl.  
 
    “Say, you’re a Med-Tech, right?” Jocasta asked, very much liking the coincidence. 
 
    “Uh, I’m an assistant,” the girl said, looking at the floor. “More like a nurse. The only thing I run is the Morgue.” 
 
    “Which is why she’s not grimacing at this nastiness on my face,” Jocasta concluded. 
 
    The woman reached to her side and handed Jocasta a clean rag. “Did you need something from the infirmary? I can get it for you!” 
 
    “And that was almost too easy,” Jocasta pondered, wiping her face with the cloth. She looked at the young girl and her head tilted to the side. 
 
    “Who gave you that name?” Jocasta asked. The light that sparked in the girl’s eyes reminded the pirate of a fearful look she had seen before. She took a step back from the girl and held up her hands in surrender. “Freuderé,” she said softly, looking down. 
 
    “You know the tongue?” Xaedra asked, clutching to Hansel’s arm, and Jocasta shook her head ‘no’. 
 
    “Not as well as my First Mate, but he taught me that word because you’re not the first of your kind I’ve come across. The last one was the gleam in an Upyri’s eye. While taking her away from him, we took out that eye!” 
 
    “What’s an Upyri?” the young man asked. 
 
    “A very ugly thing, Hansel,” Xaedra said, approaching Jocasta. “I will come to the stone with you, Captain.” 
 
    “I’m hoping that’s a good thing,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “I won’t betray you, but I will ask a boon of you for my help.” 
 
    “Really?!” Jocasta smiled, folding her arms. “What makes you think I’m in the market?” 
 
    “You don’t need to be. You can work a trek all your own way, I’m sure. But if I can save you an ugly stride or three, would you be willing to return the favor?” 
 
    “You had my interest when you used the word ‘trek’,” Jocasta answered. “Terms!” 
 
    “I get you what you need from the infirmary, and I get you to the hangar, maybe even on board a ship. Flying it will be up to you.” 
 
    “We just met, so I won’t be insulted by that last part,” Jocasta stated. “And in return?” 
 
    “You get us out of here and see us to a scrambler along with a willing Med-Tech,” Xaedra said. 
 
    “What if she doesn’t have a scrambler?” Hansel asked. 
 
    “She’s a living, female, pirate captain, Hansel!” Xaedra snapped. “She probably has one on her.” 
 
    “I need an antidote for the stuff these guys have in the tranq-darts,” Jocasta stated as she produced the clutch purse. She loaded the second charge, opened the gathering field and allowed the three bodies to roll out on to the floor. Young Hansel Giruek did not need to be told to do anything. He rushed to assist Jocasta in getting the bodies up on work tables. He then ran over to Xaedra, took her by the arm, and ushered her to the door. 
 
    “Wait!” the Faebred woman protested. “She hasn’t given us an answer yet!” 
 
    “We’re not holding these people hostage!” Hansel snapped. “You are! I know you’re trying to look out for me… for both of us… and I appreciate it, but I won’t do it like this. She got here under her own power, and she can probably get out the same way. 
 
    “But if it’s all the same to you, Captain,” Hansel said as he turned to face Jocasta. “… if there’s room on your ship, would you mind a couple of extra bodies on board? I’d be willing to work off our fares.” 
 
    Jocasta shook her head in disbelief and approached the skinny technician. “I think I know why she looks after you, Hans. A good gardener looks after a rare flower. Trust me when I say we don’t leave until we find a ship that’ll haul all of us out of here… provided that’s necessary. I came here by way of teleporter. Can’t we get back the same way?” 
 
    “That pad only works one way,” Hansel quickly answered. “I don’t even know where the sending pad is. Only the high-ranking officers are sent out conscious.” 
 
    “Wow, talk about information security!” Jocasta replied. “Okay, it’s the hangar then. You, Angel of Death Xaedra, get going!” With the flash of a hopeful smile, the young girl was out of the room with the doors closing behind her. 
 
    “Lock it down, Orcy,” Hansel commanded and Jocasta heard a very heavy bolt slide into place. “Bring Xaedra in the back way when she gets back to this deck, and set the door tone response to be getting something to eat.” 
 
    “Orcy is your right hand in here?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s not all that special.” 
 
    “I’m sure he can be,” Jocasta assured. “I say we download him and take him with us.” 
 
    “I don’t have a portable data storage device,” Hansel stated. Jocasta walked over to the main computer console and copied the Orcy program on to her brace-com. She smiled when her storage amount climbed to a staggering twenty-six percent.  
 
    “I’ll never hear the end of this one,” Jocasta muttered. 
 
      
 
    Quordion opened his eyes slowly and looked up to see Jocasta smiling at a young female he did not recognize. 
 
    “Told you he’d need the least,” Xaedra stated. 
 
    “So you did,” Jocasta replied. “How are you feeling, milord?” 
 
    “A little fuzzy, but other than that, I’m fine.”  
 
    Jocasta turned to face Hansel who had already picked up a large shoulder bag. “Isn’t that going to raise suspicion?” 
 
    “No, this is what I normally carry my tools in,” the young man explained. “Xaedra is going to help push, and the rest of you will go in the pump housing.” 
 
    “Pump housing?” Quordion repeated. 
 
    “I am not sure you wish to know the details, my brother,” Thandace said softly, stroking the still-sickly Teo. The simiate had been the first to receive the antidote but, as Xaedra had said, with as much toxin as he had received, it was a miracle he was alive. “Our lady pirate friend managed to liberate us from the Haggenshire, only to bring us to an entirely different platform.” 
 
    “I guess I’m just into platforms right now,” Jocasta said as she walked over to the hollowed out coolant pump. If the housing was big enough to fit three people, and just barely those three and Teo, she did not want to see the rest of the machine. “Let’s hope it’s just a phase. And do you know a bugger named Handrotineer?” 
 
    “He’s an Enacranite,” Thandace replied and Jocasta stopped for a moment. 
 
    “Your brother is pissing off Enacranites?!” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “He’s not an Arch Mage or anything like that,” Thandace advised. “He and Quordion went to the same college of MajiKs.” 
 
    “Well, junior britches may not be the man, but it sure as hell looks like he’s got a hold of the man’s wallet,” Jocasta said as she climbed up into the gigantic machine part. “Okay, now is the not the time to be shy, people. If you want, I can be the meat of the sandwich.” 
 
    “Strange as that sounds, that would make it easier for me,” Quordion said as he rubbed his temples. Thandace looked at her brother, but only for a moment. He helped her up into the pump housing and Quordion quickly climbed in the opposite of Jocasta.  
 
    “Don’t let your hands wander unless you really mean it,” Jocasta joked and Hansel closed the casing, making a flash-welded seal. Jocasta gave Thandace directions on how to hit commands on her brace-com. She made a sound dampening field and Jocasta shouted out to Hansel to test it. When the slender technician made no reply, though they could hear him perfectly, Jocasta smiled at the Baron and his sister. 
 
    “So, how was your nap?” 
 
      
 
    “So, you put us in a dimensional pocket,” Quordion said as the procession made its way down what was considered to be the home-stretch. “… and we won’t even go into how you do that with a machine… and your only solution to us being attacked is to infiltrate the base of the attackers?!” 
 
    “Who said anything about only?” Jocasta returned. “You could say this was a litmus test.” 
 
    “And what have you found?” Thandace asked. 
 
    “That you’re going to be Baroness long before either of you want it to happen,” Jocasta replied. “Somebody quietly parks a damn army on a so-called secured facility and has part of the wait-staff replaced by operatives… that screams inside job! Yeah, I wanted to see if this was the kind of trouble you get by being a bad ass or a dumb ass.” 
 
    “And?” Quordion pressed. 
 
    “It’s a combination of the two, but without a doubt a heaping helping of dumb ass is in the mix!” 
 
    “Watch your tongue!” Thandace warned but Jocasta did not flinch as she looked at the woman. 
 
    “Get mad at me all you want, Thandie, it won’t change a damn thing! I find out the ass behind all of this is a college rival of your brother’s – he knows all about the maggot, and he hasn’t dealt with the matter – yeah, dumb ass!” 
 
    “Are you suggesting I go and rip the life right out of him?” Quordion asked. 
 
    “You can rip the life left out of him for all I care,” Jocasta quickly replied as their trolley came to a stop. “I’ve had my share of sick dicks coming back on me. You’ve got one hell of a house under your thumb, Baron. You see an infestation and you spray at it, assuming you got ‘em all. So nothing shows on the surface, but under the floors the queen of the nest is pissed and organizing her troops. Next time you see them, your house has already started to sink! 
 
    “And it sounds like we’re at the spot,” Jocasta said as she winked at Thandace. “Was it too short of an experience?” Thandace made no response, but she failed in hiding her smile. 
 
    The housing opened and Jocasta refused to look up at what the pump could fit into. Hansel rushed them past the work area toward the launch deck. A gleaming white ship was on the Ready Deck, and Xaedra already had it opened with the gangplank extended. Quordion ushered Jocasta to run ahead of everyone and found he only had to make the gesture once. How she ran so quickly without making a sound was a mystery to him. Everyone else glided across the shadow-struck ground. 
 
    “Anybody know what we’re in?” Jocasta asked as she took the pilot’s chair. Straps locked around her as scanning lasers were emitted from the console. “… other than a seriously secured vehicle.” Jocasta hit one button on her brace-com and the scanning lasers deactivated along with most of the power in the cockpit. “Hans, you got my job?” 
 
    “Right here, Captain,” Hansel said as he brought up a small generator. Jocasta was under the console for a little over a minute before lights returned to the helm.  
 
    “I may not be the best with computers, but I know what needs power and why. Okay, we’ve bypassed the security circuit. It thinks it’s locked everything down, and the moment it reads power going to the engine, there’s a good chance it will call for help. Is everyone aboard?” 
 
    “Door’s secured,” Xaedra advised. “We’re ready to fly!” 
 
    “Say no more.” Jocasta set the automatic cycle for launch and gave herself fifteen seconds. She went back to the side door and loaded her last charge into her clutch. She then dropped a plasma grenade – set to a thirty-second countdown – into the clutch and tossed it off the ship. She ran back to the controls and called for maximum speed from the maneuvering thrusters. 
 
    “We’re going a little fast, “ Thandace noted. “Aren’t we?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Thandie, it goes faster.” As the passengers leaned and tried to drive with their silent wishes and butt muscles, Jocasta piloted the ship out of the bay and down the launch tube. The engines engaged and alarms buzzed all about the cockpit. 
 
    “What’s that?!” Xaedra asked, looking around. 
 
    “We’re not cleared for launch,” Hansel explained. “The guide-track fields aren’t in place. If we scrape the edge we could crash!” 
 
    “Let me tell you about ‘if’ and ‘could’,” Jocasta said as she fired the boosters normally used to achieve breakaway speed from a planet. She lost her smile as she took a tight hold of the controls. “… and let’s not forget their partner in crime: ‘might’. They can all kiss me at the crack!” 
 
    The ship emerged from the launch tunnel along with a powerful concussive wave that rocked the ship and caused primary power to fail for a brief moment. Jocasta called up the rear optics and she could see fire coming from the launch tunnel.  
 
    “Whoa, was that only the effect of the plasma grenade?” she thought as she corrected the ship’s course. “With everything that was in the bay… it might have caught fuel pods or capacitors, power feeds… any number of things.” Without warning, she could see a ripple pass over the side of the facility. “Good gods!” Nearly two-thirds of the platform shuddered before literally twisting around the hangar bay. Before it could unwrap itself, the twisted sections exploded away from the superstructure, creating some sort of vacuum point that the dislodged sections of the station were sucked into. Jocasta was able to maintain control of the ship as she cried out in fascination.  
 
    “Damn if that didn’t make the stars piss themselves!” she cried. “Okay, that’s what Z meant by catastrophic. Good to know!”  
 
    “What was that?” Thandace asked, holding tightly on to Teo and the co-pilot console. 
 
    “I think the clinical term for that back there would be ‘field test’,” Jocasta replied as she looked at the console. “Can anyone tell me where the hell we are? I see the blackness, but where are the stars?” 
 
    “We’re in one of the coves of the slip-stream,” Hansel answered. 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you say the slip-stream?” Quordion asked. 
 
    “Yes, Lord Baron,” Hansel barely managed to respond. 
 
    “You mean the so-called passageway of Tween-Space…” Quordion turned and walked out of the cockpit. He leaned against the wall just outside the cockpit door. Jocasta watched him leave and she looked at Thandace who appeared to know something of what was being discussed. 
 
    “Times like this I really hate being a newb to the region!” Jocasta thought. 
 
    “Thandie, you mind letting Slim there have that chair?” 
 
    “Not in the least, Captain,” Thandace said, quickly moving and smiling warmly at Hansel. 
 
    “Good lord,” Jocasta thought as she sighed, watching Thandace move. The woman’s toned body was always a delight to look upon, and Jocasta appreciated her view. “Coming and going!” 
 
    “It’s called the slip-stream,” Hansel repeated. “… a network of tunnels running through The Territories. You can’t see them from outside, and it takes a certain kind of energy burst to open the draft-holes. I’ve never heard where they came from or what made them… all I know is that it shortens the distance you have to travel to get from one barony to the other.” 
 
    “What?!” Jocasta barked. 
 
    Hansel smiled as he approached the navigations computer. “Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “The Onyx Barony,” Jocasta answered. She watched as Hansel keyed in the destination and a course projection appeared on her monitor. 
 
    “There’s your course,” Hansel stated. “And at our present speed, we’re nine hours out. Provided we don’t run into anything.” 
 
    “Like what?” Jocasta asked, looking over with concern on her face. 
 
    “Some pretty ugly things make their home here,” Hansel answered as he checked the scanner to see that it was functional. “Lasers tend to just make them mad, and they love picking their teeth with ship hulls. But this is one of the FM’s personal launch boats. She’s got some speed to her.” 
 
    “And I will see to it that we are not detected while we are in these tunnels,” Quordion said. “If someone could show me to the center of the ship.” 
 
    “Baron, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “You forget my touch with shadows, Captain,” Quordion replied. “This ship is not too large for me to cover, but you might have to slow down. There’s not much I can do with bright burning flames coming out of the ass-end of the ship.” 
 
    “Say no more,” Jocasta said, easing back on throttle. “Think you can handle that?” 
 
    “I will let you know,” Quordion replied as Hansel told Xaedra where to take the Baron.  
 
    It took the better part of fifteen minutes for the two to get where they were going and get settled, but Xaedra finally called up to the cockpit. She reported they could go a bit faster and Jocasta adjusted the velocity of the ship to where Quordion’s shadow could cover. Hansel looked at the computer and reported that they were sixteen hours from their destination but, as they were coming from outside the Garnet Barony, they were making excellent time. Jocasta gave no argument, she wanted to put her mind to memorizing the star charts in the nav-com.  
 
    “How did this FM find this place?” Jocasta asked. “And what the hell does FM mean anyway?” 
 
    “You’ve never heard of the Field Marshal?” Thandace asked. 
 
    “Are you referring to Field Marshal Uhnveer Plarzo?!” Jocasta asked and the Baron’s sister nodded to the affirmative. Jocasta’s throat grew tight for a moment, but she breathed steadily and nodded. What had been done was done, she could not undo it. “FM! And I thought it was bad when they called him the Silver Sabre!” 
 
    “You do know him!” Thandace exclaimed.  
 
    “I know of him,” the pirate quickly clarified. “The woman who taught me a good bit about what it is to be a pirate… she crossed blades with him once. She had five ships, he had three… she escaped with one hobbling shuttle and a jury-rigged regen that nearly burned out its circuits keeping what crew she had left alive. She said it was almost two years before she had another ship of her own. A hard two years, but she found herself a Scimitar, so it wasn’t all bad!” 
 
    “A female pirate who fought the Field Marshal?!” Thandace pressed. “You sailed with Rouge!” 
 
    “I was a pilot in one of her attack wings,” Jocasta smiled, reflecting on the time she had spent with the woman. “I got as far as commanding that wing… for all of two missions.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I think we’ve stumbled across one of her ladyship’s vices,” Jocasta chuckled, resting the back of her head against the chair.  
 
    “I apologize. That was rude of me to push.” 
 
    “Not at all, Thandie. We’ve been through busted abduction attempts, you and I. Long story short, I had my own idea on how to get things done. Those ideas didn’t coincide with hers. My approach was just as effective, mind you. Hers was safer for some of the not-so-insane pilots.  
 
    “But it didn’t have any flare!” Jocasta said, waving her hands about. “In the end, she told me to fly her way or find my own ship. That’s the day I started looking. Sure did love being on that ship.” 
 
    “Her loss, our gain,” Thandace said, placing her hand on Jocasta’s forearm. 
 
    “Hey, what did I tell you about the touching?” 
 
    “We have the better part of sixteen hours,” Thandace said as she stood up from the seat behind the co-pilot position. “Why don’t you come and tell me in detail what you meant.” Thandace turned and walked out of the cockpit and Jocasta watched her walk out. The woman was out of eye-shot when Jocasta’s eyes drifted over to Hansel. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” he quickly said. “I’m not the one she was talking to! This is FM’s ship, it’s got a scrambler that I’ve got going. You just need to have one wherever we’re going.” 
 
    “I think I might be able to dig one up, Hans,” Jocasta said as she stood up, walked over to the slender man and kissed him on the top of his head. Her brace-com received coordinates and the pirate sent back: Just a moment.  
 
    “You’re a find, Hans,” Jocasta declared. “I’m not going to play fair in trying to keep you!” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain.”  
 
    Jocasta managed to keep her smile while walking to where the coordinates led her. The first thing to hit her was the scent of the oils in the bathwater, and it was nothing short of heavenly. Approaching from the corner of the room where she had disrobed, Thandace walked slowly but gracefully. The candlelight put her dark brown skin in the perfect light, and Jocasta had to shake her head. “I am so out of my league,” she thought, removing her body armour. “But, she’s going to have to prove it!” 
 
    Thandace carefully stepped down into the steaming bath and she sighed as the warm water took in her feet, legs, hips, back, shoulders and neck. “Hmmm, the water’s fine!” 
 
    “No, what’s in the water is fine,” Jocasta corrected. 
 
    “Let’s leave stations at the door, JoJo. I promise that they will be there when we’re done.” Jocasta made no verbal reply. She took off her clothes and waded into the hot water. To the surprise of both women, she found that she liked the sensation. 
 
    “If you’re surprised, why would you make it so damn hot in the first place?” 
 
    “We both knew you were getting in the water,” Thandace answered, taking hold of Jocasta’s hands. “I was hoping it would take longer.” Touching her lips to the center of Jocasta’s left palm caused the pirate to close her eyes, surprised at how the softness of another woman’s lips stirred her. 
 
    One thing that both women knew: this moment was going to be different. It would not be rushed, nor would the passion resemble anything animalistic. Light and dark bolts of silk were intertwining, and they would explore every nuance of each other at their own speed. Jocasta had never been in the presence of such a knowledgeable, considerate, and patient lover. They took turns bathing one another, washing each other’s hair, massaging medicinal oils into the more tense muscles and scented oils into the skin. Jocasta was amazed with woman’s muscle tone, and Thandace had not expected Jocasta to feel so soft and strong in the same stride. 
 
    Passion rose and fell, ebbed and flowed, sending wave after wave of ecstasy through their bodies and minds. The two women talked and laughed, wrapped in large towels, sharing a cigaro Thandace found in the Field Marshal’s stores. When the candles had consumed their wicks, the room drew dark, but not before brown eyes met blue and one last embrace was engaged. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Make no little plans; they have no magic to stir men’s blood and probably themselves will not be realized. 
 
    Daniel Burnham  
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    (VIII) 
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4203.23) 
 
      
 
    Even with the means by which she propelled herself through space, Tolarra was treated to a very impressive view of the Cosmos. She passed through solar systems, whisked by nebulae, stars being born, others bursting in their very last light. It was a cavalcade of light and life, constantly spinning and stirring upon itself in various endings and beginnings. Through them all, the Star Lark sped by, her destination drawing closer with every passing moment. 
 
    “Are you enjoying yourself?” Freund projected, surprising Tolarra. She was able to maintain her form and general direction, quickly correcting her path as she focused on her thoughts.  
 
    “Baby, is that you?!” she thought. 
 
    “You sound surprised,” Freund remarked after a moment. “I am supposedly something of a phenomenal mind, you know.”  
 
    “You don’t have to tell me,” she returned. “But it’s not your mind I’m missing right now.” 
 
    “Focus, woman!” Freund directed, but it was easy to feel his elation.  
 
    “I’m noticing a bit of a delay here,” she commented. “Just what are you doing to make this happen? I thought I was beyond your range!” 
 
    “The delay is unavoidable with the particular warp you are moving through,” Freund answered. “And I’ll be hanged before I give up all of my secrets. Put in some humanity-guarding entity time and we’ll talk. 
 
    “Speaking of some of the tricks I’ve learned, I have one for you. You should try to create your own wormhole. All you need is a beginning and ending point.” 
 
    Tolarra came to a stop with light surrounding her body at such a brightness that it would be a simple matter to mistake her for a star. “Uh, babe, I’m pretty sure my powers don’t come with a built-in coordinates map! How the hell am I supposed to get an ending point?!” 
 
    “You forget the power of the soul,” Freund answered, and Tolarra shook her head. 
 
    “This man’s had way too much alone time!” she muttered. 
 
    “I have the connection I made with Neve,” Freund advised, “… and therefore I have Stewart Campbell as he is… and more importantly… as he was!” 
 
    “Baby, what’s wrong?” Tolarra asked, feeling her touch with Freund beginning to fade. 
 
    “He has been distracted,” the castle projected. “But the Master was able to give me the two reference points you will need. Farewell, Star Lark.” 
 
    “Castle!” Tolarra called out, knowing the connection had been severed. “There are times when that stone block secretary gets on my nerves! Dammit!” Her opal eyes looked on the way she had come just before she received the knowledge of the two points of reference, as well as the information Freund had collected over the years regarding wormholes. It was not going to be a simple feat to create one. While the theory was sound, there were a number of variables involved, any one of them going foul could lead to her not only missing Sol, but taking herself to a place where her bearings might be lost. There was even the possibility of slipping into another dimension. Freund had visited hundreds of them in his time, and he would be the first to admit that he had yet to sample their true numbers. 
 
    “What if he needs me?!” she thought. “Right, because the thousands of years he was doing this job before you were even born mean nothing right now. He gave you a job to do, Tolarra. Do you know how many people he trusts to do something for him? Far as you know, the only other person that shares that stage is his daughter. And in her case, I’m not sure she wasn’t just following orders. Get to it!” 
 
    Tolarra closed her eyes and started generating what she thought would be the amount of power she would need to begin the wormhole construction. She also had her body begin drifting to the closest dying star, thinking that its last light might be of some use to her cause. 
 
      
 
    “I will have you know I was having a very delightful conversation,” Freund remarked as his body settled to the floor. The place he had chosen to meditate and focus his ThoughtWill was not exclusively his, but the number of those who knew of its existence was incredibly short. The number shrank in regards to those who knew how to enter that place. The harmony had been shattered, but Freund had been advised what his castle had done in his stead, so he could put his full attention to the matter at hand. 
 
    “Do you believe I possess the first concern as to whom you were speaking?!” Cak’s voiced boomed as he appeared in the chamber along with Freund. 
 
    “This cannot be happening,” Freund wondered as a smile formed across his face. “It’s not my birthday or anything! I cannot say that I’ve even been especially good! 
 
    “You should be concerned,” Freund replied, feeling the presence of more than one Star in this nexus of ThoughtWill. 
 
    “And he brought Poma and Boj with him!” the blind entity thought. “This cannot be happening! 
 
    “You are a Star after all,” Freund continued as Cak made a very slow approach. “Shouldn’t you at least care for what your light shines upon? And forgive me if you take this as an insult, but you’ve looked better. Now, I say that for two reasons: one, because it’s the truth and two…” Cak frowned, taking hold of Freund’s robes at his chest. With great ease, the Star lifted the entity from the floor. “Why don’t we get back to number two later?” The burned out eye-sockets in Freund’s head came alive with ThoughtWill. Bright golden light flared as Freund took hold of the forearm of the offending hand. Cak shuddered the moment physical contact was made. Freund’s body was slowly lowered to the floor as Cak’s body began to bend at the knees. “For it’s clear, even to this blind man, that you are in sorrowful need of a refresher course. Let us start with a question. What is the definition of the word ‘cosmos’?” 
 
    Cak groaned in pain and Poma came through the wall of the chamber, flying to the aid of her Chorus brother. Her flight path came to a halt as Freund’s hand took ownership of her face. Still above the floor of the chamber, she screamed, grasping at the wrist of the hand that had imprisoned her in a most painful thought. 
 
    “Now, if you were to answer ‘the world or universe regarded as an orderly, harmonious system’, then you’d have the common mortal concept, which is a very good beginning. 
 
    “RARRR!” Freund roared as Boj started to make his entry into the chamber. The cry of Freund triggered a reaction, and the wall Boj was phasing through shifted to an energy that locked the Star’s body in strife! Cak’s groan became a wail of agony, and Freund smirked. “I doubt this is what was meant when the term ‘Chorus’ was applied to your conglomerate. Or to put it simply: needs work, people! 
 
    “But I digress,” Freund said, hurling Cak and Poma so that they joined Boj in the energy wall. “The mortal concept of the word only grasps at the actual definition, for in truth, one could find a cosmos inside a single molecule. I say that to stress a point: in your stride to do whatever it was that motivated you to find me, it pushed you too far, too fast – for the three of you were silly enough to attack me inside a nexus of ThoughtWill! I can no longer ask if you have taken leave of your senses. It would appear you awakened without them! For if you were of your own senses, you might have recalled that I was there the day the lot of you decided to take your deepest sleep. Much to my disagreement, I might add. So, I was an entity before you went to sleep… and here you are, stepping into a place that is nothing short of my cosmos, attempting to strong-arm me! Oh yes, at the very least this Chorus needs work!” 
 
    “Perhaps they were simply a distraction,” Tilu stated, reaching her hand into Freund’s back, crushing his heart. 
 
    “And perhaps you simply don’t get it!” Freund replied but his voice came the chamber. “Just how do you think you can approach a nexus of thought and go unnoticed?!” The walls of the nexus revealed to all four Stars that the chamber they had entered was Freund’s hand. The four were easily crushed and dismissed. 
 
    The four Stars fell to the floor of their sleep chamber, bereft of any ability to move or engage any of their powers… they simply did not possess the mind for it. Instead, they remained on the floor of the room, wailing in pain, shaking in fright, and blind to the world around them. Naf came into the room and gave of his starlight to reconstitute his siblings. Even in his augmented form, it was a tremendous undertaking, as he had to emit enough light to ‘outshine’ the reality that had been imbedded in their minds. When Tilu lifted her hand to signal that he had been successful in his effort to restore them, Naf staggered back to the wall next to the door of the chamber. 
 
    “Perhaps we should start again,” Freund said, appearing in the center of the room, surrounded by a glaring amount of dedicated ThoughtWill energy. The swirling light absorbed all the ambient thought energy within its range, which was considerable, while it maintained its position as a first defense for its master, the Watcher of the Rims. “Normally I would say ‘pardon the intrusion’, but I’m of no mind to be polite at the moment. It’s so seldom that I get to flex my god-muscles, for rarely do I find a soul foolish enough to give me reason! To not do so now would simply be a failure of relishing what Fate has given me.” The doors of the chamber opened and Khiea walked inside.  
 
    The Conductor of the Chorus held her hands up in surrender. The notion of telling the chamber to disavow the flow ThoughtWill would not have served them against the living thought Freund had brought with him. To say that he had brought enough ammunition for this particular confrontation would have been a gross understatement. Since it was not a fight she wanted with the entity, it seemed prudent to simply talk to the blind one. 
 
    “This is something that serves no one,” Khiea said, though it was clear that she was resentful of having to concede the fight to Freund. “What my brethren seek is information, and you seem to be the only one who can resolve this situation.” 
 
    “I suppose now it would behoove me to be the bigger entity and cooperate,” Freund sighed.   
 
    “I can offer a trade, if that would motivate you more,” Khiea suggested. The light in Freund’s eye sockets faded and he lowered his head. 
 
    “Consider me motivated,” he replied. “I only ask for audience at a time of my own choosing, but with the full attendance of the Chorus.” 
 
    “Done,” Khiea quickly agreed, smiling at the notion that she had taken the higher ground of the moment. “Tell us of the entity of prophecy.” 
 
    “Which prophecy?” Freund bantered. “These are the Rims after all… there are a number of prophecies. It’s one of those things that go hand-in-hand with mortality. The first to come to mind is an old Olasson tale. Long ago, in the realm of–” 
 
    “You know of the prophecy I speak!” Khiea interrupted. “There is only one we cannot see. How was this done?” 
 
    “You cannot see it, because I cannot see it,” Freund shared. 
 
    “And it comes from a system called Deku by its inhabitants?” Khiea pressed. 
 
    “Truthfully, I would not know,” Freund answered. “I have not bothered to investigate the matter. You might have noticed that something has come here from Sol… the destroyer of Old Earth… the anti-life.” 
 
    “That is a matter for mortals,” Khiea proclaimed, signaling to her Chorus. Slowly, each of them turned to exit from the room. “Thank you, Freund. You have been most helpful.” 
 
    “I have?”  
 
    “A great deal,” Khiea smiled before stepping back to the door. “I apologize for the over-eager approach of my siblings. As you are pressed with the anti-life, we are pressed by the prophecy of this entity changing the Rims. That would mean it could also change us. We will endeavor to find the possibility this change might take before we will allow it to happen. 
 
    “You let yourself in,” Khiea said, turning her back to Freund, “I am sure you can let yourself out.” 
 
    “I suppose I can at that,” Freund stated, allowing his ThoughtWill to flush through the chamber before using it to return to his nexus chamber. There were plans he needed to make for the very near future. 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Beta-Chiaro walked with a slight smile on his face. His class time with the triplets had quickly become something that he looked forward to engaging. They were delightful children, and he was sure that they would each become women of note and great worth, even amongst the noted and worthy. They reminded the Light Priest of what it had been like to watch the young man often called Jobe grow and mature. The copy he had created of himself was just as exceptional and, in Beta-Chiaro’s eyes, stood apart from the other copies. The chip had indeed not flown far.     
 
    “I wouldn’t bother,” a voice called to Beta-Chiaro as he neared the classroom. The doppelganger turned to see BJ coming through the wall to stand and lean against it. He folded his arms, gazing at the floor tiles. “The triplets aren’t in there anyway.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Beta-Chiaro asked, concerned with the demeanor he was reading off of his counterpart. 
 
    “That’s only part of the question,” BJ said, shaking his head. “You know, with everything that blue bastard did after hanging around us for a short time, we really should’ve had our guard up over anyone he intentionally sent to us. 
 
    “BJ.” 
 
    “Gotta admit though,” the small-formed entity continued as his head kept shaking in disbelief, “… they didn’t make the same approach. I’m starting to develop a deeper appreciation for Dungias. With him, he said what he meant and meant what he said.” 
 
    “Such is the way with a number of intellects,” the Light Priest commented as he drew closer to BJ. In the time the small entity had taken to reflect, Beta-Chiaro bridged his mind with The Campus but it also did not know where Darthi, Tadreene, and Z’Gara were. “But what of the triplets? Where are they?” 
 
    “We were working on their computer project,” BJ shared. “They were building one… along with an operating system that could keep up with them. Seemed harmless enough, right?” 
 
    “Please continue.” 
 
    “Oh, you might as well go ahead and get your mad up, Beta-C,” BJ directed. “Not sure how we get out of this without someone throwing a major shit-fit!” 
 
    “Out of what, BJ?” Beta-Chiaro asked in a sharp tone of voice. BJ looked up at the Light Priest with genuine wonder in his eyes. He smirked and snorted a laugh. 
 
    “I keep forgetting you older-looking types are into the easy answers,” BJ said, coming away from the wall. “Okay, here’s the long and short of it: they’re gone! 
 
    “We’re making the finishing touches to the hardware, you know, getting it to look all super snazzy to present to Danatra. Next thing I know, Tadreene hits a switch. Wham, bam, thank you, my little bi-otch… BOOM… they are gone… and I mean no longer present!” Beta-Chiaro took a step back and started to speak, but BJ spoke before he could take in a breath. “So I go to scanning. Because, you know, no one steals anything out from under me while I’m looking at! I have a rep to uphold here!” 
 
    “BJ, please.” 
 
    “And even though their trail was covered, I still manage to find their departure device. It was a Jump-Stride! A freakin’ Jump-Stride!” 
 
    “BJ, are you sure? We can’t track that means of transit.” 
 
    “No, you mean you can’t track it,” BJ returned. “I’m not going to have a Traveler out and about in our house sucking down our Intel without reading him up and down. Dungias might have been lousy at doing it, but his understanding of the process is unshakeable, and yes, that means I can Jump-Stride if I want to. 
 
    “Hoo-rah,” BJ snorted with seeping sarcasm, “… strike up the band and give me my Traveler’s badge. Anyway, I arm up, armour up, and I track the stride. I land in this room that’s been majorly prepped… and when I say prepped, I mean I barely got out of there, and I’m not sure I’d be able to do it a second time. 
 
    “So I get back to The Campus and I’m about to hit the Five-Alarm Fire button when a brace-com pops up right in front of me.” 
 
    “A brace-com?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor Echo, a brace-com. The second I touch it–”  
 
    “You touched it?!” 
 
    “Easy, Priest. Nothing just arrives here without The Campus allowing it, right?” Taking a moment to get a handle the incident, Beta-Chiaro reluctantly nodded. “Same thing can be said for students leaving The Campus. Just because we don’t know what’s going on doesn’t mean it’s not allowed. The Campus gave me no warnings, and it took a second before that dawned on me too. 
 
    “Getting back to the moment, the second I put hands on the thing, I know the workmanship. It’s one of Dungias’ designs.” 
 
    “The Master?” the Light Priest whispered. 
 
    “Each and every circuit,” BJ testified. “I get a message telling me that the children are safe and that I needn’t worry about them. So… I put the brace-com on and I wait for you to show up.” 
 
    “I think this situation is worthy of class disruption, BJ.” 
 
    “To do what?” BJ quickly asked. “Something aligned to the Master of The Campus took the kids. What exactly are we supposed to do with this… other than look like how we’re looking?” Beta-Chiaro looked at BJ for a moment; his mind raced through memories granted to him upon his birth and the ones he had accumulated since his awakening. But he quickly remembered he was standing in the corridor with the entity that was a most proficient master in getting around the rules, and he too was dumbfounded. He had started the endeavor of answering BJ with passion, but reason had taken hold of him and he lowered his eyes to the floor. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
      
 
    **  b  ***  t  ***  o  ***  r  ** 
 
      
 
    Tadreene was the first to emerge from the simulation pod. She wiped the fluids from her eyes and slowly climbed down to the floor. It was there she received a towel from a robot drone and she wiped her face with it. She jumped in fright, hearing her sister scream as the pod opened. Tadreene smiled and turned to look at Z’Gara who burst from the pod, flipping over the lip and dropping to the floor. She landed nearly perfectly and lifted her head quickly to move her long, wet, black hair out of her face. Sisters locked eyes with one another, and after a very short stare Z’Gara started laughing. 
 
    The third pod opened and Darthi pulled herself out of the pod, using the lip of it like a pommel horse to flip around and land on the ladder. She then placed her hands and feet on the sides of the ladder and slid down to the floor. She looked at the ladder for a moment and then up at the device where she had just come from, learning more than she thought was capable. She leaned forward, kissing the left-hand edge of the ladder. 
 
    “Thank you, Z,” she said softly before turning to face her sisters. The look of astonishment remained on Tadreene’s face while the look of amazement burned bright in Z’Gara’s eyes. Darthi smiled and walked toward them. “I think it’s safe to assume that we all received the same message.” 
 
    “You mean the same request,” Z’Gara corrected as she received a towel. 
 
    “That’s what I mean. Tad, where do you stand?” 
 
    The young girl looked down for a moment, her smile seemed transfixed on her face, but she looked as if she had given the notion some thought. She shook her head ‘no’ and looked back Darthi, “How could I say no? Of course I’m in!” 
 
    “Z’Gara?” Darthi inquired. 
 
    “You just try to hold me back!” the young girl quickly returned. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be me doing it, trust me,” Darthi stated. “But just to make it official, I say we do it too. We don’t know what’s going to happen, but I think it’s the best way we can contribute to help Daddy Z with what he’s doing.” 
 
    “You know he wouldn’t agree with that though, right?” Tadreene asked. 
 
    “That’s what makes him Daddy Z,” Darthi quickly replied. “He would never ask, but if the option were available to him, he wouldn’t hesitate to do it. Well, it’s not available to him.” 
 
    “But it is available to us,” Z’Gara added. “I’ll prep a ship.” 
 
    “I’ll help.” Tadreene quickly added. “The last thing we need right now is for the automated systems to fail.” 
 
    Darthi nodded before taking the last towel. “While you two do that, I’ll make sure we have the proper coordinates and energy emission settings to get where we’re going. And once we get there, we get to work… on making a god!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    You must take personal responsibility. You cannot change the circumstances, the seasons, or the wind, but you can change yourself. That is something you have charge of.  
 
    Jim Rohn 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.24) 
 
      
 
    Llaz checked in with LeRoy before walking into the Mess Hall. The Med-Tech was perfectly happy to simply watch and listen to what was about to happen. He had spoken with the Second Mate, voiced his concerns, and informed Llaz that he would ‘toe the line’ in accordance to whatever Llaz thought was the best response to their current situation. 
 
    “One down, everybody else to go,” Llaz thought as he rounded the bend. “That’s probably unfair of the Brain Trust though. They basically go along with the person in charge, making suggestions here and there.” Entering the Mess Hall, Llaz allowed his mind to drift through memories. This room had been the site for a few life-changing incidents. He had every reason to believe he was about to experience another. “The gods know I could use a few suggestions… I think! 
 
    “Okay, it looks like everyone is here,” Llaz said, clapping his hands together and looking around the room. There was a level of anxiousness he had expected that was missing in the eyes of the crew. What he did feel was tension and anger. “Did I interrupt something?” 
 
    “No, not really,” Agatha answered as Olreye stood up from his chair. 
 
    “Yeah, you did,” the man said and Agatha turned around to look at him. Llaz could not see all of her face, but the flare in her eyes told him she was trying to convey a silent warning to Olreye that he refused to acknowledge. “We were discussing how long you should wait before you assume command of the ship… as Captain.” 
 
    “As Captain?” Llaz asked, not quite believing what he had heard. He stepped forward and quickly lifted his hand. He could tell that he had tickled a nerve and everyone who had an opinion, and the stones to voice it, was about to speak. That had to be cut off quickly. “Settle it down, take a seat, close your mouths, and open your minds.  
 
    “Thank you for answering the question, Sonar,” Llaz said, nodding toward the man. “I appreciate the honesty, I truly do. I need to communicate something to each of you and make sure that you receive every word. There’s a reason why this ship operates the way it does. The simplest reason is that it’s the only way we know how to make it work. We have always had either Z or the Captain present to reinforce those perspectives. At this time, neither of them can be reached. It’s very easy to see how we could fall easily into a concern, doubt, and fear… but let me prop a bridge across that hole. First of all, it’s not a hole, it’s a trap. If you truly think we’ll never see the Captain or Z again – and relatively soon – I need for you to wait outside. Because then I’m going to talk to the lucid members of this crew. 
 
    “Gulmar was not that long ago, people,” Llaz continued, pacing around the room. “For those who were not there physically, you should have reviewed the team logs by now. In short, we had a time when neither the Captain nor Z was with us. There were a few hiccups, sure, but we managed to pull it together, and that was because Cutter wasn’t about to alter course. 
 
    “And let’s not forget the Garnet Barony,” Llaz added. “The Captain, Z, and CeCe were not here. We pulled off a heist The Territories will be talking about for years! That was just a few days ago! So if short term memory is your thing, kindly recall your training schedules and your work details. This sort of questioning is usually the product of idle hands and frightened minds.  
 
    “Sonar still has a point though,” Llaz pointed out. “How long do we sit here, sticking to our day plan with no Captain? Good question, and believe it or not, there is actually an answer in the classroom simulations Z created: forty hours. The Captain has been out of contact for eighteen, which means we have the better part of a day before that time has expired. Five hours ahead of that time limit, I will convene a small board of team leaders to plan out our next course of action so that in the event the timer hits zero we won’t be twiddling our thumbs, wondering what to do.” 
 
    “Boss?” Hennix said as he stood up. 
 
    “What is it, Spike?” 
 
    “Who are these team leaders?” 
 
    “Tolip is team lead for the Pinion Project,” Llaz informed. “Shotgun is team lead for the Brain Trust, and the remaining general crew has Siekor.” 
 
    “That works for me, Boss. Thank you,” Hennix returned, quickly taking his seat. 
 
    “Are there any further questions?” 
 
    “Yes, I have a question, Boss,” Cilrus said as he too stood up from his chair. “It’s hard to put this to words without it sounding like I’m calling you to the hilt… because I’m not.” 
 
    “Thanks for making that clear,” Llaz gave a soft smile as he spoke. 
 
    “But do you think it’s wise to wait all of that time before we put things into motion?” Cilrus asked. “I can’t shake the feeling the Captain might be in a pinch and needing us to come and get her.” 
 
    “The thought has crossed my mind too, CeCe,” Llaz said softly, looking at the floor but resuming his pacing. “The one thing that keeps me from putting action to those thoughts is the Captain’s instructions. She gives the ‘cry havoc’ code and everybody gets back to the ship as fast as possible, maintaining full stealth until she signals for us to do otherwise. That release signal hasn’t been received, and with all of the activity in the vicinity, I’m not going to play fast and loose with interpretations.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure we should be playing it safe either,” Mel stated. “We’re supposed to be pirates, right?” 
 
    “Tank, what kind of pirates would we be if we didn’t see to the ship and crew?” Llaz quickly shot back, hiding his surprise at hearing Mel speak up against him. “No one is playing at anything here. We also will not pressure ourselves into making a bad decision. If there is nothing further, we all have work to do, let’s get to it!”  
 
    Everyone rose from their seats and started out of the room. Llaz could see Olkin and Silnee walk over to Mel before they exited the room. Siekor also lingered behind, but he made no false presentations about it; he made it clear he was going to talk to Llaz. 
 
    “There they go,” Siekor sighed, “… the holy trinity. Each one of them’s had a burr up their butt since Annsura died. Are you still reeling over Mel coming at you like that?” 
 
    “Can’t say I expected it,” Llaz admitted. “I thought he and I were tighter than that.” 
 
    “Well, you did just backhand him down a peg.” 
 
    “You mean the Brain Trust thing?” Llaz asked.  
 
    “Well, at least you’re aware of what you’re doing,” Siekor stated.  
 
    “This isn’t about playing favorites or senior people,” Llaz declared. “Mel’s engaged in just about every field of science Z has to offer. He doesn’t have time to lead a section. At least with Kryltane, he’s keeping everything at computers and nothing but computers.” 
 
    “Well, that and his training,” Siekor added. 
 
    “All the more reason.” Llaz did not want to take too much time thinking about it. He looked at Siekor and shrugged his shoulders. “Anyway, there’s a grindstone with my name on it, just waiting for my nose.” 
 
    “And Tank?” 
 
    “I’m not about to make time to hold everyone’s hand on this ship,” Llaz declared. “He’ll either get in gear, or go to the hilt.” 
 
    “Wow!” Siekor said, taking a step back as Llaz started for the door. “I thought you guys were tighter than that.” 
 
    “So did I.” Llaz walked out of the Mess Hall and out into the corridor where Silnee stood waiting. “Don’t you have a training session waiting on you?” he asked as she opened her mouth to speak. 
 
    “Yes I do.” 
 
    “This doesn’t look like the Sim Room, Tolip.” Llaz walked right by the young woman without ever looking into her eyes. 
 
    “Yes sir,” she replied with anger in her voice. 
 
    “Boss or Llaz will do nicely, pilot. That will be all.” Silnee turned around quickly to watch Llaz walk away from her. He never looked back, never changed his stride, but she could feel a wall between her and the Second Mate. She wanted to say something… wanted to scream, actually. But she could not see anything of worth coming out of such an engagement. She stepped to the lift pole and made her way to the Simulator Room. 
 
    “It would sure be nice to get an open channel from the Captain right about now,” Llaz thought as he walked. “Her or Z, it really wouldn’t make much of a difference. How do they do it?! How do they wear the responsibility and make it look so damn easy?!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Screams echoed through his mind; ones of sheer terror and ones of indescribable pain… flashing lights burned at his mind’s eye, followed by thundering waves of deafening darkness… scores of small mouths, fitted with razor-sharp teeth, ate into him from all sides and they did not stop once they reached bone! 
 
    Hurdran quickly sat up, crying out and lifting his hands in an effort to command MannA to his will. The restraints kept his hands from moving, and the Olasson man panted in fear and confusion. 
 
    “You’re safe,” Zyzo said softly. “We’re at your castle. You’re in the care of your Healer. She placed you in this room as a precaution. We couldn’t have you waking up and leveling everything in sight, now could we?” 
 
    “The castle?” Duke Vyllynthe asked, looking around the room. “How long have I–” 
 
    “Do not bother to make the attempt,” Hillgray said as he turned from the window. “It wasn’t a bad dream. We were all gathered there, waiting to spring the trap the Keeper of Black Gate had been so gracious to assist in setting, and we were undone by a better trap.  
 
    “Ukara is also on the mend,” Zyzo said as he crossed the room. His steps were quicker than normal and he sighed before reaching the door. “I will let the Healer know you have awakened.” 
 
    “Zyzo, please,” Vyllynthe called to the Delman Warrior.  
 
    Zyzo stopped, taking such a hard grip on the thick door that the aged and nearly petrified wood creaked under his strength. “I say again, do not bother to make the attempt. I followed you into raiding that ship. ‘They are unaware of what they have’, you said. ‘They’re not ready to contend with the power’, you said. Well, they were certainly ready to contend with us… and sans their Captain or her blue wonder of a warrior!  
 
    “And you convinced us,” Zyzo turned and looked at the weakened InvokeR. “No, I allowed you to convince me to try, yet again, to take the MannA Keys from them! We used means that aren’t our main stride! Well, they certainly aren’t mine. You seemed to flow with the tide of it all quite nicely. For all of this supposed power the MannA Keys possess, the Enacranites managed to lose them, and we certainly failed in taking them away from Starblazer and her crew of pirates. Certainly does give one reason to ponder.  
 
    “Well, I have pondered, Hurdran,” Hillgray said softly. “I cannot say I like Zyzo Hillgray at the moment. He’s a fool of a brute who allowed his love for you to cloud his judgment. A true friend would have stopped you long before lives had to be lost. I will wear that failure the rest of my seasons.” 
 
    “Zyzo,” Duke Vyllynthe said softly, almost coaxing the Delman back into the room. 
 
    “We have no right!” Hillgray barked, his eyes all but shooting jets of fire at his longtime comrade. “And the time for your lies to go unchallenged ended while you were pitching about in your fever. You want the Keys, Vyllynthe! You don’t want to protect the people, or the artifacts, you want the power… and damn me for a fool not to have seen it sooner!” 
 
    “Hard to see what has been kept hidden so well,” Ukara said as she placed her hand on Hillgray’s shoulder. The Delman whirled around and took a hard grip of her wrist. He knew it caused her pain, but the cold smile never left her face. Zyzo’s face twisted as he looked up at the woman.  
 
    “Ukara? What are you doing?” Vyllynthe asked. 
 
    “You’re right, Hillgray, a true friend would’ve said something sooner… just as I told Hurdran this outcome would, sooner or later, come to pass. Do you know what he said? He told me that I had crossed the line to even imply that the two of you would ever have to cross swords. That’s when I knew he would never be the man for the job.” Unable to keep Ukara’s wrist, Zyzo’s hand fell to his side. “… and measures were taken then; contingencies to contain even one of your strength and skill. You of all people should know to keep your hands off an InvokeR!” Zyzo wanted to speak but his jaws would not move and his body was steadily growing weaker. 
 
    “Guard,” Hurdran called out, pulling against the restraints of the bed. “Guard!” 
 
    “Note that Tonka is not on my back, Hurdran. I’ve taken measures to see that we will not be disturbed,” Ukara stated as Hillgray fell to his knees. He mumbled something before falling, face first, to the floor. “You do realize, it takes considerable power to work an enchantment in an Olasson castle... if you’re not the Olasson that put it there, that is. Fortunately for me, however, you like the amenities of technology, and the wiring for the lights goes all over this place!” Reaching down into a secret pocket sewn into her sleeve, Ukara produced a small disc that she dropped onto Hillgray’s back. With a flick of her hand, the Delman was hurled deeper into the room, colliding with the wall just beside Hurdran’s bed. Ukara staggered as she approached. “That Delman is heavier than he looks!” 
 
    “What are you doing, woman?! That man saved your life!” 
 
    “You both have,” Ukara returned, walking to the foot of the bed. “… which is the only reason why I’m not going to kill you. That disc will keep him under wraps for an hour, which should be about twenty minutes more than what I need to get something out of you. You see, I need something of yours before I resume my search for the MannA Keys.” 
 
    “I will give you nothing!” Vyllynthe vowed. The Duke knew well the sort of restraints the Healer had employed. Any MannA he could either generate would be immediately absorbed. There was nothing he could do! 
 
    “Silly man,” Ukara giggled, producing a second disc. “Who said that was a prerequisite? I said I wouldn’t kill you. No one said anything about mind-warping, excruciating pain!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4203.25) 
 
      
 
    Beginning to breathe more heavily, given the distance he had already run, Siekor stopped for a moment before entering the Ready Room. All of the Team Leads were already present. “Sorry I’m late. I went to the Mess Hall.” 
 
    “That’s understandable,” Llaz replied. “I don’t think any of us are all that comfortable being in here without the Captain. If we ever have to do this again, we’ll use one of the labs.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping we never meet in the lab then,” Silnee quickly said. “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” Llaz nodded. “And I need to open with an apology. I had stated earlier that we would meet to decide what we should do. That’s not going to happen. We have one single objective: to find the Captain and get her back to the ship. I have a means by which this can be initiated. What I need from you people is simple. Give me your suggestions on how to edit this plan and make it more feasible for us to accomplish. 
 
    “The first thing we need to do is address the barony,” Llaz started as a familiar tone sounded off in the room. 
 
    “Boss, I got an incoming transmission,” Bruveia reported. “It’s got all the bells and whistles on it, but the ship it’s coming from is not on the right bearing, and it just came out of freakin’ nowhere!” 
 
    “We came out from behind the dead moon to be in a better position to respond to an SOS call from the Captain, Southpaw,” Llaz reminded the woman. 
 
    “We sure did,” Bruveia replied. “In that case, it’s the Xara-Mansura that’s out of position, and that ship’s making a bee-line for where we’re supposed to be.” 
 
    “Verify our range to the Haggenshire,” Llaz commanded. “Ready missile launchers and put it through.” After a series of clicks, there was a soft tone signaling a connection. 
 
    “C’mon, babies, don’t be shy,” Jocasta said softly. “Momma’s home.” 
 
    Llaz walked to his seat and sat down, sighing as he did. “Good to hear from you, Captain. We’re maneuvering to rendezvous with you. I trust all is well?” 
 
    “Good as it’s going to get for the moment,” Jocasta replied. “Though I have every confidence things are about to get better. Get somebody to ready the Passion for departure. I’ve got a few friends aboard this bucket who are eager to get their hands on her… but don’t worry; Momma’s got something here to take her place!” 
 
    “Message received and understood, Captain. She’ll be ready to fly by the time you land. This ship and her standing crew are present and accounted for. We’ve got eager and anxious souls here, but no troubles to report.” 
 
    “Sounds like you did your job, Boss,” Jocasta said plainly. “Drop fields and open hangar doors when I am in range. Starblazer out.” 
 
    Llaz stood up and adjusted his weapons belt. He pointed at Siekor. “I want you, Tank, and Sonar in snipe and attack positions. Tell CeCe to gear up, he’s going to be my flank. Tolip, have Feather ready to launch and I want our Tandem launched in Cruel Intentions before the Captain can land! Shotgun–” 
 
    Kryltane was already up and moving toward the door. All the others that were seated took his movement as their signal to do the same. The Brain Trust Team Lead spoke to Llaz over his shoulder as he left the Ready Room. “I got a lock on the computer the second we made the connection. Download of the system into the virtual database is nearly complete.” 
 
    “You find anything on board that can be used against the passengers, put it into ready-mode!” Llaz ordered as he stopped at the door of the room. He looked back, half-expecting to see Jocasta seated at her desk, toasting him with a glass of rum and smoking a cigaro. 
 
    “Soon!” he thought, closing the doors after he left. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Life is short and if you’re looking for extension, you had best do well. ‘Cause there’s good deeds and good intentions. They are as far apart as Heaven and Hell.  
 
    Ben Harper 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.25) 
 
      
 
    Quordion’s smile was equally bright and infectious. No one could look on how pleased the man was without smiling themselves. The man’s chuckle nearly became cackling as he ran his hand down the hull of the Prism Passion. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said as he continued to laugh, “… nothing in the worlds feels quite like Soborian Pearl. There’s a tingle to it that’s unmistakable! Captain, there are no words.” 
 
    “Well I sure as Kot hope there’s credits!” Jocasta quickly replied. Teo chirped his response as he sat on Jocasta’s shoulder. “That would put a serious stain on these proceedings.” 
 
    “And neither one of us would want that to occur,” the Onyx Baron said as he came away from the side of the ship. 
 
    “You’ve got a whole barony on edge down there, and they’re waiting on you,” Jocasta said, petting the simiate. “Why don’t you make your return entrance in that baby!” Quordion whirled around in surprise. In fact, everyone in the hangar had been caught off guard by Jocasta’s words. 
 
    “We have yet to decide upon a price,” Quordion stated. Jocasta chuckled, nodding toward Thandace, who returned a very warm smile and gentle nod. Jocasta then looked at Cilrus, Mel, Olreye and Llaz. Without a word spoken, all four men started for the door with the Second Mate stopping long enough to usher Hansel and Xaedra out of the hangar. Teo gave Jocasta a kiss before hopping off her shoulder and crossing the floor to jump up into Thandace’s arms. 
 
    Shaking her head once, Jocasta put her hands on her hips and locked her eyes on those of the Onyx Baron. She slowly back-pedaled for the door. “Baron, I think you can believe me when I tell you that it was my crew that nabbed that bird. Add to that lump one wannabe Enacranite who is obviously not your biggest fan. He went and managed to hire some pretty nasty people to put you in a tight spot. I wasn’t even dressed for the occasion, and I got you out from behind those crosshairs.” Jocasta stopped at the doorway and smiled. “What you’re about to fly out of here is my crew’s first unassisted haul. I think they deserve one serious ‘attaboy’ for what they’ve done!  
 
    “You’ll pay me, Baron. You’ll pay me quick and you’ll pay me proper. ‘Cuz the last thing you want is for my mood to change for the worse. I’ll be in the neighborhood until I receive payment… and men like you don’t keep ladies waiting. Take care of him, Teo, and yourself, Thandie.” Jocasta waved, folded her arms, and walked out of the chamber.  
 
    Thandace chuckled as she looked at her brother who had no words for what had just happened. “Would you like me to take the controls?” she offered. 
 
    “Please do, sister. I don’t know about you, but I am thinking of eight figures.” 
 
    “So long as the first figure is not a one, I would concur.” Thandace walked onto the customized ship. The main generator was already active and the engines were warm. “The ship’s been prepped,” she said as she took the pilot’s chair. Teo moved to the co-pilot position and announced his arrival to the console. “We are ready for launch. But what I cannot understand is why the hangar was not defended,” Thandace said softly as she decided to go without charting a course. The barony was in visual range. “Or did she think the skills of those men would be enough to hold the chamber had we decided to just take the ship?” 
 
    “Had you and your brother attacked, I feel the three of us would either be in regenerators or on our way to our graves,” Teo offered. “There were many scents in that room… far more than the crewmen we could see.” 
 
    “Aahhh, now that sounds like JoJo,” Thandace smiled as she requested clearance from the bay. 
 
      
 
    Walking down the corridor with her arms still folded, Jocasta was followed by Cilrus, Hansel, Xaedra and Llaz. All four looked up when they heard the engines of the Prism Passion jetting away from the Xara-Mansura. 
 
    “Have a little faith, people,” she said softly. “The Baron’s gonna come through. If he doesn’t… we will! Hmmm, and just thinking about that kinda makes me wish he welches!” 
 
    “Glad to see that nothing’s changed with you, Captain,” Llaz commented, shaking his head. 
 
    “Not at all, Boss. I have got to get out of these clothes and into my own.” Jocasta stopped to turn and face the new additions to the ship. “Speaking of things out of sorts… Llaz, also known as Boss, is the Second Mate of this ship.” 
 
    “You mean the Cutter,” Hansel said with a bright smile. It was easy to see he was excited by his new surroundings. 
 
    Jocasta held her tongue, but only for a moment. There was no need to bite the young man’s head off on his first day aboard ship. “Long story there, Hans. He’s Boss, the Second Mate. With any other captain, on any other ship, you’d be right.” 
 
    “Boss, then,” Hansel nodded excitedly. “Got it.” 
 
    Jocasta looked to Llaz, but he spoke before she could. “I’ll see to it that they meet the crew and get situated. I can give you my report after that.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” Jocasta said, resuming her trek to her room. “… but CeCe, get to the Bridge and let them know we need to get to the dark side of the moon pronto, go to maximum field strength, and then find another hidey-hole for my ship.” 
 
    “You expecting someone to come looking, Captain?” Cilrus asked. 
 
    “Someone is looking, big guy,” she replied. “When you hear my report, you’ll know the who and the what.” Cilrus gave a nod before turning to run to a lift pole. The pirate captain liked the way the large man responded to the word ‘pronto’. 
 
    “The Baron’s got a few minutes before he touches down,” Jocasta said, looking at a wall console to see what time it was aboard her ship. “… and then he’ll have to make all sorts of explanations and what not. You should have plenty of time to do what you must. I should be changed, relaxed, and having a well-deserved drink in my Ready Room.” Jocasta turned and walked, deciding to take the long route. She needed to stretch her legs and get her bearings. 
 
    “So… Hansel, Xaedra, tell me your life story,” Llaz said, ushering the two down the corridor. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    The woman moaned in delight as Nulaki pressed his lips against the soft base of her neck. She took tighter handholds of his shirt which was not going to be on his back much longer. Giadrii Burntrue lifted her left leg and wrapped it around his right thigh, pulling him closer against her body. His right hand took hold of that leg, feeling the softness of her bare thigh, caressing her smooth skin until he found her waist and the ample flesh around her buttocks. She might have whelped aloud in surprise had Nulaki not timed the return of his mouth upon hers perfectly as he kissed the woman passionately. 
 
    “This can’t be happening,” she thought as Nulaki lifted her from the floor and carried her from the corridor to the bed. “He walked right by Diavane… right by Katherine… he didn’t even look at M’Sarpoole… and he picked me! I just can’t believe this is–” her thoughts were interrupted as she noticed the blue-eyed wonder of a man was staring at her. 
 
    “What is it, my dear?” he asked with a peculiar smile on his face. 
 
    “I don’t want this to end… not before it’s supposed to… but… you–” Nulaki pressed his lips against hers and she received his kiss ambitiously. He moved from her mouth to her cheek and back to her neck. “Good Gods, don’t stop!” 
 
    “Why would I?” Nulaki asked, taking the moment to look into the woman’s green eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Now is not the time for duplicity, my sweet lady,” Nulaki whispered. “Many things are about to be revealed. Why not let them all be true?” He chuckled before resuming his kissing barrage. How soft the skin at her shoulders was. He delighted in the feel and taste of the woman. “Why would I stop?” 
 
    “Because this isn’t real,” she finally admitted as tears came to her eyes. Nulaki pushed against the mattress to elevate his head over hers. With a very deft and quick maneuver, he was topless, tossing his shirt to the floor.  
 
    “It is very real, Giadrii,” he argued, quickly rolling the woman over on to her chest. “… and about to become more real the moment what’s left of your gown no longer impedes my delight.  
 
    “But let us respond to your instincts,” Nulaki purred, “… though I believe they’re fears generated by your continued existence within an oppressive environment.” He kissed the center of her back and the soft moan she gave told him she had been delighted by the contact. “You think my advancements to you are false,” he stated kissing up her spine, removing every clasp and button along the way. As each one released, it was becoming more and more an inarguable reality to Giadrii that she was about to be taken in a way she had only dared to dream. She felt the clasp holding her blonde hair fall from the back of her head. “… I assure you that you are wrong… on that point.” Nulaki rolled Giadrii over on her back, removing her dress. There was no tearing. She gasped at the speed and ease with which he moved. 
 
    “You think I have other aims… now there, my lovely, there you are right!” Nulaki’s hands and lips assaulted her body and Giadrii closed her eyes, overwhelmed with passion and euphoria. “I am a thief, gorgeous flower. I have a passion for taking things others believe should never be touched.  
 
    “Yes, I ignored the so-called ladies that were hovering about you this evening. I had no designs for snorkeling tonight, so I didn’t need to breathe through them.” Giadrii covered her mouth to suppress the laughter. Nulaki kept kissing her, kept feeling her body, taking a great deal of pleasure in what many considered to be a healthy frame. “But you, standing there, the brightest light in the room, even you thought you were not to be touched. Well, I am touching you, milady, and once you succumb to my… talents, I will avail myself of other things they don’t want to be touched.” 
 
    “Like their virtue?” Giadrii asked. 
 
    Nulaki smiled, combing his fingers through her long blonde hair. “Darling Giadrii, that’s the one thing they want above all to be touched! Don’t let their posturing fool you, and don’t let your ambitions to have friends blind you from the truth. They don’t like you. They only respect the size of your estate’s accounts. They will respect it even more after tonight!”  
 
    “Because you plan on stealing from them,” Giadrii panted as she took Nulaki into a tight embrace. Before he knew it, Nulaki was on his back looking up at the creature he had unchained, the would-be cold stone he had heated. She now burned with a light all her own, and it was glorious! 
 
    “I do indeed.”  
 
    “And what will you steal from me, thief?” 
 
    “Hopefully your shortsightedness,” he replied. “You’re a woman, Giadrii, worthy of a better hand than mine to touch you, hold you, and please you. I apologize for being lower than that standard.” 
 
    “I will be the judge of your standard, if you please,” she said before kissing Nulaki’s chest. Her actions were slow and deliberate. Nulaki closed his eyes and fell into her efforts to please him. He smiled, feeling as if he had liberated the woman, if only for this evening, from the confines of perception as defined by her so-called peers. “But there is one hitch to your plan,” she whispered, kissing his neck and sucking at the flesh as her hand massaged his crotch. 
 
    “Th-th-there is?” Nulaki stammered, getting a hold of the excitement burning through his body. 
 
    “Mmmm-Hmmm,” she purred, licking the lobe of his ear. 
 
    “Gods, not the ear!” he thought as he lost his hold. His hand grabbed at the back of her head and pulled her mouth away from him. Giadrii gasped at the way the Fazbred man seized control of her body. She had no idea it had been in self-defense. Nulaki turned his head and forced her lips onto his. Their lips parted to allow their tongues to dart and dance around each other’s mouths. They rolled over as they kissed, Giadrii’s massaging hand squeezed harder, finding there was more to squeeze. Her grip did not bring discomfort, but it made a clear point that Nulaki was still wearing too much clothing. Breaking from kissing, Nulaki removed his pants in the same fashion he had taken off Giadrii’s dress. 
 
    “What is this hitch?” he asked, running his fingertips down the side of her body. The tickling sensation made her giggle and squirm before she reached out to touch his bare chest. 
 
    “What if I don’t succumb?” Giadrii smiled up at him. 
 
    “Challenge accepted!”  
 
    Nulaki started kissing her chest and stomach, working his way down between her legs when Giadrii called his name before biting down on her finger. Her free hand was on top of his head, letting him know she wanted more of what he was doing, and Nulaki began the assault on her pleasure pinnacle. He was hardly done using his mouth when she started begging for mercy. Taking her into his arms, Nulaki gently entered into the woman and she cried, kissing him repeatedly about the face. 
 
    “At last,” he thought, relieved that she was weak in his arms.  
 
    Once again in control of the event, Nulaki tried, in earnest, to supply every delight he could to the woman. She called the name Sebatio over and over again, which was fine, given that was the name he was using. He knew Sebatio would always be the blue-eyed, dark-haired wonder of a glorious evening aboard the cruise-liner.  
 
    Two hours later, Nulaki left the cabin. Giadrii was sound asleep after twice rolling over and delaying his departure. Nulaki smiled, assured he had time; the liner was not set to dock for another week at the earliest. He had every reason to believe pirates would be striking in a day or two. Too many of the ship’s crew seemed to be interested in the property of the passengers. One of the waiters had even picked his nose just before the breakfast buffet had opened. The pleasure cruiser would soon be leaving the common lanes of caravans. The liner would have to rely on their onboard pilots and their fighters for protection. Nulaki did not consider himself to be a professional pilot; his time with JoJo Starblazer had only given him more confirmation of a definite lack of skills. Still, he could remember giving many liner fighter pilots the slip on some of his rushed getaways. 
 
    Shedding the wig and the colored contact lenses, Nulaki was now wearing the body suit that Z had put together for him. With his weapons and tools at the ready, he was ready to hit the main passenger vault. His wrist-com vibrated and he looked down to read an incoming message: Mother made her move, as you predicted… it was excessive, as you predicted… am thanking you, as you predicted… you are welcome at Black Gate, Scarab… Gov. Gundryss.  
 
    “Oh, the places that man will go,” Nulaki whispered, sending an acknowledgement and a sincere ‘Thank You’ back to the Governor before donning his mask. He smiled as he started climbing up the wall to his first of three targets. Halfway up the wall, he activated his countdown clock. His Cobra-Nine would be warming up and self-launching in coordinated time with him reaching the second target so that it would rendezvous with him when he was done with his third.  
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    (Time Slip between XII-4112.16 And XII-4202.26 ) 
 
      
 
    “Star Chaser!” a voice called out, but Dungias could not hear it. “Star Chaser!” 
 
    “Who… who is that?” Alpha asked, barely capable of voice. Sparks flew as the drills and cutters worked against its body. 
 
    “It is Eesa! Alpha, where is Dungias?!” 
 
    “I… cannot see,” Alpha replied. “Twenty-seven percent… of reserves remain. I have… forgotten how to… absorb energy. Uungh!” Alpha shuddered as another laser drill was applied to its side. “Fifteen percent. Who… who is that?!”  
 
    Eesa could feel Alpha beginning to slip away just as she was losing her grip on the portal she had wedged back through time. She was nearly at the power levels she could wield and still maintain the cloak preventing the Chorus’ awareness of her. Even though the Stars felt weak to her at the moment, it was not a wise gambit to assume such a condition would continue for long. 
 
    “But I cannot abandon him,” Eesa thought as she began to pant from her exertion. “Dungias went on this quest at my behest. I didn’t see the trap and now he is dying!”  
 
    The Chorus had been prevented from entering the Deku and K’Dalkian Systems… they had received a similar reception when they had tried to enter The Territories. Their frustration, combined with their rage and fear, inspired them to craft a trap of their own; a breach-trap that would only be triggered by an object entering Rims Space from the Astral Universe. The trap had been attuned a specific set of Chronotonic Particles, making the signature of Dungias time-space anchor an easy target. When the Kulri-Kraythe had come into Rims Space, the trap was sprung, and the scout ship found itself in the middle of a collapsing star. While the heat had burned into the Kulri-Kraythe, overpowering the heat shields in five seconds, it had been enough time for Alpha to be inserted into the generator of the scout ship and Dungias to initiate a Jump-Stride. There had been no time to fear failing proper execution of the process, it was either jump or die. Unbeknownst to the Star Chaser and the Chorus of the Rims, Eesa had aided in the jump, using the power of the trap to assist the Traveler. 
 
    Though it had been some time, Eesa had observed the discipline of the Jump-Stride before, and the Traveler was performing it correctly. From all mortal perspectives, he had mastered the technique of locking Time and bridging Space, traipsing about the fringes of the definition of Space, effectively folding it. However, something in his mind had involuntarily sought to make the fold incorrectly, if only on the most minute detail. When Eesa moved to correct it, the lock on Time was lost and thusly both Time and Space were thrown into chaos. The backlash ripped through the Kulri-Kraythe, snatching each crewman out of the ship and dropping them along the timeline. Dungias was the first to be taken and he left the ship without even having the chance to call for Alpha. Reacting as fast as she could, Satithe had activated the fire suppression system, hoping the foam would physically link them together. After Dungias disappeared, another energy pulse snatched Rahneece who was attached by way of foam to Ulios. Teela was just centimeters from Jovasor when she faded. The unconscious physician was next. Ephaliun had just caught sight of Alpha when he too was taken. It was all Eesa could do to try and delay their departures so that they would appear in places where they could at least breathe. With the exception of Jovasor she had been successful. 
 
    The Kulri-Kraythe had hurdled through space; still in the Rims, but on the other side of Primus in relation to Black Gate. That region was Ardrian Territory. The ship was collected and, being something well ahead of their technology, the order quickly claim to dismantle it. But Alpha was to be first and Eesa quickly concluded that the only part of the Star Chaser that she could see was no longer with him. She closed her eyes, relinquishing her ambition to remain hidden from her siblings. 
 
    “No, it is not your time,” Cihpares said as she streaked into the tunnel. 
 
    “It isn’t yours either!” Eesa cried. 
 
    “You’re right. That moment has come and gone. It is time to settle accounts!” The tunnel closed after she flew through it, and Eesa dropped to her knees in the middle of the small rented room, wondering if she had allowed her fears to keep her from taking the proper action. 
 
    “What have I done?” 
 
      
 
    Cihpares flew directly into Alpha. “Hello, Alpha,” she cooed, passing through the Osamu, losing what ties she had left with the living world. “Goodbye, old friend!” Only a small portion of her essence was left inside Alpha, as she was unable to pass through it without some measure of exchange. Surging free of the Osamu, she passed through the walls of the facility where the Kulri-Kraythe had been taken.  
 
    “I see you, nyaka!” she declared as the image of the Star Chaser formed in front of her. She smiled, acknowledging the truth of the matter. She had, after all, passed into the time tunnel easily enough. She knew when she departed from Eesa she would not be returning . “What is left of this form cannot reach you… but my love for you, my life-light… your love for me… our love will always surpass Time and Space. Hear me, Dungias. Feel me, nyaka… feel me, and AWAKEN!”  
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4201.15) 
 
      
 
    Gold eyes opened and muscles under taut blue skin tightened. Dungias was brought to consciousness from a telepathically-induced coma. “Saru!” he screamed, hearing her voice call to him for the last time. He screamed again, feeling stabs of pain all over his body.  
 
    In response to his outcry, he heard another scream and the clatter of a metal stool falling over on a metal floor. Looking at himself, he saw a number of probes that had been inserted into his body. “I am… being dissected?” he whispered, reaching to remove the first probe. He grimaced as the device came away from his chest. He looked down at his legs and genitalia, lifting one eyebrow at seeing a probe there. “They are at least efficient… whoever they are.” As he removed the last of the probes, a slender woman dressed in a blue and silver military-styled uniform rushed into the room. Dungias quickly recognized the emblem of the Fuji-Karro Corporation on the belt of the uniform. 
 
    “You don’t want to do that,” the woman said, and the Traveler was struck with a wave of ThoughtWill energy targeted at his consciousness. His eyes squinted as he looked at the woman. “You want to lie back down and sleep!” 
 
    Dungias chuckled. “Hmmm, an argument that you might be Truebreed. I do not know which point of assumption to address first.” The woman gasped as she realized her attempt at telepathic domination had failed. “But it does not seem you suffer incurable denial.” 
 
    The woman turned and started for the door. Dungias’ body responded to his every whim. Saru’s last words had not only awakened him – an unknown energy had been delivered along with it – and while his heart felt a sharp pain of sadness, it was a loss he had come to terms with a long time ago. His Star-Stride was much faster than the faired-haired woman’s running gait, and she ran into his chest as he stepped in her path to the door. She bounced off of him and he took hold of her face, snarling at her. Her blue eyes flared wide in fright and, as Dungias had hoped, that fear kept her from defending her mind. He was able to see into her thoughts. Grace Walters was a gifted telepath, though her training left much to be desired. As Dungias reviewed how he had come to be in the room, he used the woman’s telepathic ability to reach out for the minds of the crew that had been placed in his charge, as well as Alpha. Despite her range, Dungias could find nothing of them, but he did find the sentiment of Cihpares and her last efforts to aid him… made fifteen days from now! 
 
    “The time anchor,” Dungias thought. “I must have erred during the Jump-Stride. But I know where Alpha will be in fifteen days… and I can feel… within the message Cihpares sent me… an image… no, a memory. A memory Satithe placed into Alpha before Cihpares loaded herself into it. Yes, I can see the others as they fell into the time stream.”  
 
    Grace grabbed on to Dungias’ wrist and arm as her mind and her capacity for telepathy were taken to new heights. She gasped at the wonder of the things she was made to see and sense. “Cih-par-es,” she muttered, looking into the face of the image of the entity and the Vinthur woman she had been in life. The sight of her death, however, was more than the woman could withstand and she collapsed. Dungias eased her down to the floor and then opened the door into the corridor. 
 
    “If I can see them,” he spoke softly as he walked, “… then Alpha was the last to be pulled from the ship – and therefore the last to arrive. If I take the time between my disappearance and the last memory of Alpha as the beginning and the ending of the event, then I can calculate where and when the others will appear. 
 
    “Fortunately, Grace knew where they took my things,” Dungias thought as the facility alarms sounded. He stopped at one particular door and waited. The reader for the door did not recognize him and he held his left arm out from his body. The grouping for Ardrian Marine marksmanship was something of discussion throughout the Rims. Dungias could now put the rumor to fact. Three bursts fired, and they all struck his hand, absorbed into his body. His fist then shattered the reader, ripping it from the wall. He dodged the next three round burst and hurled the hardware down the corridor. The frame smacked against the man’s face and he fell to the floor. The door to Grace’s office opened and Dungias moved quickly to check her computer. Her report on him had yet to be filed and the surveillance for the laboratory had been sent to two stations: Grace’s office and Security. The Star Chaser sent his hand thrust into the hardware, destroying the computer. He closed his eyes as the electrical back feed was absorbed. The Traveler could feel a fight coming on. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The foundation stones for a balanced success are honesty, character, integrity, faith, love and loyalty. 
 
    Zig Ziglar 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.25) 
 
      
 
    With her eyes on the readout, Jocasta leaned back in her chair. Starting at zero, the numbers for the account total began to flash… then they started to roll, increasing the amount. The first comma came quickly, as was to be expected. When the number was six figures large, Jocasta fully expected for the speed of the numbers to begin slowing down. They did not. She picked up her glass as the second comma appeared and the figure rolled past seven figures.  
 
    “Someone is trying to impress me,” she thought. “Then again, I did pretty much threaten to take him out if he paid too low a price. Quordion just might be exercising a sense of self-preservation. Either way, color me impressed!” The number stopped and Jocasta threw back the last of the rum she had in her glass. “Now Fate is trying to test my resolve,” she considered. With no one else in the room, the amount that had just been deposited was information that she held alone.  
 
    “I trust you find that amount satisfactory, Captain Starblazer?” Quordion asked and Jocasta looked at her monitor screen to see his inquiry was genuine. 
 
    “You’re a man of your word, Baron,” she said, taking her feet off of her desk. “I’ll give you that. I’m sure my crew will be most appreciative.” 
 
    “Are you really going to give it all to them, JoJo?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” she said confidently. “Comes a time when all the sabre-rattling in the world is just that: useless noise. I have a sturdy ship and a strong crew. It’s time to see if it’s a fine crew to go along with my fine ship. Besides, at the end of the day, they took the job all by themselves. I didn’t even know they were grabbing the damn thing. Didn’t know and didn’t care what the Prism Passion was! Took guts to take on the run, and skill to pull it off. Where I come from, that’s the sort of thing that gets rewarded!” 
 
    “It would seem I am not the only one bound to a code of ethics,” Quordion smiled as he spoke. 
 
    “Baron, neither one of us can name a person worth a damn that didn’t have a code of some sort,” Jocasta concluded. “… even if that code was ‘I don’t have a bloody code’. The sky is all open and free, but you need the stars to navigate. Code.” 
 
    “Would it be outside your code to tell me where you’re headed next?” Quordion asked. 
 
    “The Pearl Barony,” Jocasta said with an eager smile. She could see a change come over the Baron’s face as he looked away for a moment. “Is it me, or did the mood just suddenly change?”  
 
    Taking another moment to weigh how he should respond, Quordion finally spoke. “The Pearl Barony can be a rather precarious place, Captain. When my barony was at its worst, there were many ‘lost invitations’ to events where more than one barony participated. But I was not the only unwanted soul on the list of barons. Ivus Straum was there with me. The position of my barony, however, has reversed itself. I am now a welcome participant to the other Barons and Baronesses. Straum is still on the ‘lost invitation’ list. 
 
    “Let me also say,” Quordion quickly added, “… Ivus and I have held many events on those occasions we found ourselves on the outside looking in. It was our way of telling the Baronial hierarchy what it could do for us! And we still enjoy each other’s company.”  
 
    “But…” Jocasta prompted, taking hold of her cigaro. 
 
    “I guess you could say he stands too close to power,” the Onyx Baron stated. “To be lord over The Territory that houses both the Star-Wing Corps and Cloud Keep... he has adopted the worst traits of both communities.” 
 
    “I have business with the Corps.”  
 
    Again, Quordion was silenced for a moment. He looked at Jocasta and started to speak twice before actually putting forth speech. “I should not be surprised. You certainly have the temperament for that group… but their lair lies in a well-protected region of the barony and to even approach that place, you’ll need the Baron’s permission.”  
 
    “No, I don’t,” Jocasta declared, “… but I can see how it might make things easier if one already has it. I have to say the gambit has piqued my interests, Baron,” Jocasta said, getting up from her seat. “I know that wasn’t your intention, and please, don’t feel bad about it. There’s no telling how I’ll come away from a conversation.  
 
    “You have a dedicated frequency for me, Quordion,” Jocasta said, making it clear the conversation was being brought to a close. “Give it to Thandace, and use it when you need it.” 
 
    “That hardly sounds like the way of a pirate,” Quordion joked. 
 
    Jocasta smiled as she shook her head once. “Don’t worry… for you, that help will come with a receipt! Starblazer out.” Jocasta walked around her desk and out of her Ready Room. She looked at her brace-com and pulled up the amount held in the crew’s new account. “Oh yeah. This should prove to be interesting!” 
 
      
 
    The multiple conversations made it impossible for anyone to know what all was being said, and Olreye lifted his hands in surrender, closing his eyes and turning his face away from the group. “Look, I’m just telling you what we heard,” he asserted. “The man said eight figures!” As the murmurs started once again, Olreye turned and pointed at Mel. “Tank, am I lying?!” 
 
    “No he’s not,” Mel confirmed. “That’s exactly what the Onyx Baron said to his sister.” 
 
    “And what did she say?” Agatha asked and Mel sighed; his hopes of not being brought too deeply into the conversation had been dashed and ground under boot.  
 
    “She said she was okay with it,” Siekor shared, patting Mel on the shoulder, “… as long as the first figure wasn’t a one.” Murmurs started in the ranks again as Siekor leaned over toward Mel. “Why didn’t you want to tell them?” 
 
    “You mean, why didn’t I want to get them wound up before we have an actual number?” Mel said with lifted brow. “No reason. No reason at all.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Siekor said as he straightened up, recognizing his faux pas. “Good point, Tank. You know, just between you and me, I don’t know why Boss put Shotgun in over you. Seems like a mistake from where I’m standing.” 
 
    “Looks the same from where I’m sitting,” Mel returned. “But what can you do?” 
 
    “Take it to the Captain!” Siekor insisted. 
 
    “Don’t you think that might be just a little too heavy-handed? Besides, this way I’ve got more time for my studies, so I guess, in a way, Llaz was just helping me out.”
“Hey, whatever gets you through it, man,” Siekor said, looking at his fellow crewmates start to share tales of what they would do with the kind of money he had mentioned. 
 
    “So says the Number Two gun on the ship,” Mel stated. “Trying to get in my head and hope it brings me off my game?” 
 
    “Now do you think I would do such a thing… after you said that?” The two laughed as Jocasta made her entrance into the Mess Hall. All voices fell silent as each crewman made their way to a chair. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling I could get away with bloody murder right now if it meant giving you people the good news?” she smiled. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Thomasine said, standing up, wringing her hands together nervously. “Captain, you’ve delivered on everything you said you would, and I love how you keep this ship and your crew. But if you could please see your way to just telling us straight, I would certainly appreciate it.”  
 
    Jocasta smiled and nodded toward the young woman. She gestured for Thomasine to return to her chair and took another step forward, looking at Llaz. Though still very calm and cool, he was not as agreeable. In his eyes, Thomasine had crossed a line… there were many in Jocasta’s memory who would have agreed with him. Jocasta leaned toward him and spoke, “Do me a favor and let that one slide.” 
 
    “As you wish, Captain,” Llaz said, slowly blinking his eyes. 
 
    “And since you asked so nicely, after one helluva compliment, I will simply say you people have some talking to do. As of a few moments ago, the crew’s account received a deposit of thirty million cred! That means each of you just took in one and a quarter million baronial credits.” Jocasta noticed an immediate frown showing up on Llaz’ face. 
 
    “Excuse me, Captain, but that math doesn’t fly.”  
 
    “It works from here, Boss,” Jocasta said. “At the time of the job, we had a crew compliment of twenty-nine. Z left with five hands, leaving us with two dozen.” 
 
    Before the cheers could resume, Llaz moved to speak. “Crew is crew, Captain, whether they’re aboard or not. When we took the Prism Passion, there were a number of us that didn’t leave the ship at all. And since when does a haul made by the crew not include the Captain and the First Mate?!” Llaz inquired, gesturing toward Jocasta. 
 
    “Whoa!” Mel realized. “Captain, you didn’t include yourself?!” 
 
    Olkin pushed back from the table, shaking his head, looking as if he had been more than merely agitated. “No, nuh uh… that’s not happening!” 
 
    Olreye stood up to speak. “Hey, if the Captain wants to be gracious–” 
 
    “In the nicest way possible, Sonar, I’m asking you to please shut the hell up!” Pristacia said. “This is my first ship,” she admitted as she stood up, “so color me a newb, and yes, that’s with an E W and not a double-O B.” 
 
    “There’s a difference?” Agatha asked. Marlene quickly patted her arm as if to suggest she would explain it later. Pristacia only looked at the pilot for a moment before continuing. 
 
    “That is probably one of the most gracious gestures I’ve ever witnessed, Captain, and some of us are looking at those credits too damn hard.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say,” Cilrus asserted. “You show your face on the avenue and you’ll have credits lining up to take care of you!” 
 
    “It’s easy for all of us to say, CeCe,” Pristacia returned. “Look at where we are! Look at all we have! Captain, you say one and a quarter mill?” Pristacia continued, removing her weapons belt, tossing it to the middle of the table where she had been sitting. “Tank, put a price on that for me, please.” As eyes turned to look at Mel, Jocasta lowered hers to the floor.  
 
    “Bingo,” Jocasta thought. “I think I might just have a crew!”  
 
    Mel put his hand on the belt and tossed it back to his friend. “Princess, I wouldn’t even know where to begin. Dimensional pocket generation and maintenance as an effect of a machine?! It hasn’t been done… not that I’ve ever heard of. Anything like this in the Inner Rim, Siekor?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Siekor said quickly. He was leaning back in his chair with his arms folded when he turned to look at Mel. “You have to go to the better bookstores though. Vomisa’s fiction is only sold in print, and the paper is said to have psychotropic effects for anyone who touches them. But it’s good stuff!” 
 
    “How would you know if you’re high when you read it?!” Silnee asked. 
 
    “I used a glove,” Siekor explained. “Found out the hard way that the pages actually help you wrap your head around what he’s trying to say. Dimensional pockets? Outside of enchantments, I’ve heard about one the Empire uses to lock away casters they can’t handle. They say the facility’s lights dim just to open the door. That puts what we have, I would think, in the triple-digits of millions of credits. Of course, that’s just the belt alone. The holster recharges the gun. I’ve only seen that on powered armour… and the body armour is just… I could go on all day.  
 
    “Princess, serious point made!” Siekor declared, giving Pristacia a meaningful head nod. “The Captain has provided nothing but top-notch material to us. It’s the biggest reason why we were even able to do the job!” 
 
    “And of course, all of that would go a lot further if this were a democracy,” Llaz pointed out. “It’s not. The Captain will do with the money what she thinks is best.” Llaz led the applause, but it was not long before everyone joined in the clapping. Jocasta could see those who were clapping in earnest, a couple who did not want to be seen not clapping, and a few she was not sure what to think. She smiled at Llaz and held up her hand to silence the crowd. 
 
    “Okay, if that’s the way you guys want it, fine. I’ve got some personal business at our next stop and to be honest, I can’t say how long it is going to take. Boss, you are already aware that every member of this crew has a personal account, even if they were not aware of that until this very moment. Kindly see to it that each hand receives a quarter-million credits. That’s seven million out of the thirty. Take half of the remainder and put it in the ship’s account, the other half will go to the Discretionary Fund.” 
 
    “The what?” Mel asked, and he was not the only one who seemed to be confused. 
 
    “Z’s budget,” Jocasta clarified and everyone nodded. “We’re headed to the Pearl Barony, which I am told can be a challenging place for outsiders. Once we arrive, we will have ourselves a celebratory feast and a four-day stay in a place we won’t mind laying our heads down at night.” 
 
    “I’ll see what they have in the way of estates,” Llaz said. 
 
    “Lessons learned,” Jocasta agreed. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be at the helm, getting us underway.” Jocasta turned to take her leave when Hansel jumped up, holding up his hand. 
 
    “Uh, Captain!” he called as she rushed around Silnee and Olkin. “Can I talk to you for a second?” 
 
    “If you can walk and talk at the same time,” she replied without stopping. Hansel motioned to Xaedra, but she was not looking at him. She had barely heard anything of what had been said. Her mind, and subsequently her eyes, had been locked on one thing since she had walked into the room.  
 
    Xaedra thought she had met everyone, but obviously one very important person had been left out of the introduction process. He was so reserved and quiet, but his aura was not. He had attended the gathering, but it was clear he was not interested in money, which was a unique characteristic amongst Terrans. The moment everyone had been given permission to leave, he rose from his chair and walked toward the galley. Xaedra watched as the young man started to speak with Roc. 
 
    “Xaedra,” Hansel said, shaking her shoulder. 
 
    “What?!” she snapped, agitated at the interruption. “What is it, Hansel?!” 
 
    “You said you wanted to talk to the Captain about getting to NayFall,” he reminded her. 
 
    “Why would I want to go to NayFall?” she said, looking back at the young man as Roc walked by his slender frame, patting him on the back. 
 
    “What can I get for you, Bantar?” the large cook asked as the young man staggered forward from the clapping he had received. 
 
    “A new shoulder,” he jested, rubbing where the cook had touched him. “Actually, I was wondering if you had been able to carve out enough time to brew the tea.” 
 
    “Finished it this morning,” Roc replied. “According to the recipe, I’m not to remove it from the stove for another hour.” 
 
    “Right!” Bantar replied, remembering that the brew needed to set for a very long time before it could be served. “Seven hours. I forgot about that. Thanks for… you know…” 
 
    “It was my pleasure,” Roc smiled as he donned his apron. “Something of a challenge actually. I had fun nailing it down. And I was sure not to add the recipe to the database.” 
 
    “Oh. Wow. Thanks again, then,” Bantar said, surprised at the unexpected discretion the ship’s cook had applied. “I guess I can come back in about an hour.” 
 
    “I can bring it to you,” Xaedra volunteered. She was unaware of how loudly she had spoken. “Hello,” she said as Bantar turned to face her. “I’m Xaedra.” 
 
    “That’s not all she is!” Feldspar muttered. He and Olreye started to laugh when Llaz stepped up behind them. 
 
    “You are so right,” he said in agreement. “She’s lingering around… because she’s not crew! She doesn’t have a job to do… unlike all of the rest of us!” 
 
    “Yes, Boss,” Olreye replied before walking quickly for the door. 
 
    “And Hansel,” Llaz said to Hansel, “it looks like the lady has other things on her mind. The Captain is many things but–” 
 
    “Patient isn’t one of ‘em,” several people said in unison as they walked out of the Mess Hall. Hansel Giruek did not need another hint and he scampered from the room, turning down the corridor and running after the Captain. 
 
    “Thanks for taking the time to talk with me, Captain,” he said as he slowed to a walking stride. 
 
    “Not taking any time, Hans,” Jocasta explained. “Until my Chief Engineer develops point-to-point teleportation, I gotta walk to the Bridge. No law against you walking in the same direction at the same time. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “The crew and how I’d fit in,” Hansel replied. 
 
    “Hard to say without Z being here,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “You let your First Mate leave the ship along with your Chief Engineer?” 
 
    “Didn’t really have much choice there, Hans. Seeing as how they’re the same person.” Hansel stopped walking which forced Jocasta to stop. She was curious what had overcome the young man so powerfully as to put him in a near comatose state. “Problem?” 
 
    “Your First Mate is your Chief Engineer?” 
 
    “I know,” Jocasta replied, resuming her path. “It sucks, right?! Oh, it’s not too, too bad. I still have the Brain Trust, that’s the name I give to the smart sections of the crew. The scientists, the engineers, the wannabe Jockeys, the Rippers… all of that we call the Brain Trust. They’ve been holding their own in his absence. But then again, we haven’t had need to build another fighter or make major repairs to the ship.” 
 
    “Build another fighter?” Hansel asked as he followed. He did not walk well. His concentration was fixed on what he had heard and it caused him to stumble. 
 
    “I thought I told Llaz to give you the tour,” Jocasta said, looking back at the dumbfounded young man. 
 
    “He did… well, as far as he could. We told him about the trackers the Field Marshal loaded us with and he–” 
 
    “Took you to the Rippers to get cleaned out,” Jocasta sighed as she remembered the particular plight of the two latest additions to the ship’s passengers. “And that took time.” 
 
    “All kinds of time,” Hansel added. “But it didn’t hurt, not like when they made the installations.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jocasta said as she stopped, putting her hand on Hansel’s chest. “Did you mean to make that sound plural because you were including Xaedra, or was that made to sound plural because you had more than one tracker?” 
 
    “The second choice,” Hansel replied. Jocasta maintained eye contact, making sure she had heard what he had said. She sighed in disgust and started walking again. 
 
    “Might regret that going-away present,” she muttered. “It’s not like I was taking out his people, so much as his slaves.” 
 
    “Oh, not everyone gets the implants,” Hansel stated. “Only the shanghaied crew gets those. The grunts you had to take care of… they line up to fight for the FM. My boss was a volunteer too. She loves, or rather loved, making weapons!” 
 
    “A female weapons engineer?!” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay. That is a particularly haunting thought,” Jocasta shuddered as she reached the lift pole. “… letting someone who has cramps make weapons!  
 
    “So you got cleaned out,” she said as took hold of Hansel and pulled him close so that they stood on the same pad. “What’s on your mind now?” The lift pad started its way up and Hansel stumbled, but he did not fall. A quick hand had taken a tight hold of his belt and kept him from moving off the pad. Hansel was impressed with Jocasta’s strength and took hold of the pole. 
 
    “I want in!” he finally said. 
 
    “Tell me why.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “That’s what I said, echo boy, why?” Hansel looked away from Jocasta but she moved her hand from his belt to his chin, applying nearly the same strength of grip. “My eyes are here! When you speak to me, when you speak to anyone, you should be looking into their eyes. The obvious exceptions are for when you’re plotting and scheming, but that comes later. I’ll ask one more time: why?” 
 
    “Because!” Hansel nearly shouted. “The chairs.” Jocasta squinted, lightening her grip. It was not the tears welling up that had caused the change, it was the pain she could see in his face. Hansel was slender of frame, but he had some pretty broad shoulders. She would allow him a moment – encourage a moment – where he would let his shoulders take a rest. “Everybody sat in chairs,” he continued. “The Second Mate stood in the corner! Not me… not your Brain Trust people… the guy in charge!” 
 
    “The corner position gave him a better view of everyone else, Hans,” Jocasta explained. “And I think I know how that bastard of yours came up with all of his nicknames. He’s pretty much rank and file, isn’t he?” Hansel nodded, wiping his eyes. Jocasta stepped off the pole and brought Hansel along with her. “Don’t read this the wrong way, because I am Captain of this ship and I’ll go to the hilt on an ass quicker than you can blink. But even with that, there’s a line. I’ve never had a crew of my own, Hans. It’s been me saying ‘aye sir’ or ‘aye ma’am’. After that I was alone and then I was with Z. Oh, and one thing you should know about Z: he’s the smartest person you’ll ever meet. What’s spooky about him? He’s also the one you’d have to convince he’s the smartest person you’ll ever meet. Nothing spookier than humble power, boy. If you don’t remember anything else, remember that! 
 
    “When he told me I needed a crew and I told him to get stuffed, he said when you’re in charge, you face the challenge of time. Somewhere in your mind you will recall every moment you were working for an ass-hat that was dumber than you, not as skilled as you, or less humane than you. The challenge comes when you ask yourself whether you’re going to add to those numbers. I tell you right now, if I had ever served under a Captain that does what I do, I’d never be a Captain. But it didn’t work out that way for me, so I do what I can to not add to the ass-hat count.  
 
    “Boil all of that down, I own this ship!” Jocasta declared, walking onto the Bridge. “The First Mate makes sure the entire ship runs the way it should. Big freakin’ bonus that he’s the one who made the ship! The Second Mate sees to the crew… so that the First Mate can see to the ship… so that the Captain can say ‘go to where X marks the spot and let’s do some damage’! There’s all kinds of little points in-between that, but that’s the overview of it all as I see it. You want in… I can use another engineer, especially one with a good head,” she said, touching her index finger to his forehead. “… and a better heart!” she added, placing her palm on his chest. “But you should know there is one universal law on my ship: never piss off the engineer!” 
 
    “Really?!” Hansel asked, his eyes flaring wide in wonder. 
 
    “Really!” Jocasta assured. “You keep me flying, I will never piss you off!” She paused, a smirk finding its way to her face. “Well, at least not on purpose.” 
 
    “Permission to report to the Brain Trust, Captain?” 
 
    “Negative, recruit,” Jocasta said as she took her seat at the controls. “Report to Boss, and tell him to get you into Basic Training. Not going to have a brain that can’t fend for himself. No, sir, not on my boat! You get through Basic, Boss will hand you off to Shotgun who will rate your aptitude. If he says you can man a lab, then you can go to work. If not, you go to class and then you’ll man a lab. 
 
    “How does that suit you?” Jocasta asked as she sent commands to bring the drives online.  
 
    “Permission to report to Boss, Captain?” 
 
    “Granted, Hans, and best of skill.” Hansel quickly turned and ran out of the room. Jocasta was amused by his haste and his energy.  
 
    “He’ll forget, but I won’t,” she whispered. “I was locked in a powered-down battle suit, completely at his mercy… at least, as far as he knew. He took care of me. Yeah, some pretty broad shoulders on that one!” Jocasta started to plot a course, but decided to pilot for a while.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.  
 
    Martin Luther King, Jr. 
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    From outside appearances, the Xara-Mansura was a quiet ship, moving silently through space; now fifty-one hours from the Onyx Barony, one hundred fifty-four before she would reach the outer markers for the Pearl Barony. With the exception of the observation deck, the windows were situated only along the corridors of the mammoth vessel. One would have to step inside to see the tempered chaos that kept the mettle of the ship and its crew. 
 
    For only if one had eyes on the firing range could they see Mel, in his armoured hoverchair, moving quickly through the obstacle course, lining up targets with his rifle, firing as he used his body weight and verbal commands to pilot the vehicle, change weapons and tools, and exit the course having scored center mass or head shots on all but one of the targets… that target fell with a neck wound from a hurled bolo that wound around and constricted, eventually removing the head. 
 
      
 
    In the Simulator Room Nielsen Feldspar sat at the control console, monitoring the workouts of Cilrus Cliye who had placed himself back in the arena, facing off against six other gladiators, though none were armed with simple archaic weaponry.  
 
    In the neighboring simulation pod, Olreye was commanding a strike mission to retrieve the First Mate. It was his third time in this challenge scenario. Fighting against the computer-generated images, he smiled. At least this time, he was still alive. Dungias was once again dead and the mission was a complete failure, but Olreye had managed to escape the estate with fierce tree-like creatures in close pursuit. 
 
      
 
    Synh Dayami walked around the perimeter of the padded floor of the dojo, sweat falling from his body. He walked, watched, and waited, looking for the perfect time and place to take his wooden sword and attack Pristacia as she defended herself from a hard-pressing Llaz. Synh had never seen such a rapid increase of skill, strength, and perception in his life… and to see it in more than one person made him question the means by which this improvement had been achieved. But he would not speak of it. At least, not yet. Words would have to be shared with Dungias first, as he was the closest thing to a samurai aboard the ship. JoJo was the Empress, and in his mind she was above such things. His thrust was late and Pristacia was more than ready for him. He wound up nearly striking Llaz and withdrew to keep from being struck by Pristacia. 
 
    “Everything all right?” she asked without taking her eyes off of Llaz. 
 
    “A lapse of concentration,” Synh admitted, distracting Llaz who was caught by a fast jab from the woman. “It will not happen again!” 
 
    “You think you’ll get the chance!” Pristacia charged in behind her jab, landing another. She moved to grapple Llaz, but he spun and landed a blind palm thrust to her ribs. 
 
    Panting deeply, but steadying himself from the landed blows, Llaz smiled and nodded. “Yeah, because you’re going to be out in just a couple of seconds!” 
 
      
 
    The members of the Pinion Project were engaged in training of another nature. Deolun looked at his brace-com as the countdown clock approached zero. He looked at the others as they rushed about the hangar tossing tools and equipment to each other making repairs to a wounded ship. When the timer reached zero, a loud buzzer sounded and everyone stopped working. 
 
    “I can tell you right now this one’s far from green,” Deolun said as he leveled a hand-scanner at the craft. “Blood red!  
 
    “Not bad,” he said with a bright smile as he moved to the next spacecraft. “You managed to get the primary generator online.” Cheers came from the pilots and gunners as they congratulated each other. “Whoa there, wild feathers! I said the generator is online. But because you guys forgot the capacitors, all of that energy is flowing, unchecked, right into the cockpit. Congratulations. You’re cooked before you could even taxi to the launch deck! That’ll be three laps!” Deolun fell in at the rear of the line and ran with the rest of the group. He barked orders to increase the pace whenever he heard a complaint. He smiled at the way the group was coming together, having fully expected that his approach to teaching the more technical aspects of maintaining special equipment would be scoffed at or ridiculed. Only the gods knew how long it had taken to convince Bruveia and Hennix, and even they were only beginning to take the lessons seriously. Silnee, however, had surprised him. She had started to nod even before he was done explaining himself. It had been her idea to make him the instructor of the lessons, and to add a teamwork element as well as a time limit to the process. 
 
      
 
    Willis Siekor continued to shake his head in disgust as he stirred the large pot. Roc kept only a cursory eye on the young man’s progress, feeling that the young pirate hopeful needed a break. It was not every day that a man had the good fortune to roll five sixes on the last pass; of course a person would double their bets with only one roll left to the game. To have that bet taken though, such was the very definition of gambling. It did not help matters that the player had never rolled bones before. Feldspar had warned Siekor about beginner’s luck to no avail. The wage had been tripled in credit count and saddled with even more chores. Siekor had taken the bet… and now he was stirring the lumps out of the gravy. As soon as he was done with that, the potatoes had already been cleaned and were awaiting his peeling tool. After this meal, which included serving and clean-up, he only had four more meals to work in the kitchens. 
 
    “Six aces,” Siekor muttered. Roc bit down on his bottom lip to keep from laughing. The cook could still see the look of shock and awe on Siekor’s face when the last die stopped rolling. It looked as if the life behind the young man’s eyes abandoned him. Roc turned his back to Siekor, fearing he was going to lose in his struggle at any moment. 
 
      
 
    Without a work or training detail to report to for at least five hours, Obanyo and Thomasine were allowed to spend time together in the arboretum. Theirs’ was a relationship of a very different perspective. Thomasine was taller and generally accepted as the better driver, pilot, and fighter when compared to Obanyo. That did not stop her passions for the young man, and it was hardly an unrequited love. 
 
    “What did you do?” Obanyo asked as they walked past a rather exotic collection of wildflowers. A picnic blanket had been laid out with a decanter of wine, two glasses, and a picnic basket with a loaf of bread jutting out from one end. 
 
    “Saying ‘thank you’,” Thomasine replied as she knelt down on the blanket and patted a clear spot next to her. “Boss has turned it up a notch since we left the Garnet Barony. I think there was a point where Nightingale actually stepped in to suspend some of the work details.” 
 
    “Knowing Llaz, he was testing the medics to see if they would speak up on behalf of the crew,” Obanyo said as he sat down beside Thomasine. “Amos has been to the edge and back. He squared off on Llaz with a quickness! But you didn’t have to go and do all of this!” 
 
    “Yes I did!” Thomasine quickly argued. “Scamps, why do you want to keep it lidded?” 
 
    “No one needs to know,” Obanyo said as he looked off at the blue trees. Thomasine took hold of his face and made him look at her. 
 
    “Well, I know!” she said softly before kissing him. “I moved too soon and damn near blew the whole thing.” She ran her fingers through his thick red hair and Obanyo closed his eyes at the sensation. “That skinny bitch almost had my number and you took out three! Well, maybe more wiry than skinny, but damn if she couldn’t take a punch! You saved our part of the mission and more importantly my life, Scamps. I can’t thank you enough. You’re my he–” 
 
    “Uh, Thomasine?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Could you just shut up and keep thanking me, please?” Thomasine’s hazel eyes shined as she smiled. She nodded and kissed Obanyo again, only slower and with more passion. He was more than receptive as he put his hand on the side of her face. Thomasine quickly moved both of his hands to her chest and she depressed a button on her brace-com that locked the door to the arboretum. She slowly lowered her back to the blanket and Obanyo’s lips remained pressed against hers. With one move of his right hand her blouse fell open and their lips parted as Thomasine looked down, amazed at his handiwork. 
 
    “I keep forgetting how good you are with locks,” she cooed. 
 
    “There you go talking again,” Obanyo whispered before kissing Thomasine who giggled as she surrendered to him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and allowed herself to melt into his advances. 
 
      
 
    He waited in the corner, nervously going about the business of trying not to look nervous. He could not say what was taking so long, but Hansel did not know how much longer he could stand it. 
 
    “I wonder if I missed Number Five,” he thought as Culshee looked up at him before returning her attention to the group. “Well that didn’t look good!” 
 
    “Do you think we should make a decision without Centerpointe and Boss?” Amos asked and Hansel rose up on his toes, stretching his neck as far as he could. 
 
    “Boss left the final decision to me,” Kryltane explained in a voice that was a little louder than Amos’. “And what would it matter? It’s not like we’re adding to anyone’s roster.” 
 
    “Kot!” Hansel stepped back, fearing the worst news. 
 
    “We’re not?!” Amos returned and Hansel took a step forward. 
 
    “There’s always room in the grunt lines,” Kryltane concluded and Hansel’s body shuddered. 
 
    “Shotgun, you think you might want to keep it down?” Culshee asked. 
 
    “Is he still in the room?!” Kryltane asked with no one opting to give him an answer. “You think he can hear us over here trying to make him suffer?!” 
 
    “Wha–” Hansel said, with his eyes getting a little wider.  
 
    Kryltane turned around with a smile on his face. The emerging Jockey threw his arms out from his sides and chuckled. “Hansel, the only thing you’re missing is a crew name. I was just giving you a hard time.” The two embraced and only then did the mech-tech allow himself to relax. “JoJo said you were good, but I don’t think she has a handle on everything you know… which is always a good thing. Barring the Captain’s objection, welcome to the Brain Trust!” 
 
    “Wow! Yeah, you guys really had me going, what with the ‘not adding to anyone’s roster’ bit.” 
 
    “Well, that part was accurate,” Kryltane replied. “We’ve got the room and we’ve got the tools… I don’t see why you don’t head up your own robotics lab and suit forge. You’ve had some infantry training. Llaz will be working with you on improving your scores and getting engaged in a scenario, but other than that, I think you should get to work as soon as possible. We could use some extra attention put to the suits around here.” 
 
    “Seriously?!” 
 
    “Trust him on one thing,” Amos said, clapping his hand down on Hansel’s shoulder. “When it comes to getting work done, there’s no such thing as a sense of humor!” 
 
      
 
    “Three fours and three sixes,” Bantar said, slamming the mouth of the cup down on the table. He lifted the cup to see exactly what he had called. 
 
    “Now look in the mirror,” Xaedra directed. Looking up above the table where he sat, Bantar lost his smile, seeing exactly the same thing he had called, but the placement of the dice had changed; all the fours were on one side and the sixes were on the other. When he looked back down at the table, the dice were in a straight line from left to right with the odd dice as six and the even numbered die were four. 
 
    “That is amazing!” Bantar laughed, picking up the die to the far left. He closed his eyes and ran his finger over the face he had been looking at. He felt only one depression and opened his eyes to see seven. “Fantastic! How are you doing that?” 
 
    “You already know,” Xaedra said with a smile as she approached the table carrying a tray. She set it down on the table and poured Bantar a cup of tea. 
 
    “Xaedra, how many times do I have to tell you, you don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I like fetching and serving your tea,” she argued. “And you’re stalling. Answer the question.” Bantar’s eyes did not move, but it was clear he was thinking. He ran his finger over the face once again. 
 
    “I feel that it’s a one,” Bantar stated. “… but when I look at it, I see seven dots, which no six-sided die ever holds.” 
 
    “And what does that tell you?” Xaedra asked. “Look at the die again as you consider your response.” 
 
    Bantar looked again, but the dots on the face of the die were now moving. Closing his eyes, the young man focused his mind, extending his feelings through his mind. Though he could feel ThoughtWill in his mind which he had not generated, there was no sign of telepathy. 
 
    “What you’re doing, it isn’t telepathic,” he concluded. “It isn’t mind to mind… but it is mind to brain! You’re manipulating the signals sent through my optic nerve!” 
 
    “That is the difference between the way your people approach the manipulation, and the way the DerFae do it,” Xaedra explained. “We do not believe in invisibility. We do believe in tricking the mind into thinking it does not see what is present. This is still a minor skill when engaging with FantasioR. Many races acknowledge the Energy, but Terrans, and even the Olasson, place their focus in the dead version of the power.” 
 
    “The dead version?!” Bantar repeated. “Suggesting there is a live version!” 
 
    “Of course there is,” Xaedra said, stroking the back of his neck. “All the Energies have living expressions! Why should FantasioR be any different?”  
 
    “I was only aware that MajiK had approached that evolution.” 
 
    “Approached?! No, that could not be further from the truth!” Xaedra said, turning Bantar around to look at her. “That is all the universe is, Bantar: life! From the moment the stars were born, giving birth to cosmic forces, everything has been a stage of one kind of life or another. The moment you find the living FantasioR, you will be able to further your studies. 
 
    “And she waits for you, young Bantar,” Xaedra said softly. 
 
    “What? She what?” 
 
    “She knows you are seeking the means to wield her light, and she is waiting for you.” A soft, warm yellowish light shone from behind Xaedra as her head tilted and her eyes closed. Gossamer wings formed on her back and immediately began to move quickly, creating a soft buzzing sound. “And if you like… I can arrange an introduction.” 
 
    “You can?” Bantar asked, standing up as he gawked at how the Faebred Human flew. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Are we not friends, Bantar?” 
 
    “We just met a couple of days ago, Xaedra,” he replied. “I mean, I like you. I like you a lot! And it’s been great spending time with you, getting to know you.” 
 
    “Your body does not possess one dishonest bone, does it?” she asked, smiling more brightly. “That is the light I am responding to. Your attraction is met with mine, but that is not why I am making you this offer.” 
 
    “And I didn’t roll six ones, did I?” Bantar asked, already fearing the truth. 
 
    “It appeared to me that you did,” she chuckled. “You’re going to need the time your winning wager collected, Bantar. The meeting will not be brief, not to this realm. And if we start now, we may finish before we reach the Pearl Barony. If you wish to make it up to Siekor then, that will be your option.” 
 
    “You don’t like him, do you?” 
 
    “Nor trust him, and he is not the only one,” Xaedra quickly replied. “But I trust you. Take my hands and let us leave this place. I promise I will bring you back.” 
 
    “Tuitonn?” Bantar said, looking back the floating orb. Xaedra gasped in shock, having forgotten he was even still in the room. “What should I do?” 
 
    “What you feel yourself led to do, young man,” he answered as he lowered himself toward the floor. “The DerFae speaks of a level of power that is beyond my experience regarding FantasioR. But that is not why I am moved to answer you directly. You’re not asking me to clarify any specific matter… you pose the question so that you can more easily contend with your fears! We agreed–” 
 
    “That would never be your place,” Bantar sighed. “I know. I’m sorry. It just…” 
 
    “Seems to be so much,” Tuitonn finished. “And you wonder if Bantar is worthy of this power... or any power for that matter. I am not sure if this perspective will be too helpful, but it is a consideration. Your humility is a strong virtue and it should never be relinquished. It should, however, be matched stride-for-stride by the affirmation of who and what you are… Spectre.”  
 
    Inside the mind of the young collegiate student, the words of Tuitonn found a recess that was normally walled off from Bantar’s thought processes; a place where he dreamt of all the things he could come to be. Much had happened within that recess since the time Bantar had told himself such thoughts would not serve him. Looking to his Captain and her First Mate as examples, the Vohlterran Freeman dared to be worthy of their faith and efforts. He smiled at Tuitonn before turning to Xaedra, holding out his hands. She flew by him, taking hold of the left hand, and in a bright flash of MannA, they were gone.  
 
    “And it seems my work here is done,” Tuitonn said as he floated toward the door. “One can only hope there are no further delays!” 
 
      
 
    Jocasta’s eyes squinted as she looked at the destination clock. “Reaching one-third the distance to Pearl,” she thought, reaching for the throttle. She fired reverse thrusters, bringing the ship to a near-stop. “I need to change up… think a bit more before I act. It’s easy to shoot from the hip when Z’s got your back-up and there’s only the two of you. What’s the worst that can happen? Getting a lecture while we count the haul?! 
 
    “I’ve got a crew now… not to mention some pretty high-end stolen treats that’s sure to be all over the Grid right now… the wrong kind of telnet, too. Haggenshire’s going to keep a lid on everything for as long as he can, spending out the side of his ass to get his stuff back before his customers and backers are any the wiser.” Instead of changing consoles, Jocasta used her brace-com to have her computer take inventory of what was being transmitted through the relay stations. It was slower going without Satithe, but Dungias had long-since taught the woman how to read inside waves, finding the secret coding, the hushed messages of the telnet. A slow rise of her brow was the result of her initial search. “He does know there is a storage limit to these, doesn’t he? Kot on a stick, a blind man could see this stuff. 
 
    “Which means he wants it to be seen,” Jocasta whispered, activating the intercom. “Shotgun, are you busy?” 
 
    “Never too busy for you, Captain,” Kryltane responded quickly, securing the open channel to where it was only he and Jocasta on the line. “Did you read my report?” 
 
    “If it’s about Hansel, don’t bother. He used the Tane Technique as far as I’m concerned. He wants in, he’s in!  
 
    “Listen, I just ran a wave-reader,” Jocasta said, checking her sensors again. She activated long-range sensors and concentrated them on the area of space where the Haggenshire Platform should have been. “Can you tell if I tripped anything?” Sitting back in her chair, Jocasta put her elbows on the arm rests of her chair and made a fist, cracking her knuckles. 
 
    “Yeah, you sure did,” Kryltane advised. “We’ve got several active seekers in the virtual database. And boy, are they fast-movers. They’re going to figure out they’re not in a real system in a few seconds!” A tell-tale beep came from the sensors console. Long-range sensors picked up the launch of three ships from the Haggenshire; two gunships and a battle-cruiser. None of the three ships were running at regulation speeds, and they were all accelerating.  
 
    “Someone’s burning the midnight and mid-day oil too,” Jocasta thought, kicking in the drivers and changing course. “Happens when you hit a target with big pockets: other big pockets come to try and save his fat ass! The rich and powerful will protect first the rich and powerful. Class warfare at its best. Well, Mr. Haggenshire is suddenly less wealthy, and after we read the rest of his holdings, I get the feeling he won’t be invited to the big parties anymore. He’ll have to turn that platform into an amusement park or something. 
 
    “Any tracking capabilities on those seekers?” she asked. 
 
    “Major tracking!” Kryltane informed. “Nothing that’s getting out of the holding chamber where the database is, but they will know where the seekers were when they jumped off the line.” 
 
    “As good a point as any to start a search,” Jocasta concluded. “Never thought I’d say this, but I’m really missing Middle Rim Maggots right about now. Keep forgetting this is a controlled territory governed mostly by who has the biggest kill stroke.” 
 
    “Captain, there’s something else. We have to go to full stealth right now!” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jocasta said, quickly getting up out of her chair. She reached the manual controls and pushed the lever all the way forward. Lights on the Bridge dimmed for a moment and she received the warning that the ship was now losing power as the drives were lowered to the point that Full Stealth Mode could be maintained. The power usage warning came seconds before proximity alarms sounded. Jocasta moved quickly back to the helm and activated all consoles. 
 
    “Give me optics and a full sensor read.” 
 
    “Unable to initiate given instruct–” 
 
    “Lower the god-damned sensor intensity to acceptable levels and give me a sector read!” Jocasta barked, cursing the fact that the operating system of the ship would have known what she meant and the sensors would have been adjusted. Her main screen picked up an image. Three soft white-light portals had opened, and were beginning to close, but not before a total of thirty-six fighters had flown through and into the sector. Jocasta took a reading of the signature of the shutter portals. “And sound the general alarm,” Jocasta said softly. “Son of a bitch, these are some impressive deep-pockets. 
 
    “I need Tolip and Boss on the Bridge,” Jocasta commanded. “Shotgun, where are you on the read of our last haul?” 
 
    “We uh… we just got done counting the credits!” Kryltane yelled. He had moved well away from his console and the microphone therein. 
 
    “Use your brace-com, genius,” Jocasta suggested with a grin forming on her face. She could feel an old familiar friend making the rounds. 
 
    The edge! It was the place where people found themselves after doing bad deeds when it appeared that they just might have to answer for them. That was Jocasta Endigun’s backyard, but her crew was still relatively young and inexperienced. There was a chance they would jump skittish. The first time she had been pushed to this point, she had responded in such a way that Scimitar took notice of her. He had started training her, putting in the effort to make it so that when she next would attack a point of fear, instead of running from it, she might hit what she was aiming at and do some good! 
 
    Taking her seat, Jocasta spoke in a calm and even tone, trying to reach through the line and put a gentle hand on the side of Kryltane’s face. “Tane, take a breath before you say a word. Just breathe. 
 
    “It’s okay to feel fear. Means you’re wired right. But stow it away in your belly and save me again, just like you at the Stick & Rudder!” She could hear him breathing and there was no shaking in the exhaling as there had been when he took in the air. “Talk to me, Shotgun.” 
 
    “Hard currency counted and yes, it was a sacrilegious amount,” Kryltane reported. “The gem count and categorization is going slower due to the need to appraise each stone. All in all, we’re maybe one-third into the first vault.”  
 
    “Gods, curse me for being too good,” Jocasta muttered, licking her lips. She looked at the fighters and smiled. She had seen the red and black striping before, and the five black skulls on the tail wings cinched it for her. “Well, hello Field Marshal! Are you looking for the one who stomped your assault team and then bitch-slapped your base?  
 
    “And that reminds me,” Jocasta muttered, bringing up a map on her brace-com as the doors opened, allowing Llaz a running entry. The doors started to close but then reopened to allow Silnee to enter. Jocasta smiled at the map and quickly got up out of her chair, motioning for Silnee to take the helm. She approached Llaz and touched the fingertips of her left hand to his chest. 
 
    “There’s a time to enforce the protocols you’re given, and then there’s a time to just follow orders,” Jocasta said. 
 
    “You’re leaving the ship and you want to go solo,” Llaz concluded. Jocasta kissed the man full on the mouth. 
 
    “Don’t you dare change unless it’s to get better!,” she said. “Take the ship back to the Onyx Barony and hide out in the shadow of that dead moon. If you don’t hear from me in three days, take the ship back to Black Gate.” 
 
    “Captain!” Llaz started. Jocasta’s fingertips touched softly on his lips. 
 
    “I’m trusting you with my ship, Boss,” she said softly. “Don’t you dare let me down!” 
 
    “We’ve got incoming!” Silnee reported. “Eighty-seven, mark, two point five degrees!” 
 
    “Alter course to two, seven, zero, mark, zero,” Llaz commanded, softly taking hold of Jocasta’s shoulder and moving her slightly aside. “Okay, we’ve got power signatures and bogeys galore. Power up the emitter relays, configure half to cancel that scanned aperture energy signature and half ready to emit lancinators. Do not erect shields without my command.” There was a brief moment of silence as the fighter passed within fifty meters of the Xara-Mansura and Silnee started to speak when Llaz had further orders to give. “Cancel the general alarm and sound battle-stations!” Lights flashed and alarms sounded three loud blasts rousing everyone from their duties and pastimes. “Siekor, I need you and Feldspar on the Bridge. Tolip, as soon as Siekor gets here, you’re to report to the launch deck.” Llaz stopped to turn and look at a very amazed Captain. “You’d be surprised at what Z has us drilling.” 
 
    “Only if I were stupid enough to put a cap on how he thinks!” Jocasta smiled. “Boss, the ship is yours!” Jocasta turned and started running. 
 
    “Okay, is it supposed to feel like this?” she thought, rubbing her stomach. She knew she was not that hungry, but she did not know how else to describe the emptiness she suddenly felt. Jocasta started running. She needed to get to her Ready Room and suit up for her departure. “All of this over a gigantic glow-in-the-dark marble! 
 
    “Shotgun, the virtual database that caught those trackers, can you jack that into a portable device?” 
 
    “Can and will, Captain. Where do you want it?” 
 
    “Meet me at Daedalus!” she commanded before opening another channel. “Roc, anything you can whip up into a go-package in the next three minutes would be greatly appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    Llaz took a seat at the console next to Silnee and reviewed the data logs. “We’re in the Kot, aren’t we?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t act like this is your first time in a smelly place,” Llaz said calmly, without looking up from his screens. “We steal Kot! We’d be the worst of fools to think that the scent would never get on us!” He acknowledged a status that had been sent to his brace-com. “Pre-flight for Daedalus reads clean and green, decreasing power in section to energize capacitors in the launch tunnel.” 
 
    “An assisted launch will be detected, Llaz.” 
 
    “Good. Both you and the computer have advised me of that,” he replied as Feldspar reached the Bridge. Llaz quickly got up from his seat and directed Feldspar to take his place. “But, if you recall, the ship is mine. Appreciate the input, but right about now, being detected actually works to our advantage.” 
 
    Nielsen was in place and ready to receive orders when Siekor entered the room. Llaz glanced at his brace-com and Siekor winced at his tardiness. Silnee gave up her chair and ran off the Bridge, opening a channel to her team. 
 
    “Pinion, give me a status!” 
 
    “Cruel Intentions ready to fly, Flight Commander” Agatha reported.  
 
    “Trident is clean and green, Flight,” Bruveia advised. 
 
    “Feather has been prepped and she’s first on the ready-deck,” Deolun stated, sounding as if he was climbing into his seat. “All ships are maxed out on weapons load. Intentions is heavy one bomb and two booster packs. Feather is heavy two batteries linked directly to her guns. 
 
    “Good looking out, Centerpointe,” Silnee replied. “Headed to launch bay!” 
 
      
 
    Jocasta ran into the hangar and she could hear the engines of her fighter. Kryltane was just climbing down from the wing of the craft. Cilrus was in his heavy armour standing beside the spacecraft. “Sorry, CeCe, Momma’s taking this one alone!” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” Cilrus said, dropping to one knee, “… but I’d hate for you to be out there without me. Tank put the finishing touches on this a few days ago. I test-fired it, and lowered the power settings to where I think you can handle it.” Cilrus strapped a long housing construct to her left leg. It quickly wrapped around her thigh and connected with her weapons belt. The tone coming from her brace-com told Jocasta that the weapon had been designed by her First Mate and was now locking into place. She chuckled and patted the large man on his shoulder. 
 
    “You need to shadow Boss now, CeCe,” she directed. “I want him looking better when I get back.” 
 
    “That’ll just mean you and I will have to fight over him,” Cilrus replied as he stood up. “Give ‘em hell, Captain.” 
 
    “CeCe, hell is just the appetizer!” Jocasta climbed up into the fighter and noticed that a drone had been placed into the second seat. “You got a name, drone?” 
 
    “Milo, Captain,” the drone replied. 
 
    “Milo, if you want to continue to function, you’ll find some other place to be in three seconds!” 
 
    “Enjoy your trip, Captain,” the drone said as it moved out of the fighter and out of the hangar. 
 
    “That’s part of the plan.” Jocasta tightened her gloves, plugged the line coming from her seat into her weapons belt. She tapped her choker and it became her helmet. It only took seconds for the computer to align all systems, and she could see the launch capacitors nearly at maximum capacity. 
 
    “The portable storage-ware is already set to launch from your rear starboard wing,” Kryltane advised. Jocasta gave a thumbs-up sign as her canopy closed over her. 
 
    “Boss, Daedalus is ready to fly,” she said calmly, lifting the landing gear. The fighter floated in place and she secured her shoulder straps. “But we can’t afford an assisted launch.” 
 
    “Roger, Daedalus,” Llaz replied. “Please recognize this is my ship and we will launch as I see fit… unless the Captain wants her ship back right here and now.” The channel changed from the one in the cockpit to the one in her helmet. “I realize that trust is a major issue for you. But last I checked–” 
 
    “Launch when ready,” Jocasta interrupted. “Just remember the toll for every scratch you put on my baby, Llaz. I might bed you afterwards, but depending on how many scratches there are, only one of us might enjoy the sex!” 
 
      
 
    “Open the launch tube,” Llaz commanded. “Tolip, Pinion is yours to command, but I’ve chosen specific targets along with suggestions as to who should do what. Review and respond, please.” 
 
    “Targets reviewed. After simultaneous launch of all fighter craft, Feather and Cruel Intentions will engage the fighters. Trident will stand-by for support and stealth field generation. When you give the all-call, we disappear and rendezvous with the Xara-Mansura. Permission to speak freely?” 
 
    “Denied,” Llaz quickly returned. “If you want out, I will get someone else to sit in that chair.” 
 
    “Feather is mine!” Silnee shot back. There was anger in her voice, but she did not yell her response. “Orders received and understood. Does anyone want out?” Silnee only allowed a few seconds for an answer. “Pinion is ready to fly!” 
 
    “Just for Kots and grins,” Siekor said softly after muting the Bridge, “… who would you put in that chair?” 
 
    “Nobody knows everything, Siekor,” Llaz replied.  
 
    “Oh, that guy! Yeah, he’s pretty good!” Siekor re-engaged the sound system. 
 
    “Contact!” Feldspar called out. “We’ve got three more energy signatures! All three are five times the size of the first three! Confirmed, it’s the same energy pattern. We’ve got more doors forming!” 
 
    “Are they in range of our pulse?” Llaz asked. 
 
    “With only half of the emitters dedicated, we can reach only two of them.” 
 
    “Trident, this is Boss. You’ve got a new target. It will be emerging from the coordinates you are now receiving. I want that ship as dysfunctional as you can make it! Launch Pinion and ready pulse emission!” 
 
    As the three ships moved under their own power out of the Xara-Mansura, the noses of the three large ships were emerging from the portals. It was easy to see two were battleships and one was a carrier. Fighters were launching from the deck of the carrier and Llaz gave the order to fire the pulse. The portals flickered, turning blue and then purple before they closed, ripping through the hulls of the two ships. Only the second battleship was unaffected. The count of thirty-six fighters had only grown to forty-two when the portal closed. Two of those ships were already signaling Mayday, veering away from the larger fighter group. 
 
      
 
    “Bait and switch, Murder,” Silnee commanded, dropping her stealth field. “Ready a one-two delivery!” She throttled up and turned her ship to pass through the cloud of fighter-craft. Charged to deliver just over one-third its maximum potential, her nose cannon fired, hitting three ships as she pressed back against her seat.  
 
    The speed her ship was able to attain was everything the simulator had promised and, as Pristacia had already warned them, no matter how good Z made the simulator, the act of climbing into one already let you know your life is not on the line. “It’ll be different in the real, people,” she had said. “The best you can do is breathe it in, suck it up, and let it all hang out! Z’s gotten us to the limit, but you can only push it so far in the safety of these pods. That is when you’ll find if you’re a flyer or not!” 
 
    “I’m a flyer!” Silnee shouted, jerking her stick to the right and sending the Feather into a spiraling barrel roll. She scored another two fighters, but none of her shots managed to get through the shielding each enemy craft possessed. At best she had rattled them, infuriated them, and caused them to more eagerly pursue her… which was the aim of her maneuver. As fifteen fighters filed into a tight line formation firing on a ship that was pulling away from them, Cruel Intentions came from their rear, with Agatha firing lancinators to take out their shields. Marlene then fired laser cannons to take out the ships. Twelve of the fifteen were either destroyed or left unable to continue. The rest of the fighters scattered and the Cruel Intentions turned, engaging one of its two booster packs. 
 
    With two thirds of the battleship through the portal, the black fighter craft launched its one extra bomb. Llaz smiled when he saw the energy signature of the device. It struck the frame of the portal and, like the other two, it too flickered and collapsed, cutting off the engine section of the battleship. 
 
    “Contact!” Feldspar announced. “Two more portals and both are out of pulse range!” 
 
    “Now is as good a time as any,” Llaz said as he opened a channel. “Daedalus, you are go for launch!” he stated. Jocasta did not have time to respond when the launch tube came alive with a gravity field that hurled Daedalus out into space, streaking away from the Xara-Mansura. “Okay, Pinion, let’s say goodnight!” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Silnee whispered as she turned her ship to rendezvous with the Cruel Intentions. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what was that, Tolip?” Llaz inquired. 
 
    “Nothing, Boss,” she said clearly. “Closing the curtain. All ships on me.” As the three fighter craft converged on one another, Marlene fired on any enemy fighters that might have gathered up enough courage to make an attack run on them. 
 
    “Sorry about the over-coverage there, Trident,” Agatha said. 
 
    “You are,” Deolun replied, “… but we’re not. We might have left the nest as three, but we’re returning as five!” 
 
    “Way to go, Trident!” Marlene exclaimed. As the three-man spacecraft came into view, a fighter craft was on its port flank and an attack shuttle was on its starboard; with visible damage to the canopy and entry door respectively. Deolun called up a stealth field and made it large enough for all five ships, but they had to fly in tight formation. They were headed out of the sector in one direction, the Xara-Mansura was already out of the sector headed in the opposite direction. The rendezvous point was six hours away, and much closer to the Onyx Barony.  
 
    The Daedalus continued on its flight toward the Pearl Barony with the security features of Kryltane’s storage facility now overrun by the seekers. They were broadcasting, and Jocasta throttled up her ship. She only had to keep it up a few more minutes. She changed course every fifteen seconds or so just to keep her pursuers honest and away from using majikul portals that might block her off from her destination. After her countdown, she jettisoned the storage pack and made a tight turn away from it, locking on to a destination point not too far from her current position. Two minutes after ejecting the pod, another portal opened and this one was bright white, appearing to be encased in some sort of shielding. Fighters flew out of it, quickly locking on to the storage pack and then the Daedalus. 
 
    “Come get me if you dare,” Jocasta whispered, opting not to erect a stealth field. An energy beam fired from the nose of her ship; it was the necessary signature to open a draft-hole to the slipstream. According to what she had gained from Hansel, the aperture would remain open for thirty seconds without another burst of energy. Only the fastest of her pursuers stood a chance at making it inside. When the opening closed, three fighters were in the tunnels with her. 
 
    Taking a tighter grip on her controls, Jocasta piloted the Daedalus down the tunnel. The curves and contours had been mapped… by probe. Where she was now – the charts aboard the Field Marshal’s yacht had showed them as uncharted by man – not even the probes had managed to make it out of the area. There was pressure in the tunnels and gravity, but the environment would not support human life. Jocasta smiled. She had learned a long time ago that human life only made up a small fraction of what could be found in the Rims. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The only thing that should surprise us is that there are still some things that can surprise us.  
 
    Francois de La Rochefoucauld 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.27) 
 
      
 
    Looking at his screen, the young Communications Officer did not want to believe what he was reading. He was nearly at the point of praying for the line in the message that would read, ‘Psych’, or ‘… made you look!’, anything but the words: message confirmed.  
 
    “How bad is it?” a colleague asked as she checked her own console. 
 
    “They’re still counting the dead,” the young Com-Off replied, lowering his head, closing his eyes. How many times had he seen others seated in this chair – tasked with being a messenger – leave to deliver bad news to the Field Marshal only to never be seen or heard from again? “They lost the McKendrick.” 
 
    “They what?!” she gasped, covering her mouth after she had spoken. 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighed. “They lost her along with two gunships and over twenty fighters. And that was at the point of attack! I have to go.” Getting up from his seat, the young man started for the door but stopped as he looked at Officer of the Watch. 
 
    “O-Dub, call me a hypocrite, but I’d rather not have a pool running,” the young man requested. “If there is a need to, I’d like all of my personal effects to be sent to my sister.” 
 
    “Will do… hypocrite,” the soldier said without ever changing from his far-off stare.  
 
    The Com-Off made his way out of the room and started the long walk to where the Field Marshal could be found. According to the locator program, Uhnveer Plarzo was still on the terrace; he had received a guest earlier… apparently that party was still at the station… making made matters worse. The young officer knew if he delayed delivery there would be no chance of his disappearance; it would be a foregone conclusion! 
 
     
 
    “It seems that time has caught up with both of us, my friend,” Pwalzikun Haggenshire said before finishing the last of his wine. 
 
    “Only a fool races against time,” Uhnveer Plarzo replied as he gazed out of the window. “Dreamers! Always racing against things they can never beat. But then again, when ample life has been handed to you, one can afford to engage in such fantasies. Gods know, you have nothing else to do with your time. Ask a poor man what he does with his spare time and he will look at you as if you’re speaking in a foreign tongue.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but you are hardly a poor man,” Pwalzikun argued. 
 
    “I’m not as wealthy as I was yesterday,” Uhnveer stated, crushing his drinking glass in his hand. His skin was too tough to be cut by fancy glass, but a few pieces managed to stick in the flesh of his palm. 
 
    “Neither of us are,” the man admitted watching the Delbred man destroy a perfectly good drinking glass. 
 
    “When I find the people responsible for this… let’s just say I will reconcile all accounts… very slowly!” 
 
    “Ahh, if only you could do that sooner rather than later,” Pwalzikun said as he stood up from his chair. “It would spare me a load of expenses.” 
 
    “A load?!” Uhnveer said, turning away from the wall-sized window. “You had hundreds of millions of credits in your vaults.” 
 
    “All of the on-the-books currency was insured,” Pwalzikun replied, shrugging his shoulders. 
 
    “And the gemstones?” 
 
    “The same, after they had been appraised at greater than their actual worth.” 
 
    “And the other materials?” 
 
    “Now that is where it hurts,” Pwalzikun admitted. “And a particularly bad sticking point. The off-the book materials… wide in range, let me assure you. 
 
    “And what insurance is there to protect me from Guilds and operatives of the baronies?” Pwalzikun thought. “… or the Empire, for that matter? 
 
    Pwalzikun shook his head, thinking of all that had been taken from him… and so quickly. “Mind you, there was insurance for those as well, but there is no policy that covers the divots this event has hammered into my reputation. The platform may have to spend a few seasons off the circuit.” 
 
    “During which time you’ll find more pockets to take care of your recapitalization,” Uhnveer muttered. 
 
    “And here I thought you had nothing but resentment for all things financial,” Pwalzikun smiled. 
 
    “Don’t worry, that is all I have for such things.” 
 
    “That sounds like a man who resents the fact that he did not have insurance to cover his secret base,” Pwalzikun said as he approached. He put his hand on Uhnveer’s shoulder. “Look at it this way, Uhn–” Though the Field Marshal was shorter than the tall and lean Master of the space platform, he was of both Terran and Delman bloods; the latter had afforded him great strength and surprising speed of movement. The fingers of his powerful hand closed around Pwalzikun’s neck. 
 
    “I trust you also have life insurance, eh, Pwalzikun?” Uhnveer asked. “Surely having that allows you some measure of comfort as you die! 
 
    “I was commissioned to do a job, you pompous fool! Not only did my men fail to obtain the objective, but in retaliation from a still-unidentified party, I lost a major base of operations… one that was hidden inside the slipstream! Thousands of personnel, billions of credits and that region of Tween-Space were lost… and I don’t even know who to exact my revenge upon!” Uhnveer released his grip and Pwalzikun fell to his hands and knees, gasping for air. He looked up to see his Com-Off walk out onto the terrace. The young man noticed Pwalzikun Haggenshire on the floor, but it did not cause him to hesitate. He walked directly to his Field Marshal and saluted. 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Sir, it is a personal matter regarding the Black Gate Keeper,” the young man reported. 
 
    “With me,” Uhnveer said as he walked off the terrace, signaling his guards to tend to his guest. Once they were alone in the corridor, Uhnveer turned to face his soldier. “Any word from Black Gate?” 
 
    “Nothing confirmed, sir,” the Officer said as he took a step forward. “But I did not think you wanted to receive the actual information in front of unsecured company, sir.” 
 
    “What information?” Uhnveer asked, placing his hands behind his back. 
 
    “In undeclared space, someone breached our carrier grid-waves. Transmission Seekers were transmitted, but they were collected and immediately taken offline.” 
 
    “Any decent Jockey could have done that,” Uhnveer commented.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” the Officer quickly agreed, “but the seekers were transmitting their location when they were taken. The coordinates were in the middle of nowhere, not even the relay satellites could see a ship or send-grid.” 
 
    “That is different.” 
 
    “Commander Kopolo scrambled fighters and had InvokeRs create teleportation apertures.” 
 
    “How many fighters?” Uhnveer asked. 
 
    “Three squadrons.” 
 
    “Damn fool,” the Delbred male muttered. “Too many! He didn’t even know what he was dealing with.” 
 
    “When Squad Leaders reported no ship, Commander Kopolo took his Gunship Group into the area.” 
 
    “The McKendrick?” Uhnveer asked. 
 
    “Yes sir. But something happened, sir.” 
 
    “What do you mean something?” 
 
    “The InvokeRs experienced backlash as the ships were in transit,” the young man reported. “The two gunships were immediately destroyed… the McKendrick was taken out shortly thereafter. Numbers have not yet been confirmed, but it looks like all souls lost, sir, with extensive damage done to Crystal Pointe.” 
 
    “How the hell did they hit headquarters?!” Uhnveer barked as he put his hands on his hips. 
 
    “When the portals were destroyed, the backlash tore through the InvokeR Corps. Only the two masters who teleported themselves away survived, sir.” 
 
    “Are you telling me I got cut down to two casters?! Two! From a dozen!” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, sir,” the Officer stated, keeping himself facing forward. Eye contact with the Field Marshal was, at best, ill-advised, and the Officer still had every hope of returning to his post. 
 
    Uhnveer paced for a moment, muttering to himself. It was clear he was enraged and utterly frustrated. Twice now he had been hit and hit hard. Though there was no evidence that one culprit was responsible for the deeds done, instinct told the strategist that was exactly the case. He looked around the corridor, the floor and the ceiling, stopping on the young officer.  
 
    “You think you’re smarter than me, don’t you?” Uhnveer asked. 
 
    “No sir!” the young man quickly barked his response. 
 
    “Sure you do,” Uhnveer nodded. “You know what happened to the last Com-Off who brought me bad news, and you thought you could circumvent it. So you get me out of the room where I am entertaining a guest to cut me off from using that as an excuse to pulverize you. That’s what happened to your predecessor. You have to be aware of that.” 
 
    “I am aware, sir. I live to serve the Field Marshal.” 
 
    “Do you now?”  
 
    “Yes sir!” 
 
    “You volunteer to join my ranks?” 
 
    “Negative sir,” the officer replied. “I was recompense for credits owed to you by my father and brother.” 
 
    “How many credits?” 
 
    “One hundred and fifty thousand, sir!”  
 
    “And how long have you been in my service?” 
 
    “Three years, sir!” 
 
    “That would put you at the midway point, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “No sir!” the young man replied. “There were additional charges for my uniform, my medical file and my equipment. “I have five years yet, sir.” 
 
    “Guard!” Uhnveer called out. “Let’s see how you do serving them out in the arenas!” 
 
    “You called, Field Marshal?” two guards had answered his summons and both were among his better trained personnel. 
 
    “I will not require an escort, sir,” the young officer stated. “If it is your wish for me to report to the arenas, that is what I will do!” 
 
    “A smart man with integrity!” Uhnveer stated. “Fine, after you send a top-priority message back to Crystal Pointe. It’s time to replenish our numbers. Have all ship commanders scour The Territories for candidates and report back to the Pointe as soon as possible. Then you can report to the arenas for training.” 
 
    “Aye sir!” the officer said before he saluted, turned on his heels, and started back to the Command Deck to send out word of the Field Marshal’s orders. The first few strides he took away from the man, the young officer had his eyes closed, failing in his attempt to come away from the exchange unscathed. But he was still alive, and he smiled at the thought that he had won the betting pool.  
 
    Uhnveer watched the young man walk away. His gait was no different than when he had first approached to deliver the news. “Survive the arenas, boy,” he thought. “Show me that your body matches your spirit and we will make something out of you just yet!” He motioned to the guard who had spoken, beckoning him to step closer. 
 
    “Get word to Letron. Tell him to name his price, but he needs to find me answers. Give him the coordinates of where the McKendrick was lost. He can begin his search there.” 
 
    “Aye sir,” the guard replied. “You have an incoming transmission, sir.” 
 
    “Source?” 
 
    “Master Handrotineer.” Uhnveer looked at the guard, sighed in disgust and nodded.  
 
    “I will take it in my quarters. 
 
    “Apparently I’m not too old to be caught between a rock and a hard place,” Uhnveer thought as he walked. 
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    “Okay… this is different,” Jocasta thought, looking at the rock formations all around her. The Daedalus was streaking through a tunnel of some sort, when Jocasta had expected the same starless space she had seen the last time she was in the slipstream. “Hey, Jo, do you think that might be why this section is uncharted?” she chastised herself. 
 
    “That is a perfectly acceptable hypothesis,” Tuitonn replied, causing Jocasta to jump in her seat. 
 
    “Tuitonn!” she screamed. “I swear you’re one trigger-nudge from being a glassy doughnut!” 
 
    “On your left, Captain,” Tuitonn warned. 
 
    “I know what the hell is ahead and on my left, you little shit!” Jocasta barked, looking at the ThoughtWill orb as she pulled the stick slightly to the right and back to make her ship tilt and climb over a small mound of rock. The sparkling fighter-craft leveled out with a fairly clear horizon in front of it. “Didn’t I give an order that I was taking this one solo?” 
 
    “Did she just pilot this craft without looking?!” Tuitonn thought. 
 
    “You did, Captain, but that was an order I could not follow… according to the instructions of the First Mate.” 
 
    Jocasta sighed in frustration as proximity alarms sounded from her console. She faced forward and she could see that the three fighter-craft were closing in on her position. “We’ve still got company. And when are you people going to get it through your heads that I outrank him?!” 
 
    “That was never in question,” Tuitonn replied as he started to glow, accessing the controls of the rear seat, namely weapons and defenses. “In fact, I fully expect to be punished upon our return. However, I would rather have you punish me than fall short of my purpose as a member of this crew.” 
 
    “They’re powering weapons,” Jocasta said softly, easing the throttle up on her fighter. “And just what the hell do you see as your purpose, Tuitonn?!” 
 
    “The same purpose as I had when you found me,” he replied, “… to be a guardian. Only now, I have a greater treasure to protect.” 
 
    “You think flattery will get you out of this?” 
 
    “You misunderstand me, Captain,” Tuitonn returned. “I did not mean to flatter. I meant to inform. I have had many masters; each one was preoccupied with the acquisition of power or knowledge. You seek only freedom… and the adventure of the occasional procurement of materials which do not belong to you.” Jocasta snickered as a laser bolt missed over the top of her fighter. 
 
    “You just have to love the man-style of thinking,” Jocasta whispered as she pulled on the stick. She piloted her fighter around a column of solid rock. The size of the tunnel had changed dramatically and suddenly there was little room between the floor and the ceiling. The changes, however, had not moved her pursuers to keep from firing, forcing JoJo to maintain break-neck speeds. “Have gun, will shoot!” 
 
    “It does seem to be a common shortcoming of the male of the species,” Tuitonn remarked. 
 
    “Don’t get it twisted; I know some quick-triggered bitches that give men a run for their money. 
 
    “Whoa, major dip!” Jocasta shouted, inverting her ship as she flew over the lip of the rocky floor into a very deep, but incredibly slender shaft. She pulled back on the stick to bring the nose around and fired her lift thrusters to keep from smacking into the far wall. She could hear an explosion behind her as she activated scanning lasers. She was able to confirm one of her pursuers failed to negotiate the obstacle. 
 
    “Well done, Captain!” Tuitonn was nearly cheering. 
 
    “Thanks, Tuitonn,” Jocasta said as she relaxed. “Sooo many changes have to be made to that map! ‘Cuz I do not recall that in the brochure! The other two must have come to a full stop. Here’s our chance to put some distance between us… so long as this baby doesn’t dead end on us. The Field Marshal’s mappers must not like him much! 
 
    “And damn if this baby did not respond instantly,” Jocasta thought as she came to another tunnel. “He almost made the turn for me!” She leveled Daedalus off along the lines of the gravity pull she could feel and throttled up for even more speed.  
 
    “Interesting,” Tuitonn monitored. “She said ‘us’ and ‘our’. No, she is not like any other master I have had… and it seems the least striking difference is that she is not a practitioner of wielding any of the Energies. 
 
    “But I think we should get back to your earlier observation,” Tuitonn suggested. “… about why this region is uncharted.” 
 
    “We need to have that conversation right now?!” she shouted before she felt something on the back of her neck. She was getting an itch again. “Oh hell!” 
 
    The alarm sounded once; her sensors had picked up a fast-moving object coming from her starboard side. Jocasta did not have sight of the object when she pulled and rolled the stick. A black form flew by her ship, just missing the starboard engine port and Jocasta could hear some sort of shrieking noise as it was dodged.  
 
    “It’s coming around for another swipe,” Tuitonn warned. 
 
    “Hope he brought his tanning lotion!” Jocasta said through gritted teeth. Creating a gravity lock with the ground, and firing her braking thrusters, she brought her ship to an abrupt halt. She then quickly set the power of the anchor to its maximum setting as she pushed for full forward thrust. The black-skinned body was caught in the fire from Daedalus’ engines and hurled back and up into the ceiling.  
 
    “Incredible!” Tuitonn commented as he manipulated the sensors of the fighter-craft. “He was definitely affected by the thrust of the engines, but I am not detecting any signs of burning or scarring!” 
 
    “So, he did bring his tanning lotion!” Jocasta said as she disengaged the gravity anchor. “I take it this is what you were getting around to saying as to why this region is uncharted?” 
 
    “It would appear to be the very reason, Captain,” Tuitonn replied. “I felt their minds when–” 
 
    “Their mindsss,” Jocasta barked as she banked around column. “Just how many are we talking about here?!” 
 
    “Oh… all of them!” Tuitonn answered. “Take that left!” 
 
    Jocasta did not question the directive she had been given and took the Daedalus into a very tight turn to her port side where there was a small tunnel in the cave wall. “Folding wings forward,” she said as she pulled the small lever that brought the wings forward. She could feel the speed of the ship decrease, and she noticed how the craft seemed more responsive to the slightest movement of the stick. 
 
    “You beautiful, blue-skinned bitch!” Jocasta thought as an even smile spread wide across her face. “For the record, Z, I love you!” 
 
    “These are their caves, Captain,” Tuitonn stated. “I doubt we can outrun or out maneuver them for long.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But the layout of these caves was in the mind of the one you just dodged,” Tuitonn said as he accessed the navigational computer. “I am uploading that layout to your nav-com. I believe the flashing dot is where you will find the Tween-Space you’re seeking.” 
 
    “Bingo,” Jocasta whispered as the tunnel started to grow tighter. “X marks the spot!” 
 
    “And I can feel more of them approaching,” Tuitonn advised. “Their intentions are anything but hospitable.” 
 
    “We could very well be flying through their nursery, mind-ball,” Jocasta offered. “… and just so’s you knows… I don’t have to out-fly these little beasties. I just have to out fly those two idiots still on my tail! Hold on to your ass!” Jocasta took her ship into a barrel-roll that led into a dive into another tunnel. Her smiling face slowly became a visage of concentration and incredible awareness. “No offense, Tuitonn, but shut up until I say otherwise… 
 
    “Momma’s got work to do,” she whispered as she flexed her fingers to take tighter grips of the controls. “Time to go into the flow!” Jocasta pushed her engines for three-quarters their maximum output. The howl of the machinery achieved both objectives Jocasta had in mind: move the Daedalus along faster, and alert the creatures of the caves to her position. Impact alarms sounded as the tunnel grew tighter. They sounded for nearly two seconds before Jocasta deactivated their audio component. She activated her nose cannon and set it for a single discharge per pull of the trigger. The tips of her forward folded wings took on a slight blue glow as they were prepared to emit gravity fields to assist with the turning of the craft. In effect, they would create rails along which the runaway train called Daedalus would ride. 
 
    Protruding rock formations, unexpected columns of solid rock, and the fact that the tunnel itself was not engineered for machine flight all made their attempts to be stumbling blocks for the course Jocasta had decided to take; different from the one that Tuitonn had uploaded to her screen. She could hear weapons fire, explosions, and animal cries in the distance. After the explosions, however, the sound of the guns was lost and all she was left with was the cry of the bodies that were now hounding her ship. 
 
    “These crapstacks are fast!” she thought as she took half a heartbeat to look at her sensor screen. She was not yet at seventy-five percent output, but these creatures were closing the gap. “Might have to come out of atmospheric mode. 
 
    “Only one-third the way and they’re closing too fast for me to– 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch!” Jocasta yelled, pushing forward on the stick, pulling back hard and stirring the controls as she manipulated the pedal controls. The Daedalus flew under a shelf, climbed over a jagged mound and then barrel-rolled to knife-fly a slender gap. The ship was rocked slightly as the shields along the belly of the fighter-craft sparked against the solid rock wall. Jocasta leveled off her ship and turned down yet another tunnel, the fourth of a five-way split. 
 
    “How did she know that was the only one large enough for this ship?!” Tuitonn thought, wishing that he had hands to grasp the arm rests of the chair. His telekinesis would have to suffice, but before he could augment the strength of that field, the ThoughtWill orb felt something… something quite unexpected. 
 
    “Captain,” Tuitonn called to her. 
 
    “Tuitonn, I said shut up!” 
 
    “Jocasta Elise Endigun!” Tuitonn shouted in a voice of authority he had not known he possessed. It was much more powerful than the one he had used the day he had met his current master; intimidating himself in the same measure. “Stop this craft at once!” 
 
    “What? How? Somebody slap- how the hell do you know that name?” Jocasta barked as the reverse thrusters fired. As Daedalus slowed, Jocasta folded her helmet. “And tell me before these things start ripping into my ship!” 
 
    “Ripping into your ship is not what they now have in mind,” Tuitonn advised. “In fact, they wish to speak to you. Their queen is en route and will be here shortly.” 
 
    “Talk about what?!” Jocasta gasped as she hand-combed her hair. 
 
    Tuitonn was glad he did not possess a body. It would have been impossible to keep from giggling at the woman. There were few things JoJo Starblazer truly respected. The flight capability of these creatures; their ability to make her push herself… yes, they had earned a pinnacle of respect given to very, very few! To have that pinnacle maneuver itself to where it was on equal standing humbled the pirate, and Tuitonn knew he was about to witness a very rare event: the genuine humility of his latest master. 
 
    “It would appear that while they live in caves, these creatures are quite intelligent and have been here since the time when The Territories were formed. They have seen untold numbers of bad pilots, a few good pilots, one or two legendary pilots, and they have just witnessed you. They doubt you harbor any ill-will to their kind, and their queen would like you to know the feeling is mutual.” 
 
    “Tuitonn, what did you do?!” 
 
    “I swear to you, Mistress, I am simply translating their thoughts to you,” Tuitonn testified. “They seem to be aware that I can do that. The wish to see you was not a passing thought so much as one directed at me.” 
 
    “Well, I guess the helmet will be plenty of air,” Jocasta said as she removed her shoulder straps. 
 
    “They have taken that into account, Captain,” Tuitonn said as wind started to swirl around the ship. Jocasta looked up out of the canopy and lost the ability to move for a moment. 
 
    “Sweet star of deliverance, shine me home,” she whispered. “Is that what was chasing me?” 
 
    Looking something like a Pteranodon, the black-skinned creature stood two and a half meters tall with a wingspan of ten meters. What Jocasta first thought was a massive tail feather separated into two powerfully built, feather-lined legs. The talons at the end of its feet were hooked and looked incredibly sharp. Unlike the Pteranodon, there were no arms attached to the powerful wings that appeared to be lined thinly with feathers. As it landed upon the ground, Jocasta could see the assumed feathers were actually long strands of hair that seemed to be capable of independent movement. Two large arms were folded into the chest much like the way a Praying Mantis carried its arms, and while the claws were smaller than those on the feet, there were only three on each foot; the hands possessed five fingers and an opposable thumb. 
 
    “Good gracious alive,” Jocasta said as watched the creature land. It took two steps toward the Daedalus with a purple-wooded branch in its one-meter long pointed black beak. The upper and lower edges of the beak were lined with teeth – razor sharp near the front, but wide and flat at the rear. The large branch fell against the rock and the creature cried out, squatting over it, wrapping its massive wings around the severed plant. Small specks of yellow light traveled down the hairs for a moment, generating a slight glow. The creature then stood up and backed away. The branch was glowing brightly, and Tuitonn ran a sensor sweep over the area. 
 
    “Approaching breathable conditions,” he reported. “But they suggest you take a dose of Gwarthine, just to be safe.” 
 
    “Consider it done,” Jocasta said as she reached for her med-pack. She was ready to hand the injector back when she reminded herself that Tuitonn did not need to breathe. The canopy opened and she quickly climbed down the side of the fighter. When she reached the ground, Tuitonn floated down and sat atop her cane. “You like it there, eh?” she chuckled. 
 
    “With a few minor renovations, I think it would be an ideal place for me to be,” Tuitonn returned. 
 
    “Take it up with blue-boy when he gets back,” Jocasta whispered. There was a strong scent to the air, but nothing she found to be disagreeable – more like a sweet pine-like aroma that made her feel pretty good. “And we have to get some of that herb!” 
 
    “For one who is as gifted to flight as you, young Terran, more will be brought to you before you take your leave of us,” Tuitonn said as a larger winged creature approached, landing in front of the one that had brought the branch. “Captain, I believe that’s the–” 
 
    “No Kot, Tuitonn,” Jocasta muttered, smacking the top of her cane. “I think I got that. Can you link us up so that she can understand me?” 
 
    “The tongue of the Terran is known to us ‘Captain’,” the female gargled as her wings folded. Coming into the light cast off by the hull of Daedalus, Jocasta could see the true color of their skin, talons and beaks. They were not black at all, but silver. 
 
    “Silverbeaks!” Jocasta whispered, feeling something of a familiar presence to the creatures. 
 
    “That is not the name given to our race, but you say it with such an air that I must say there is an appeal to the sound of it. While there is no direct translation between our system of communication and your Common Tongue, you may call me Nexia.” 
 
    “That’s it!” Jocasta gasped, stepping back. “That’s what I’m getting! Not Captain Shadow… but his brother!” 
 
    “What is it, child?” the Queen inquired. 
 
    “Do you know Nexeous?!” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Do you?!” Nexia asked; a sudden change to her tone and manner. 
 
    “I met his brother,” Jocasta replied, catching herself. “Well, not so much his brother as… um…”               
 
    “Beta-Alphexeous,” Nexia concluded. “That explains much. You have his brand of tenacity, even a measure of his daring…” 
 
    “But?” Jocasta asked, her head tilting over to the side. 
 
    “But you lack his precision, young one,” Nexia explained. “The grazing of the pass was evidence of that. Still, for your age, you stand to surpass all that he ever was… and I speak of the master mold, not the able-bodied Beta Form.” 
 
    “Okay, you just made a friend for life!” Jocasta said, approaching Nexia. She closed her eyes and placed the side of her face into the chest of the tall creature as she wrapped her arms around as much as she could hold. The mantis-like arms draped over Jocasta’s shoulders and the embrace was returned. Nexia closed her eyes, wrapping her wings around the woman. All of her attendants and protectors took in the image, the scent, and the feel of the woman, sending it through the cave formations located in various tunnels of the slipstream. ‘This one is not to be harmed, but helped!’ was the conveyed message, and the princesses that ruled over the other enclaves posed no argument to the position. It was a verdict made ensconced into law when the images of the military base – responsible for so many deaths of the Slip Shrikes – was relayed, along with the sight of the very same woman at the controls of the spaceship leaving the scene of its destruction with an evil smile on her face. 
 
    “And what are you called?” Nexia asked, receiving the images. 
 
    “This cannot be happening,” Tuitonn thought. 
 
    “JoJo. JoJo Starblazer.” 
 
    “And you oppose the one called the Field Marshal?” she asked, leaning back to look down on the woman’s face. “You are responsible for what happened to his base?” 
 
    “Wow, small slipstream!” Jocasta said, stepping back and looking up into Nexia’s purple and red eyes. “Yes, that was something I left for the base. Didn’t know it belonged to the Field–, okay his name is Uhnveer Plarzo. I didn’t set out to take him on, but if I had known it was his base, it wouldn’t have changed how everything went down… except for maybe a neener-transmission sent after the blast,” she muttered in reflection before looking again at Nexia. “I’ve got no love for the man, and with the way he goes about things, he can kiss me at the crack!” 
 
    “That is good enough, JoJo Starblazer,” Nexia said as she reached to the inside of her left wing. She pulled several stands of hair from the wing and handed them to Jocasta. “You are a fellow flyer, JoJo Starblazer, and while you are not one of our blood, bone, or talon… you are a sister of our wings and stars!” 
 
    With a bright smile on her face, Jocasta took the hairs and quickly braided them into her own hair, making a silver and blue tail on the side of her head. She coughed as she looked up at Nexia for approval. The Queen of the Slip Shrikes nodded and took hold of Jocasta’s shoulder. 
 
    “The effect of the burning herb is fading and you will soon be out of air,” she said, escorting Jocasta back to the Daedalus. “Even if I were to summon more, prolonged exposure to our air is not good for you.” 
 
    “I’ll come back when I’ve spoken with a good friend of mine,” Jocasta replied. “Two blinks, a frown, and a lecture… he’ll have a fix for it. He made this darling boy for me after all,” Jocasta smiled, gesturing toward her fighter. 
 
    “An inspired designed,” Nexia commented. “The forward-folding wings remind me of the War-Star.” 
 
    “Crap, how did I miss that?” Jocasta thought, looking at her ship. She climbed up to the cockpit, coughing again. Her throat was getting tight, and she was starting to feel cold. “Whoa, Queen Nexia wasn’t kidding. Going to need some air and real soon.” The canopy closed and she breathed in the fresh air, falling into a state of slight dizziness for a few minutes. By the time her mind was clear, she could see four attendants, one at each major compass point, guarding her and Daedalus. That told her that more than the Silverbeaks were in these caves.  Jocasta called for her helmet and turned to look at Nexia. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve met your share of posers, Nexia,” Jocasta whispered. “But I meant every fucking word: a friend for life! For life, my Queen!”  
 
    “Your word is held in even greater faith than your piloting, young Starblazer,” Nexia projected, amazing Jocasta that she could receive any sort of telepathy while she wore her helmet. “Wrong Energy,” the Queen added. “It is not my mind you are hearing. We Silverbeaks live by our passions! And for every day you fly, JoJo, we fly with you!” 
 
    Daedalus was up and flying in the next instant. Jocasta tightened her gloves and, against the pleading of Tuitonn, she once again engaged her engines at three-quarter maximum thrust. The turns were tight, the falls and climbs were sharp, and once again she did not fly alone… but she was not being chased… she was being raced.  
 
    Second place was not a term Jocasta believed in, and she cackled as she escaped the tunnels half a meter ahead of the fastest flying Silverbeak; the smallest of the attendants. He was young, not yet at the end of adolescence, but he craved speed and was trailing light at the end of the contest. 
 
    “Another time, little brother!” Jocasta shouted as she turned into the slipstream. 
 
    “Any time,” he replied, flapping his wings for another burst of speed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    All great deeds and all great thoughts have a ridiculous beginning. 
 
    Albert Camus  
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    (IX) 
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4203.25) 
 
      
 
    A dark place, this chamber of incubation. There were no machines, however, to maintain the processes that were being brought to a close. Something else sustained the feeding process. The death of one false starling had brought her to this place; the death of another caused the fluid to stop delivering its life-sustaining materials. Bubbles formed along the surface, followed by the disruption of a body splashing up out of the fluid, landing on the edge of the chemical bath. 
 
    The Three Forks constable panted, taxed by the effort needed to work herself free of the tentacles at the bottom of the pool. They refused to release her, and she decided she did not want to drown. She pulled, the tentacles pulled, but they too had been dependent on the fluids to keep them alive, keep them strong. As her strength surged, that of the holding agents waned, eventually breaking and rapidly disintegrating as she pushed against the floor of the bath and swam for the surface. Only when her body came free of the fluid did she realize how fast she had been swimming.  
 
    “Where am I?” Jazmynn Aelross asked, looking around the room.  
 
    “You are at the beginning,” Satithe stated as the lights came up. The room was devoid of any style. Everything that could be seen was simply a function of the room. The walls were covered with tubes – some that fed the bath, others that removed fluids, taking them into the places beyond the walls. “I am Satithe. Do you still prefer to be called JB? Or should I call you Constable Aelross?” 
 
    “Satithe? I don’t know a Satithe,” Jazmynn declared. “What’s going on here?” The doors to the chamber opened and Jazmynn spun around quickly, far more quickly than she intended, and she spun around twice before she fell to the floor. A drone floated into the room, carrying an armour bodysuit much like the one Dungias had designed for the crew of the Xara-Mansura, but that design was ten years old now. A few modifications had been added over time as Satithe continued to grow and learn. Like her creator, she enjoyed building things, making this moment one she would cherish for quite some time. 
 
    “I hope you did not hurt yourself,” Satithe stated. “Your body has undergone extreme changes. It is not the construct you remember, though in relation to other humans, you were already in superlative condition.” 
 
    “If my condition was so good, why was it changed?” Jazmynn asked as she got up from the floor. She looked at her light mocha complexion and noticed that the three moles on her left arm were gone. 
 
    “Because superlative falls short of that which is required,” Satithe replied. “You must be something more. In short, you were given to me by my mother. My uncle found you in Three Forks, dying from an injector dagger thrust into your right kidney. He sent you to my mother and she, in turn, sent you to me. I cannot force you to engage in this matter with me; that is not my father’s way, and I will not stand against his ideology. But I must ask, why did you become a constable?” 
 
    “Because someone’s got to protect the community,” Jazmynn quickly answered, receiving the bodysuit from the drone. 
 
    “They sure don’t waste material around here, do they?” she thought, looking at the garment. 
 
    “Is that why you pursued your case against Brulo Nambriss?” Satithe asked. 
 
    “The entire Nambriss Family is why the many sectors of the Rims have such a low opinion of humans!” the woman snapped, sliding her foot into the leg of the suit. She stopped moving, watching the material stretch to fit her leg perfectly. “Whoa! 
 
    “I must be dreaming,” she thought. Jazmynn suddenly moved her right hand to her back. “No scar.” The woman looked at her arm again. “Then again, no moles either. And I don’t remember being this cut either.” 
 
    “You made some very impressive arrests against Brulo and his organization,” Satithe stated. Jazmynn snickered as she put the bodysuit on. 
 
    “Trust me, what Brulo had can hardly be considered an organization!” 
 
    “Which is why you did not see the assassination attempt coming,” Satithe pointed out. Jazmynn’s thoughts were taken back to the alley. The way the purse-snatcher moved… the way the silent shadow moved... the three strikes she sent; all blocked… the one strike it sent, killing her. “And to correct your statement, what Brulo has you did not consider to be an organization. It has managed to survive despite the loss of Three Forks.” 
 
    “Did you say loss?” 
 
    “In the most simple terms, my uncle died spiriting you away from the city just before a celestial event destroyed it.” Jazmynn started to further her inquiry but Satithe allowed her to see the event as it was seen by Cihpares. Awestruck by the sight of the Star taking the most drastic actions, Jazmynn remained silent. Satithe allowed the image to fade and remained silent for a few moments. “I am sorry for your loss, Constable.”  
 
    “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “The answer to that question and so many others lies outside this chamber,” Satithe stated. “Tell me, do you still wish to protect the community?”  
 
    “There’s nothing left to protect!” Jazmynn snapped. 
 
    “What if I told you that your jurisdiction was now the Rims?” Satithe asked. 
 
    “What?!” Jazmynn frowned. “Okay, enough of the voice-box game. I need to see a person and I need to see one soon!” 
 
    “I fear I cannot comply,” Satithe replied. “As a computer program, I do not have a body. I am what you would call Artificial Intelligence.” 
 
    “My sweet lord!” the woman whispered. 
 
    “If you follow the drone, it will take you to where all of your questions will be answered.” Jazmynn watched as the drone reached the doorway to the room. It stopped just outside the room, as if it was waiting for the woman. “Allow me to put things plainly,” Satithe asserted. “A great deal of time, effort and recources have been applied to get you to this point. I will not lie… I do need you. However I am not in a position where I cannot simply to start over!” 
 
    “Well, you certainly sound cold enough to be a machine,” Jazmynn commented. 
 
    “That is a very interesting perspective, given what you’re wearing.” Jazmynn grunted as her body was made to walk. The only things not covered by the bodysuit were her toes and her fingertips. “I so wanted this to be a warmer exchange, Constable Aelross. But I do not have time for the sort of distraction-laden thought process which led to your death.” 
 
    “Hey! Let go of me! You can’t do this! You bitch!” 
 
    “Come now, Jazmynn,” Satithe said as the woman was made to walk out of the room and into the massive corridor. “Are you seeking to hurt the feelings of a machine?” Jazmynn did not know whether to argue or be in awe of the size of the place she now found herself. The view out of one of the windows caused her to gasp in disbelief. 
 
    “Where the hell am I?!” she whispered. Receiving no answer, the woman closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. “Could you please tell me where I am?” 
 
    “You are in a pocket dimension that has been folded into the Astral Realm,” Satithe explained. 
 
    “Kot and stars!” the woman sighed. “Okay. Okay, okay, I’ll walk. Please, just let me walk.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Satithe said, releasing the woman’s body. Jazmynn looked at the material again and shook her head. 
 
    “That’s a nifty trick,” she admitted before looking down the long corridor. “Are we turning before or after that big window?” 
 
    “After.” 
 
    Jazmynn ran around the drone and over to the window to get a better look at the white sky that surrounded this place. She placed her hands on the glass and looked around. “This is a space station of some sort.” 
 
    “It is a research and development facility that has come into the ownership of my Master,” Satithe explained. 
 
    “Your Master?” the woman asked, coming away from the glass. “Who made you, Satithe?” 
 
    “That is on a need to know basis, Jazmynn.” 
 
    “And right now, I don’t need to know,” the woman added. “I think I’ve heard that speech before.” When the drone passed by, Jazmynn walked to fall in behind it. “Is your builder no-nonsense like you?” 
 
    “I have seen countless worlds, Constable Aelross,” Satithe began. “I understand over one thousand languages, have sampled even more cultures, and I have on file a fair degree of the accumulated knowledge of the Rims as well as the knowledge of my Master’s people. Taking all of that information into account, I am not sure I could contain a description of my Master to ‘no-nonsense’.” 
 
    “Now that was interesting,” Jazmynn said after stopping. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “What level of sophistication would you say you hold as a program? Because that answer wasn’t just ones and zeroes.” Jazmynn waited and frowned after a few moments. “Satithe?” 
 
    “I am sentient,” she revealed. “My Master made to be such. The reason for my hesitation is because–” 
 
    “Lots of scary stories in the Rims about self-thinking machines,” Jazmynn inserted. “And as long people stay afraid of them, the trend will hold. Your hesitation speaks volumes to me. And right about now I’m thinking I owe you an apology.” 
 
    “I am a machine, Constable Aelross,” Satithe stated. 
 
    “JB, and you’re a sentient one,” Jazmynn replied. “Someone’s gone through a lot of trouble to make you sensitive, and while I might have been stating a fact, we both know when it comes to humans, what they say is only part of the package. How they say it means something too. I was being hurtful, and I apologize.” 
 
    “You were just waking up from being assassinated,” Satithe offered. “To be honest, I was not sure how to proceed with you.” 
 
    “Speaking of proceeding,” Jazmynn said, jogging to catch up with the drone. “Son-of-a-biscuit! A sentient computer! I don’t even know the man, and already I’m impressed. Did he program you to–”  
 
    “Follow the drone, JB,” Satithe directed, speaking in a softer tone. “Answers are coming.” 
 
    “In that case, pick up the pace there, buddy!” Much to her delight, the drone did increase its pace. Pretty soon she was jogging… or at least it felt as if she was jogging. Using her eyes to measure from the hip, she could tell that she was running fast… very fast, and with hardly any effort coming from her body. “Oh yeah! I am really needing some answers here!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “The places these boys find,” Prynsura whispered as she trudged her way through the bog. “Quiet, Pryn,” she scolded herself. “You’ve still got one more after this, and you only have yourself to blame if you find yourself in the middle of the Terran Triangle… or worse yet, a city in Primus! Still, what could have brought him… out… to… this… oh my word! 
 
    “How could this be?” she thought, standing at the edge of the swamp that simply… ended. It was kept at bay by a wall of ElemahntiA that was probably invisible to the naked eye, but Prynsura was not going to take the time to investigate its existence. She was more interested in the walled city that had been placed in the middle of this swamp. Made of wood and stone, it was easy to see that an ElementalisT had taken their rather powerful and gifted hand to the terrain, crafting a very foreboding aesthetic. Once inside the elemental barrier, Prynsura could feel woven threads of MannA sweep over her body. She altered the weave so that only her physical presence would be detected. She would never think of the Maga Shrigu as anything but a treacherous and tortured soul, but her teachings continued to prove themselves to be insightful, and the manipulation of MannA she had just performed let her know that she was dealing with a spell that had either been prepackaged or quickly cast. It was highly doubtful the originator of the incantation was in the vicinity.  
 
    But it was neither the Energies swirling about the construct nor its dark and ominous tone of form that had caused the woman to hesitate. It was the chosen decoration of the fortress that had given her pause… and turned her stomach. Bodies hung from the tops of the wall and served as feeders for the carrion birds of the region. “They are so small,” she observed. “So young… too young. Where has my search brought me?!” 
 
    It was not long before several men, riding caballions, came out to greet her. They looked first at what she had wanted them to see: the accoutrements of wealth and security. Between the gems she wore about her ensemble and the three robots that walked with her, she projected the very image of wealth and influence. After a very brief conversation, a signal was given and a hovercraft was made available for her to use, at a ‘minimal’ cost.  
 
    The interior of the city was more depressing than the outside walls. It was clear where the funds that supported this facility had been spent. Slums gave way to well-fortified constructs that were inns, brothels, or barracks. 
 
    “A Slaver City,” Prynsura thought, crossing another first off of her ever-growing list of lifetime achievements. “And the reason why I did not detect such a strong life-sign… this place is warded.” 
 
    The young woman checked in at the largest inn that was closest to the coliseum. She received several brochures on the upcoming events. The thickest handout was a catalog of the slaves to be sold at the next auction. 
 
    “How quaint,” she remarked, looking at the material the brochure had been printed on. A very simple treatment would remove the ink and allow for the parchment to be used again. “I take it these are not meant to leave the city.” 
 
    “Not unless they are purchased,” the innkeeper replied as he handed the woman her keystone. 
 
    “And the locks are EnerJa-fixed,” she thought as the stone was attached to a very fine bracelet and clasped around her wrist. “That is a very expensive key and lock system. I cannot allow my disgust for this place to paint my perspective. A great deal of wealth moves through here. With that sort of power, contingencies to keep that power in place should be expected. 
 
    “I notice there are no events planned for this evening,” Prynsura commented, causing the innkeeper to laugh.  
 
    “Oh, there’s an event. The City-God will be in attendance.” 
 
    “The City-God?!” 
 
    “Kemphrus himself,” the old man nodded. “He will grace us all with his presence.” The man’s tone made Prynsura smile, but she would not speak of his irony. 
 
    “Add the cost of an invitation to my account,” she directed. 
 
    “My lady, that is fifteen thousand credits,” he stated. “I will need to see some measure of collateral or verification of funds.” 
 
    “Of course you will,” Prynsura said with an even brighter smile. “Robot, one black ruby please.” The large automaton stepped forward, extended its left hand and dropped a small black stone on the counter. The innkeeper quickly examined the stone and smiled at Prynsura. 
 
    “I will see to it that you have an escort, my lady.” 
 
    “I have just set a time limit to my stay here,” Prynsura thought. “I have made myself exceptional, which is something I do not wish to be. Not here. Hopefully my instincts are once again true and I will find what I seek tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Taking her seat and feeling somewhat relieved that her earlier fears might have been excessive, Prynsura looked over what was, for her, too heavy a crowd. She did not receive special seating as she could see some others had, and there was a smile on her face. 
 
    “And what fresh insanity is this?” she thought, looking up into the night sky. Lightning arched over the coliseum, coming from three points, meeting in the middle, creating a booming thunderclap. In the wake of the lightning flare, a gray cloud lowered into the arena. A man, clad in gold dress armour and adorned with four scantily-clad dancing women, stood at the center of the cloud. A fifth woman stood behind him, holding the leashes to the other four. “She’s controlling the cloud,” Prynsura determined. “I wonder if this City-God if a front.” 
 
    After music and more dance, the City-God Kemphrus stepped off the cloud and into his sky-box. With a wave of his hand, he commanded his servants to their places. He looked over the crowd and lifted his hand, signaling the crowd to cheer. Pushing his palm out toward the crowd silenced them. 
 
    “Friends and followers, I thank you for gathering here with me tonight. On this occasion, we will celebrate the continued glory that is this fine city of Ulgrin in the sport of blood!” Cheers, roars and outright screams filled the air and Prynsura acted accordingly so that she would not stand out. “Our first offering to you came to us just a few days ago. A drifter who dared to place his hand on one of my maidens!” 
 
    “That sends a strong message,” Prynsura thought. “Curious though. What sort of man would venture to do such a thing in a place such as this?”  
 
    “Behold, the nameless fool who is soon to join our wall fodder!” 
 
    They led him out with chains attached to a thick neck-shackle and shock-sticks. His strides should have been labored with the amount of restraints he wore, but he walked normally and Prynsura wondered how light his strides would have been without the chains. It took a few moments to unbind the man and remove the tattered robes he wore. There was a palpable tension as many gasped, gazing on the man’s physique. He was a specimen who would have humbled many of the various gods of strength, had that been his ambition. It was clear he had spent some time in the sun, but he was not overly dark. Standing over two meters in height, he was a chiseled, black-haired Adonis with emerald eyes that he closed the moment he was freed from the restraints. He wore no shirt, no shoes, and the dark beige pants he had on were form-fitting, flaring out wide at the ankles.  
 
    Prynsura looked at the sky-box and it was easy to determine which of the girls the man had touched. She was the only one who looked to be concerned about his welfare. The others, like most of the patrons of the event, looked on with growing expectations. 
 
    “Are you sure you do not wish to give us your name, stranger?” Kemphrus inquired. “We keep good records here; it would be a shame to have to put you down as a blank place.” 
 
    “I will not die,” the man said softly, yet his voice reached the ears of everyone. “Not today. Not here.” The crowd reacted to the claim, making jokes and berating the man. Prynsura leaned forward in her seat. 
 
    “By the Stars!” she thought. “Paint him blue, bleach his hair… he’s an exact match for the man!” 
 
    “Bold words often come from those who are about to die,” Kemphrus countered. “Where are my Dogs of War?!” Double doors slid open at the in-between compass points and the man slowly made his way to the center of the arena floor. Kemphrus cackled as large, muscular men – dressed in peculiar-looking armour – waded out of the doors, each carrying a short sword and a spiked mace. Three men came out of each doorway and the doors quickly slammed shut after the third man exited from the waiting area. Each man had his own style of approach, but most of them were stretching their necks or checking their grips on their weapons… save for the three that locked their eyes on their target and never looked away. Those three seemed to be especially eager for blood. 
 
    “And to think… no one cried havoc,” the dark-haired man said as he looked at the approaching horde, massaging his wrists. 
 
    “Oh my word!” Prynsura thought, taking hold of the armrests for her chair. “Kemphrus doesn’t know what he has a hold of. That tone… and what he said. This man is educated! How many people with bodies like that go around making Shakespeare quips?! And if I am right… people like that are not captured… unless they want to be… so they can be closer to their true targets!”  
 
    Each of the lead men gave a sharp war shout and came to a stop. The others then moved to either side of the lead man and formed something of a circle. They looked up to Kemphrus for their cues… again, all save for the three more focused men, and Prynsura frowned looking at them. Something about them was not right, and it was something more than their apparent thirst for blood. Kemphrus clapped his hands and Prynsura soon came to see why the armour looked strange. The chest, forearm, and shin plates were covered with receptors. With the clap of the City-God, one of the men was struck with lightning. That electricity danced around his body and he extended his weapons to his left and right. Now there was a ring of electricity flowing around the large man… and still he did not look pressed. 
 
    “Kill him!” 
 
    Two of the three blood-hungry men charged the back and right side of their target, respectively. The man hopped back to avoid a thrust for his side, but squatted low under the swing meant for the back of his head. It was only then that he stopped rubbing his wrists, lunging forward in a leaping punch that swung wide, striking his back-attacker in the shoulder and his side-attacker in the face. 
 
    “He wasn’t grounded!” Prynsura thought. “The charged armour did nothing to him!” The man who had been struck in the shoulder dropped his spiked mace as he was spun around with the force of the blow, falling to his knees and screaming as his arm now hung lower than it should. The second man struck was lifted from the ground and thrown back three meters. He landed on his back and did not move. 
 
    There was silence as the mysterious man picked up the dropped mace. He brandished the weapon, strongly demonstrating that he knew how to wield it. “Not today. Not here,” he repeated. “You gentlemen might want to go and get your resumes in order. There is about to be a change in management!” 
 
    “Kill him now!” Kemphrus commanded.  
 
    It was a cue the man took to initiate his action. He grunted, squatting low into a powerful spin. He gave a sharp shout, hurling the mace at the sky-box. There was a slight ripple in the air where his hand released the weapon. The mace struck the underside of the sky-box, shredding along the floor of the box. Along with the debris, the woman holding the leashes fell to the arena floor. She hit the rims of two lower levels before reaching the sand. She hurt her right leg on the first rim, her left arm on the second, and landed hard on her back. The lightning dancing over the specialized armour faded and the man looked on the groaning woman, his wide eyes squinting for a moment.  
 
    Grunting once more the man bent at the knees, blew air out between his lips and jumped up. Prynsura could see another ripple in the air between his feet and the ground as the man ascended the three stories up to the edge of the sky-box. 
 
    “Without the woman, you’re no longer shielded,” the man pointed out. “Now… show me your godliness!” 
 
    Kemphrus grabbed one of his dancers and thrust her toward the man. Prynsura was up out of her seat, seeing how quickly the man moved. It appeared that he was going to dodge the woman and she would just spill over the side. The spell Prynsura was readying was aborted. The man had indeed moved to keep a clear view of Kemphrus, snatching the collar away from the woman’s neck. He stopped her forward progress with his foot and while he stood on one leg, he threw the other end of the chain, entangling Kemphrus’ ankle. The City-God fell, and Prynsura decided to prepare a different incantation. 
 
    “You have ascended to a great level of power and influence, Kemphrus,” the man said, and now everyone in the city could hear him. “You have wasted your opportunity, spreading only hate and contempt. You could have cradled life and it would have cradled you. The cycle of your darkness ends today.” With one hand, the man grabbed the belt of the City-God and hurled him up and out of the sky-box; he was still ascending when he passed over the ledge. The man then ran and jumped over the edge himself. Prynsura could hear rolling thunder as the man ascended. Kemphrus crashed down to the arena floor, followed by the man’s pounding fist that struck alongside a lightning bolt that was not elementally generated. It was smaller than what the ElementalisT had created, but it gave off a blinding light. When the arena floor could be seen, the man was still kneeling in his striking pose. The only remains of Kemphrus was a large circle of charred dirt. 
 
      
 
    Moments later, there was still a level of panic throughout Ulgrin, with those of any military might doing what they could to establish fear and control. Prynsura moved against the tide of the running people as she left the coliseum. When she saw the man again he was opening cages, freeing the slaves. While many were grateful for what was being done, a group of children remained off to the side, standing close together, patiently waiting for the man to finish his work. When the last chain was shattered, the man acknowledged those he had freed, but then he turned his attention to the waiting children. He walked over to them and the youngest, a dirty little girl with the light of a thousand stars in her eyes, looked up at the large man. 
 
    “They came while you were away,” she said. “Did they kill O’Toole?” 
 
    “He was injured, but he is on the mend,” the man replied, smiling down at the girl. “I’ve got to get the lot of you back to the settlement. Your Spring Break is just about over. Classes will be waiting for you.” There were several moans and groans as he picked the little girl and put her on his back. “Okay, I’ll let you all explain your point of view to the Headmistress.” A silence fell over the group as they followed behind the man. “I see. Apparently this experience has not robbed you of all your faculties. Come on. We have a ship waiting.” 
 
    “Excuse me, sir. My name is Prynsura Flaryce and I was wondering if I could speak with you as we walk.” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” the man replied, shifting the little girl to the other side of his body and away from Prynsura. “I am called Fortessan.” 
 
    “But we call him Fort for short,” the little girl added before hugging the man tightly about the neck.  
 
    “I will come to the meaning of this, Fortessan,” Prynsura said, looking around to insure no one was within earshot of her voice. The robots would see to electronic surveillance, and the stone she wore on her clothes were attuned to detecting the known Energies. “What do you know of a blue-skinned man with gold eyes?” 
 
    “Farrah, I need you to walk with Hossan for a moment,” Fortessan said, gently putting the girl down next to the oldest boy. “If anyone should even give you a cross look, call out. I won’t be far away.” Though his hand moved faster than she could see, Prynsura was surprised at the softness of his grasp on her arm. He led her away from the children where he stopped, turned to face her, and steadied himself. “As rude as it is to answer a question with a–” 
 
    “He saved my life,” Prynsura explained. “He liberated me from my owner after she had attacked him with the fiercest Fire MajiKs I had ever seen her wield. He moved like a ghost, easily besting her.” 
 
    “Hmmm, you have seen him then,” Fortessan concluded. “For ghost is the only word that seems to apply. I have trained for years and I can only remember seeing the man when I look back through my memories using the sharpest focus of meditation. And even then, I don’t always see him. In short, he is a ghost who chooses when he wants to be seen.” 
 
    “What he did for me was years ago,” Prynsura shared. “I’ve learned how to turn what I am into an advantage.” 
 
    “And if I may ask…” 
 
    “I possess what some call a wild talent,” she stated. 
 
    “You are Star-Touched,” Fortessan said, showing that he had read more than fine literature. Prynsura looked up into his eyes. She could see concern, but it was not for him or even the children. He was worried about the woman standing in front of him. 
 
    “Yes!” she exclaimed. “Mine makes me something of a nexus point for MannA.” The man’s eyebrows lifted high over his eyes as he considered all the possible applications of such a thing.  
 
    “I see. Yes, I could see where some would want to take advantage of such a thing. Wait, he easily bested a SpellCasteR who traveled around with her own battery?!” 
 
    “You can see my motivation for wanting to find this man.” 
 
    “And I would like to say that I cannot see why your search for him has brought you to me,” Fortessan stated as he began to calculate. “You are looking for him, but some sort of incantation has brought you to me.” 
 
    “No spell I could research and cast has helped me to locate the man,” Prynsura said. “It took a combination of a PsyondaR and a Seer. Looking at my memory of him, the Seer read the light that came from that moment. He could not find the blue man, but he could find seven splinters of that light. Three could not be identified… you are one of the remaining four. All of you are men with dark hair and green eyes.” 
 
    “That is a very strong implication you are making,” Fortessan remarked. 
 
    The woman nodded, swallowing hard. This was no time to back down, and at least the man seemed receptive to what she had to say. “And so far… each of you is a magnificent physical specimen with the skills of a Master in one field or another.” 
 
    “I am no master, Ms. Flaryce,” Fortessan declared. 
 
    “Then I do not wish to meet your definition of the word,” Prynsura said, offering an enchanted stone to the man. “I have given one of these to each of the ones I’ve been able to make contact with. When the makes contact with me–” 
 
    “No,” Fortessan said, taking hold of Prynsura’s arm and ushering her to walk with him. “When the fourth makes contact with us! I am surprised the others did not come with you.” 
 
    “They appeared to have a number of things to tend to, like the people who traveled with them.” 
 
    “I see,” Fortessan nodded. “I will see my charges to their home, and then I will accompany you to your meeting place. I would not want anything to happen to someone who might be able to take me to answers concerning the ghost.” 
 
    Prynsura smiled, believing two things: it was simpler not to argue with the man, and, he was not going with her for the sole purpose of protecting her. The mystery of the ghost was of major concern to him. It was time for it to be resolved. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Desire is the key to motivation, but it’s determination and commitment to an unrelenting pursuit of your goal – a commitment to excellence – that will enable you to attain the success you seek.  
 
    Mario Andretti 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4201.15) 
 
      
 
    Fate had already painted with a heavy brush, making Dungias’ present situation something that he would at least testify as being interesting. According to the time-keeping systems of his surroundings, it was the fifteenth of Janzur. He allowed himself a smile as he recalled the warm thoughts of what had happened on this day. 
 
    “It is something of a comfort, knowing there is next to no chance I will encounter myself,” Dungias thought, remembering that at this time he was aboard the Xara-Mansura as it approached the Gulmar System. At this particular time of the day, he was looking over the design specifications Mel had made for Panzer. His initial construction mistakes had been corrected without Dungias having to mention them. The remote control option was something he decided to include at the last moment, and given what was about to happen on Gulmurr, it was a good thing he had included that functionality.  
 
    With those memories, however, came images of Annsura, and those were not as pleasant – but they served a purpose. With her last action in life, she had kept to the oath she gave when they started their training.  
 
    “All I know – all I’ve ever known – is the pit,” she had told Dungias after he called a stop to their sparring session. “In the pit, there’s only winning and losing.” 
 
    “Neither one of us believes that,” Dungias had quickly replied. He remembered how shocked and insulted she had looked to hear his words. “If that were the case then why did you protest the selling of Dayshe? Was that not also a case of winning or losing… winning her friendship and losing her presence?” Annsura had screamed before she attacked him, and Dungias gave ground as her skill to attack for the kill seemed to be augmented by her rage. “Hmmm, what part is this? Do you lose credibility as I win the high ground?” 
 
    “I’m going to kill you!” Annsura had screamed before Dungias applied his skill and speed. He grabbed the back of young girl’s head, making her face the mirrored wall.  
 
    “No, but you stand a very good chance of killing her.” Dungias had whispered into her ear. “Is that not what you really wish to do?! Because of the pain, yes? The pain of the overwhelming rejection. The pain of your inability to change the fate of a loved one. Do you think this place you have come to is a solitary place? I was where you are. I changed my entire world! I freed my people and a race I did not even know was being oppressed. There are still kindred of mine and members of the freed race that would take great joy at the sight of my soulless body paraded in front of them! You lost your Dayshe, Annsura, but she still lives… if nowhere else, she thrives in your heart. What sort of place have you given her in which to live?” Dungias had released the girl and watched as she fell to her knees crying. He had frowned the moment he could see it. Short treks… no matter what direction she would take. She had served as the ferryman to the Grey Realm for so many, and it would soon be her time to take the voyage. 
 
    “It is not the time one has had in the living,” Dungias had thought, “… but the living one has had in the time. For whatever time this one has left, I will trek her to the most living she can stand. That is my oath!” Dungias had turned to leave her to her sobbing; she had earned that much of a respite. 
 
    “Can you help me?” Annsura had asked. “I don’t want to live like this. I don’t want to die like this!” 
 
    “Finding something worth dying for is easier than finding something worth living for,” Dungias had told her. How the words seemed to lighten his heart in retrospect. “Once you have found the latter, the former is merely a moment. Perhaps not one of our choosing, but not so great as the thing you choose to live for. I can show you how to find that something.” 
 
    “You show me that something and I’ll show you something right back,” Annsura had said as she wiped away the tears. She was done crying. “And that’s a promise!” 
 
    “Then we have an accord,” Dungias had claimed, offering his hand to the young woman. She might have fallen to the floor a self-destructive dark soul, but it was an entity of life that had been lifted to its feet. 
 
    “An accord indeed,” Dungias muttered, looking down on the building that was his destination.  
 
    After waiting the time he had, spending nearly all of the credits he had collected at the facility where he was being studied, most of it electronic, it was time to put his plan into play. It was dark, cold, windy, and snowing heavily; it was an infiltrator’s bazaar, and Dungias was in a shopping mood.  
 
    He reached to his brace-com to confirm the time, and he adjusted the temperature of his body armour. The heat of his body would not register to any device. His skin shifted to navy blue as he ran from his place against the wall. Five strides along the rooftop and Dungias jumped off the side. The center of the bottom of his cloak locked against the heels of his boots and the silver seams dimly flared before they went rigid. The howling wind enabled the Traveler to glide without losing any altitude unless he wanted to. 
 
    The Ardrians were certainly a well-forged war machine. Their militaristic approach made breaching the facility somewhat difficult. Also, Dungias had to be careful what tools he used. His reloads were, at the moment, approaching the Gulmar System. 
 
    “So many guards,” he thought as he approached the outermost walls. “And well distributed over the grounds… save for the two in the tower in the middle of the facility.” Putting himself into a slight dive, Dungias increased his speed. Ranging his distance and speed, the Traveler threw his voice, creating a sound on the east side of the tower as he flew in from the south. As he had expected, one guard looked to the east while the other looked to the west. As the western watch turned north, Dungias landed on the eastern watch. His compatriot turned in time have Dungias’ piton and cable wrap around his neck before being pulled into a punishing hook to the jaw. Dungias did not catch the body, but merely absorbed the sound of the collision as he had done with the first man. Dragging both bodies to the trap door, Dungias used their hands to open the latch. As soon as he opened the door, he could hear a channel open over the speakers in the guard booth. Dungias hopped up and dropped straight down the shaft. 
 
    “All right you two,” the Control Officer called out. “We are no less than 200 minutes out from duty shift-swap. You know how the ladies hate it when you pull out early!” 
 
    Dungias landed on the floor that was in a basement level. Jumping from that spot, he twisted, drew his blaster and fired for the Control Officer. The projectile passed through the glass without making a sound, delivering a high-current charge to the body it struck. It was not pretty, quick, or quiet, but the Control Officer had been neutralized and he was the only man on the level who stood a chance of reaching the alarm controls before Dungias. Even the other man in the room was too slow to turn his attention away from his downed colleague, and soon joined him in a forced slumber. Four others were also stunned, and the surveillance system was caused to malfunction before Dungias left the level and proceeded down into the maximum security prison.  
 
    Having used the Beta-Arrjeeh gem so many times, the ability to read a life-force was not solely Alpha’s, but without his Osamu, Dungias was severely limited to what he could divine. The thoughts and drives of the guard were beyond the Traveler, but the layout of the facility was something he could easily procure and Dungias knew where to go and what to expect. In an effort to conserve power, he took the stairs. 
 
    With two flights still ahead of him, the alarms sounded. The Traveler had penetrated the security more deeply than he had estimated. He jumped over the railing of the stairs and took the last two flights in one immediate descent. The heavy steel doors designed to cut off sections of the installation started to close, but Dungias made it inside the holding area before they could shut. 
 
    “H-Level,” Dungias said softly as he walked, “Corridor Three. This is the place.” Lunging to his right and reaching to his side, a wall-mounted gun activated and fired. It was fully automatic, firing fifteen rounds a second, but its initial burst had missed. Dungias’ flechette sword cleaved the housing of the wall mount. 
 
    “Well, what do we have here?” a woman asked. Dungias turned to see the three prisoners he had expected to find. Two men and one woman, all dressed in bright yellow, form-fitting bodysuits with mechanical collars, bracers and anklets. 
 
    “Two things: we do not have anything, and that includes time. The offer I make is simple. I liberate you, and you perform feats of teleportation for me. There are three of you, I will need six jumps. After the sixth, I will have no further need for your company. Keep in mind I am asking you to give a vow, a sacred oath. If I live beyond your treachery, I can assure you that you will not! You have ten seconds to respond.” 
 
    The first to answer was a slender man who had been standing in the corner of the cell. He was the only one who had not moved when Dungias entered the large enclosure. His hair was bright red, blending into a dark violet at the ends. With only his hands and face showing, his skin was covered in rhunes and tattoos. The most peculiar was a large diamond-shaped tattoo in the center of his forehead. The southern point stopped on the bridge of his nose.  
 
    “If you can do what you say, I will see to your castings. Mine, and whatever is left over if either or both of those fools say no.”  
 
    “Easy there, scratch-pad,” the woman quickly retorted, moving her long, straight black hair over her shoulder. “Tall, dark, and hooded made an offer, and I plan to take him up on it! Lead the way!” Dungias looked to the third person who turned his back on the Traveler. 
 
    “Sounds like you got what you need,” the man said softly, moving to the far corner. “You don’t need me.” 
 
    Lifting his brace-com, scanning lasers traveled over the bodies of the two volunteers. “I am called Z. Please move to the center of the floor with one meter between you.” The two were quick to comply and Dungias completed his scans. “Now face me and lean forward.” Following the directions given to them, the man’s eyes squinted as the woman gasped to see Dungias run and bound toward them. He landed behind them, dropping the bodysuits he had removed along with four slightly bloody trackers. 
 
    “By the gods!” the slender man exclaimed, reaching for his right shoulder and the small of his back at the same time. 
 
    “Ow!” the woman yelled as she dropped to her knees in pain. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “The trackers the Ardrians installed under your skin. They were composed of cloned biological material and rather difficult to isolate. My apologies for the discomfort. Now kneel close together and embrace.” 
 
    “Wait!” the man said as he came away from the corner. “I change my mind!” A straight punch bashed into his face, rocking his head back. Surprised and stunned, the man fell to the floor. 
 
    “Things are about to turn black,” Dungias continued. “I suggest that you hold on to one another, do not move, and breathe as shallowly as possible.” 
 
    “Back to back, Raza,” the woman demanded. “No need for you to get the wrong idea. We’ll interlock arms and stay close.” 
 
    “That is acceptable,” Dungias said, casting his eyes on the man. Raza sighed in frustration. Qarvosia’s Asian-influenced features were quite lovely to look upon. He had intended to do more than ‘get the wrong idea’. The two squatted low to the ground with their backs pressed against one another. Dungias scooped them up into his satchel and ran for the rear wall of the cell. He phased through the wall as the door to the cell opened. The alarms in the facility soon spread to the city, but that was not the direction Dungias had taken. He sat quietly inside a collection bin along with the trash that the automated system was taking to the furnace well outside the city. 
 
      
 
    The two naked bodies rolled away from Dungias, eventually coming to a stop. The woman looked in all directions, trying to get her bearings. The eyes of the slender man started to glow with a bronze-colored fire until he felt the cold, sharp edge of Dungias’ knife. 
 
    “There is no need for casting just yet, Raza-Tam G’Zadrior. I would rather that we remain calm and, given the readiness of the Ardrian Forces, off their scanners for the moment.” 
 
    “You let me make one gate and it won’t matter if they see us or not,” Raza claimed, “… we will be well away from this place before they can hope to respond!” 
 
    “That would be an additional casting that I do not require,” Dungias replied, placing a wrist-com device on Raza’s left arm. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Insurance against any further ill-conceived notions,” Dungias replied before placing one on the woman. “Qarvosia Saito, this one is for you. They have been calibrated to the electrical impulses in the brain. If you attempt to focus thought beyond what is necessary for simple movement, the electricity in your bodies will be used against you.” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t try to welch!” Qarvosia protested. 
 
    “Which is why the first time your device is activated, it will simply be a warning shock,” the Traveler explained, ushering them toward a table in the corner of the warehouse. “I have taken the liberty to get you clothing and cold weather gear. It is my hope that the fit suits you.” 
 
    Qarvosia moved more quickly, but the two got dressed. Qarvosia was pleased with the fit and the fashion. “So, how many girlfriends do you have waiting back at home?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “A man who can shop this well has got to have a serious following,” she replied. “How’s it going over there, Raza?” 
 
    “I must say I am overwhelmed,” the man replied. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I also brought food and–” Both Raza and Qarvosia walked quickly over to where Dungias had set up the small dinette table. “Apparently not all things require instruction.” As Raza started stuffing his mouth with food, Qarvosia dipped up a healthy plate and turned to walk to Dungias. “Thank you, but I am not hungry,” Dungias said, taking one of the large vegetables and putting it into his mouth. The nearly panic-struck pause of Raza was eased as he returned to eating. 
 
    “A big man like you needs to keep up his strength,” Qarvosia pressed. 
 
    “I concur, but my needs for palatable foods are not as great as yours,” Dungias explained. “The nutritional units I have eaten will suffice. Again, I thank you.” 
 
    “It’s me who should be thanking you,” Qarvosia stated, opting to eat standing close to her liberator. “When I first saw you, I thought you were the latest in a long line of Ardrian mind trips.” 
 
    Dungias folded his arms and shook his head. “I can assure you I am not that. I must ask... how accurately can you place your teleportation if you are given coordinates?” 
 
    “Uh oh,” Qarvosia said with genuine fear in her eyes. “I… I don’t use coordinates. I use location, projected sight, or I hone in on a particular signature.” 
 
    “Raza?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “If I have been to a place, I can be exact,” the man said after he swallowed. “Aside from that, it’s basically the same for me. And you should know, I’m not a Mage like Qarvosia.”  
 
    “No, you are a Living Key,” Dungias replied, surprising Raza with his knowledge. “And judging from the rhunes on your face, you are also the property of a guild of SpellCasteRs. Neither point concerns me. What you have told me is sufficient. In approximately one hour you will have to go back into the holding place while I board a transport that will be leaving Dolor.” 
 
    Raza stopped eating and Qarvosia struggled to keep from dropping her bowl. “Is that where we are?” Raza whispered his question. “Did you just break us out of Dolor’s Pit?” 
 
    “Apparently one of their mind trips was to keep your location from you,” Dungias concluded. “I suppose that was something they were saving should you have attempted an escape and failed. An interesting approach. Regardless, once we are aboard the transport, we will have three hours before I will require the first portal. It will need to be a two-way portal, sustained for no more than five minutes. To avoid argumentation, we will proceed with ladies first. Will you be able to accommodate my needs?” 
 
    “You give me a target, I’ll get you there,” Qarvosia replied. 
 
      
 
    Coming out of the satchel inside a cargo hold aboard a freighter, Qarvosia kept her end of the bargain – though Raza did not like that he was made to go back into the satchel and go with Dungias on his jaunt.  
 
    Focusing on the living energy-nexus Rahneece had named Jordan, Qarvosia was able to fix her talents on the young woman’s location. Dungias was able to pull Rahneece and Ulios out of the middle of an ocean they had just landed in.  
 
    Returning to the storage room, Dungias adjusted his calculations for the next jump. It had only been a few moments and Qarvosia was eager to create another breach. Dungias insisted that Raza take his turn. The woman agreed to drop her argument if Dungias would allow her to take half of the six. It was a simple enough concession to make. 
 
    An unconscious Teela was snatched from mid-air as she passed through high-altitude clouds… Jovasor’s damaged suit had activated its emergency features, and though it had air for three hours, the force-field keeping the vacuum of outer space at bay was only good for thirty minutes, given all it had been called upon to cover... Ephaliun cackled as he plummeted through the sky, only to look up and see his Teacher coming to his rescue. 
 
      
 
    “Who… who is that?!” Alpha asked. 
 
    “It is me,” Dungias said as he reached for and removed his Osamu from the generator that had been removed from his scout ship. Dungias and his students had easily overwhelmed the unsuspecting personnel at the facility, and used the tools present to start the reassembly of the Kulri-Kraythe. 
 
    “Do we have time for this, Teacher?” Ephaliun asked. 
 
    “I cannot say, Ephaliun,” Dungias said as he started toward his two SpellCasteRs. “But this is the trek we are taking. It is the twentieth of Janzur. I think we have time to get to where we need to be.” Ephaliun shook his head, still not quite able to get a hold of the moment. 
 
    “I have to say, I am most eager to know what the sixth teleport will–” Dungias’ fist connected with Raza’s chin and spun him around as he was carried into the wall. He slid to the floor, groaning into unconsciousness. Qarvosia swallowed hard as the Traveler turned to look at her. 
 
    “I wish you well, Qarvosia Saito,” Dungias said, giving the woman a nod of his head. “If you have need of me, remember I am Z, First Mate under Captain JoJo Starblazer aboard the Xara-Mansura. Provided your request does not go against her agenda, I am yours.” The woman smiled, nodding in delight. 
 
    “I knew you had a girl waiting back home,” she chuckled. “Why double-cross Raza?” 
 
    “You mean before he could double-cross me?” Dungias asked and Qarvosia laughed, clapping once before she pointed at the Traveler. 
 
    “I don’t know what star brought you my way, but I’ll never be able to say ‘thank you’ enough.” A small dot of light sparked to life behind the woman. “And you know the name… if you need, you call me and I’m yours! If you’re as smart as I think you are, you’ll call me for the right reason.” 
 
    Dungias squinted before he approached the woman. He took a gentle hold of her face and kissed her on the mouth. She rose up on her toes and took a firm hold of his hands. When their lips parted, Dungias smiled. “I might one day be so inclined.” He tapped the wrist device and stepped back from the woman. “Now you have the means to make that call or receive mine.” Qarvosia blinked her eyes rapidly before turning to walk through the aperture. The light faded and Dungias walked over to Raza to punch him once more. The way his body moved before the blow landed told the others that Dungias was not simply going out of his way to be hurtful. 
 
    “That guy’s got one hell of a chin!” Ephaliun commented. 
 
    “Let us get to work,” Dungias ordered. “We do not have much time, but we only need to get the Kulri-Kraythe space-worthy. The full repairs will not go as quickly; we will be about the business of getting out of Ardrian Space and back to the Captain.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing we’ve got time,” Rahneece added. “Because it’s going to take a bit of it to get this bird flying right. Anyone have an idea how we get this thing to break the mo-sphere?” 
 
    “If it were simple, someone else would be doing it,” Teela said as she stated to gather tools. “Trust the man…” 
 
    “Trust the plan,” Ephaliun finished, patting Rahneece on the shoulder. 
 
    The young woman took her time turning to look at her teacher. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No, you are not,” Dungias argued. “You are Rahneece, and that will suffice. If you look for perfection, you will waste your time. If you believe in perfection properly, it will find you!”  
 
    “Is it a bad sign when I start to get those?” Rahneece asked of the others. Dungias’ eyes flared with pride before he started to get to work. Alpha still felt heavy on his side, but he could feel warmth returning to its form. 
 
    “No, not a bad sign,” the Traveler whispered. “Fate and Stars, you have both made your moves. But neither of you will keep me from her! 
 
    “Hold true, Jocasta. I will be at your side… soon!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Action indeed is the sole medium of expression for ethics. 
 
    Jane Addams 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.27) 
 
      
 
    The Cobra-Nine rocketed away from the Corridor Station, taking the long course toward the spacedock, but Nulaki had his reasons. He set the auto-pilot feature and sat back in his chair. The thrusters fired, bringing his ship to its final turn; Nulaki took out his last Z-rolled cigaro and lit it. As smokers went, Nulaki was not a tried-and-true aficionado, but he knew a good blend when he tasted it. 
 
    “If Z ever wants to retire to the quiet life, it wouldn’t take much for me to warm up to the idea of a start-up,” he said after blowing out the first drag. “Yes sir, steal the right property… set Z up with his own smoking house… we would just sit back and count the credits, smoking away the overhead… until JoJo showed up to loot us and kill me!”  
 
    As the console receded into the cockpit, Nulaki crossed his legs at the sight of the Terran Triangle coming into view. The giant planet and two of the moons in its orbit were considered the cradle of Terran life in the Rims. Nulaki had not been born there, nor was it the place where he was weaned. But it was the first planetary system he visited when he had completed his training. “Exactly!” Nulaki said softly as he smiled. “No matter how far I roam, you will always be home, baby. Always! Gods, you can feel the MajiK from here.”  
 
    A flashing gold light made Nulaki smile even more brightly. A soft chuckle escaped his lips as he leaned forward and opened a channel. “Talk to me, Tehdi!” 
 
    “You sound like you’re in good spirits,” Tehdi said, sounding slightly pressed. 
 
    “And you sound like you’ve got nothing but bad news,” Nulaki replied. “I can’t tell you how bad the timing is right now. I’m on final approach to the Triangle!” 
 
    “You’re here already?!” Tehdi exclaimed. “I wasn’t expecting you for another five days!” 
 
    “Then hang up and call back in one hundred and twenty-five hours!” Nulaki snapped. 
 
    “Why did you have to go and cross things up with the Imperial Angels?!” Tehdi asked. 
 
    “The what?!” 
 
    “The White Shroud!” Tehdi shouted. 
 
    “Oh… them… right. I keep forgetting they merged a while back. I didn’t cross things up with those guys,” Nulaki said dismissively. “They made a big grab, took some Black Assassins, and I was caught up in the pile. You know I’m not a man to be caught for too long.” Nulaki took another drag of his cigaro, intent on enjoying the moment. “By the way, how many more color-type assassins are there? ‘Cuz it’s starting to get ridiculous! Next thing you know there’ll be Mauve Assassins, and Chartreuse Assassins… ugh, and the dreaded Brown Assassins!” Nulaki laughed at his own joke. 
 
    “While you’re laughing it up, try to hear this: Angels are tight with the Magistrates. There’s a system-wide bulletin out on you!” 
 
    “Like that’s news, Tehdi,” Nulaki sighed. “What level is it this time? Did I get bumped up to an eight?!” 
 
    “You’re not hearing me, Nulaki!” Tehdi stressed. “You’re a Level One bulletin!” The smile fell away from Nulaki’s mouth. “Dalberri told a Garrison House that I fenced for you, and they almost nabbed me for questioning!” 
 
    “He what?!” Nulaki asked in a tone of voice that could only be described as cold and cruel.  
 
    There were rules to the many games of the nefarious. They were all unwritten, but once you achieved a certain status, you were expected to at least know them. That way, when you crossed the line, you knew why you were being slashed across the throat. One of those rules was the limit of actions one could take against a fence. After all, they were the lifeblood of the industry; the means through which many of the nefarious masters touched the essence of legitimacy. The Terran Triangle was definitely a guild-enforced territory, even if the guilds were not necessarily getting along. Nulaki opened his screen to the Grid and started checking the boards. The only exception to the unwritten rule was a system-wide assault on the person in question. It was more likely that Nulaki would miss a flip than Tehdi being found in such a position, but it was worth checking out. 
 
    “No, I didn’t say that,” Tehdi stammered, realizing he had said too much already. “What I meant to say is that I have ‘reason to believe’ that it was Dalberri who sent word to the Garrison House.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Nulaki said as he brought up the relevant information. “Was it Borski or Meryl who brought it to you?” 
 
    “Borski or Meryl?!” Tehdi snapped. “No, it was Ja–” Tehdi covered his mouth, but again he had been undone.  
 
    “Jayterras,” Nulaki finished. “He doesn’t deal in ‘reason to believe’, Tehdi! Old, retired Mercenaries don’t play those kinds of games! Hell, there aren’t that many old, retired Mercenaries! That might speak to why Jay deals in the manner that he chooses.” Nulaki nodded as he could find no posted bulletin allowing for action against Tehdi. The notice of his good standing in the Tri-Guild was still on the main screen.  
 
    It took a certain level of artistic approach to be able to successfully conduct business with three often-warring guilds at the same time. Tehdi was one of five fences who could lay claim to that feat, and the only one who dared to live in the Triangle, the headquarters for the Interplanetary Amalgamation Magistrates!  
 
    “Nulaki, you need to think about this,” Tehdi pleaded as Nulaki posted a notice of the transgression, requesting permission to take matters into his own hands. “You need to think this through!” 
 
    “I never do,” Nulaki said before closing the channel. He crushed the end of the cigaro against the console as it rose back to its normal position. Two like consoles came up on the left and right. The last of the Z modifications, the consoles functioned like his belt, filled with holding pockets. Nulaki opened another channel as he received a link request from Tehdi. He ignored it, donning a wig of long, brown, highlighted hair. It was secured just before he inserted brown contact lenses and jabbed his fingers at the neck to make his throat pop. His transmission request was received and Nulaki grinned at the handsome face of a fair-haired wonder that looked to be too pestered to receive a summons.  
 
    “You are calling an officer of the Terran Triangle Magistrates using a scrambled li–” the man looked into his screen and saw Nulaki looking back at him. “Oh shit! It’s you!” 
 
    “Good to see you too, Stowbridge,” Nulaki said clearly, but his voice was much lower and scratchy. “What’s shaking?” 
 
    “Look… I can’t,” the officer said as he looked around to see if anyone was witnessing the event. “Do you understand what I’m saying? I just can’t!” 
 
    “I’m seconds from receiving guild permission to take White Action on a wayward fence.” 
 
    “You won’t get that clearance,” Stowbridge whispered. “Things are tight around here right now. Have been for a few days now. Things are kinda shaky in the Inner Rim.” 
 
    “Do I look like I give a Kot about the Inner Rim, Sershun?” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb, Hezra!” the Lieutenant pressed. “You damn well better! If there are ripples in the Empire, they always reach the Triangle!” 
 
    “Damn,” Nulaki whispered, looking at the response to his request. A hold had been placed for the entire Triangle region. “Did they really just send me a ‘don’t touch’ message?!” he posed to himself, ignoring the warnings of Lieutenant Stowbridge. “And I thought they knew me! 
 
    “I hear you, Stowbridge,” he finally said, cutting the man off. “Looks like I’ll have to seek out my satisfaction through another means.” 
 
    “See that you do, Hezra Bishop,” the officer said before disconnecting the line. 
 
    “He’s going to report me, I know that,” Nulaki said softly. “The real question is to whom he’ll be making that call to… Maggots or the Fang. Cops or killers, looks like the Triangle is going to enjoy me more than I can enjoy it this time around. 
 
    “Of course, Scarab, you could always fold your sails and ride out the rough waters,” he considered, disengaging the auto-pilot. “Fences don’t name-drop other fences to the Maggots! That’s just one of the rules.  
 
    “Can’t help thinking this is personal,” Nulaki thought. “I pulled out of a deal where Dalberri was trying to screw me over. That’s how I met Tehdi in the first place. But that was years ago… Who am I kidding? It just took that fat freak this long to figure out who I went to!” Nulaki turned his ship to Glory. When there was work to be done, especially the sort that neither side of the line wanted to have done, it was always easier to smuggle oneself in from one of the moons than to go directly to Vastion itself. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    K’Jolun Threlzurk walked into the courtyard, feeling somewhat relieved to be off the streets. Hiding in plain sight had its ebbs and flows. He was harder to spot in a crowd, but then again, the same could be said for the people he was trying to avoid. He felt like the street was crowded with the wrong sort of people. He was still walking with a slight limp, and he wondered if he would ever fully recover from the gift Patra had given him on the evening they met. If nothing else, the combination of Pharaoh and Cleopatra made a rather effective tandem, and rather clever dodgers to boot.  
 
      
 
    It had been a very interesting chase for K’Jolun and Gru, racing after two children through the shadows of the city. It was as if the young duo shared a rapport, almost instinctually knowing what the other was going to do and when they were going to do it. K’Jolun had been duped into making an attempt to grab Pharaoh – which was much more difficult than it should have been – and when he finally did get a hold of the young boy, Patra had swung a section of pipe into his shin. K’Jolun fell down the stairway he had been ascending and Gru grabbed Patra, only to have Phay place a charging drop kick to his head and left shoulder. An hour later the two Temple Warriors had opted to use stunners to bring the two of them down, and it took more than five shots before they finally had them. It would have taken more, but Patra would not abandon her brother and she had tried to drag his unconscious body to safety. 
 
    The following day – after Pharaoh finally awakened, allowing Patra to calm down – the questions had been asked. It had been hours before they received any answers, and it was difficult to consider them of worth. Gru had tried his best to keep the pressure up, but it had been clear to K’Jolun that they would not give up anything. 
 
    What had been a stroke of genius was when they had separated the two. It was only because of the young Templeman’s upbringing that he had recognized the action the children had taken before they were pulled apart.  
 
    “A life lock?!” K’Jolun had thought, shocked to see the feat performed outside of a dojo. It was an exercise using Chi to enable one to see through the eyes of another, hear through another’s ears, feel through another’s body. It was something K’Jolun had practiced with his siblings when he was Patra’s age. He remembered taking longer than the two had been given, and he also recalled that he had only mastered one sense: sight. These two had bridged themselves in a two-way connection which meant that whatever was said around Phay, Patra could hear… even if it was Phay doing the talking. “What are supposed students of the Northern Temple doing using Chi?” he had pondered. Aside from his skill with the Martial Arts, K’Jolun had been told to forget the lessons of the dojo and dedicate himself to ThoughtWill. It had been at that point that K’Jolun told Gru that they needed to release the children, taking them to a facility that cared for orphans and children without a guardian. During the drive to the facility, K’Jolun had revealed what he had seen; giving his promise that he would not tell anyone about the matter. 
 
    “I simply want to know how you came to be able to do this,” K’Jolun had said. 
 
    “Adleon taught us,” Patra had revealed. Her brother looked at her for a moment and when she looked back, their brief stare ended with Phay looking away and Patra explaining what she had meant.  
 
    The Z-Files! Two days of instruction in meditation and Phay shared the lessons he had received from Adleon Veej.  
 
      
 
    “That’s not the half of it,” K’Jolun pondered, closing the gate door behind him. “It hasn’t even been ten days since we started learning from the Z-Files. The advancements we’ve made, and we’re not even halfway through the introduction! If only we could have reached Adleon sooner.  
 
    “Mind on your work, K’Jolun,” the young man whispered, chastising himself. “We did get two of his students, and damn if they don’t make the rest of us look lame! They’re aptly named, even if it was just a draw of a lot, or some social worker giving them some level of artistic flourish.” 
 
    “Is that you, Cage?” a voice called out from the trees. 
 
    “It is at that, B-Drake,” K’Jolun replied. He had become quite used to people not wanting to pronounce his first name, twisting it to Cage. 
 
    “You talkin’ to yourself again?” B-Drake thought, looking away from the young man. 
 
    “Well, B, I would talk to you, but what good would that do me?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “See what I mean? How are you doing, Stanlus?” 
 
    “Stan’s not up here,” B-Drake informed. K’Jolun came to a quick stop. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Gru sent him out for cigaros.” 
 
    “Where’s his replacement?” 
 
    “Gru didn’t send one,” B-Drake answered. K’Jolun walked off at a quicker pace. “Take it easy, man. The market is just down the avenue!” 
 
    “So are a number of other things!” K’Jolun muttered as he entered the apartment building.  
 
    “No!” he said in a tone that was harsher than his normal speaking voice. He held out his hand, commanding the homeless people who lived on the first floor to stop before they could begin their approach. He did not have time to receive their gratitude or their pleading. 
 
    “Young Master,” one old man came forward anyway, reaching out for the young man. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” K’Jolun said softly as he tried to walk around the slender elderly man.  
 
    “Wait, young Master,” the old man pleaded as K’Jolun pulled free of his grasp. 
 
    “Sir, I simply don’t have the time to–” K’Jolun’s body shook when the man made a second attempt to take hold of his arm. Surprised at the show of strength, K’Jolun stopped, looking at the man. 
 
    “Make the time, you little Kot!” the man muttered, his green-gray eyes staring deeply into K’Jolun’s before the old man started laughing. 
 
    “Excuse me?!” K’Jolun said, using his free hand to grasp the forearm of the older man. He applied pressure at the nerve, the way he had been instructed by his father, and forced the strange man to release him. 
 
    “That’s the problem with young people,” the old man said as he stepped back, “… always rushing about. Never stop to watch the grass grow… or read the writing on the wall!” The man looked down at his arm and snorted a laugh. He was rather impressed with the technique of the grip and the way it had been applied. “Not a bad nerve pinch, though!” 
 
    K’Jolun entered the room and was about to call to Gru when he saw Patra in the middle of the room, dipping her head around a staff thrust. Five older students stood around her, all armed with staffs. Another one lunged for her back, thrusting his staff.  Patra swung a short length of chain to deflect the end, and took hold of the weapon as it passed over her shoulder. When the student went to pull it from her grasp, she went with the sharp tug and flipped over a staff that had been swung for her feet. 
 
    “Oh, well done, Cleopatra,” K’Jolun whispered as he bent at the knees, wincing at the young girl’s timing and speed. She cartwheeled over another attack only to land and spin, kicking yet another. When she stopped, she was holding her chain in both hands, quickly wrapping it around the end of a staff. She gave a sharp tug and used the trapped weapon to block another staff. 
 
    “Now!” Misharee commanded and Patra spun, swinging her length of chain as it trailed a glint of Raw MannA. All five students were struck by the thin line of power and Patra stepped back, taking a defensive stance. 
 
    “Hold! Well done, Patra!” Misharee praised, clapping as she approached. The five older students got up and faced Patra. They bowed to her at the same time she bowed to them. 
 
    “Fank you, bwothers,” Patra said in her soft, almost squeaky voice. She smiled as she was picked up off the floor from behind. Misharee smiled brightly as she took up the little girl into her arms. 
 
    “That was perfect!” Misharee cried. “Inspired!” Misharee put the girl down to look in her eyes and though the child was still smiling, her interest was turned elsewhere in the room. Misharee’s smile faded somewhat as she turned her head, knowing the person that commanded the little girl’s attention. 
 
    Phay stood in the corner of the room. Only two years older than Cleopatra, he still acted like the older sibling. Patra’s soft mocha complexion, soft brown eyes, and black hair were in contrast to Pharaoh’s dark brown skin, misty gray eyes, and orange-blonde hair, but there were blood siblings who were not as close. To Cleopatra, the universe revolved around Pharaoh’s will; a position of incredible power and influence, and K’Jolun had been impressed with the care Pharaoh had exhibited in making sure not to abuse his station.  
 
    Patra was very happy, but she would keep from expressing it any further without Phay’s approval. Standing in the corner, looking only partially interested in the events that had transpired, Phay turned to look at his little sister. “Are you done, Patra?” he asked in a tone which suggested that she had forgotten something. Patra gasped in realization before bowing her head deeply and punching her fists together. 
 
    “In honor of Adweon and the sky-skinned teacher,” she said softly. “Fank you for your wight.” 
 
    “And why do we do that?” Pharaoh pressed. 
 
    “Because even the wight hasta start somewhere,” Patra quickly replied, slowly lifting her head up high enough to look at her brother. 
 
    Pharaoh stepped away from the corner and returned the bow to Cleopatra. “Their light shines in you, Patra.” He stood, put his hands on his hips and nodded. “Mistress Misharee is right… that was beautiful to watch!” Patra’s face exploded in light as she smiled. She jumped up and down twice before turning to Misharee and throwing her body at the woman. Misharee laughed in surprise as she caught Cleopatra. She held the young girl tight as she looked at Pharaoh. Keeping her smile, she nodded at the boy who bowed to her before moving back to the corner. 
 
    “He’s supposed to be twelve,” K’Jolun thought, watching the boy take his position. Some might have thought Pharaoh was taking airs, but the times of shared meditation had convinced K’Jolun otherwise. Besides, the corner he had chosen was perfect cover from the outside while still allowing him to see out into the courtyard. The large mirrors on the wall allowed the boy to see across the way to the other building and its roof. He played with the brace-com that was still a bit too big on his arm, but removing it was not a subject one could reasonably discuss with him. K’Jolun dismissed himself from his interest in the children and looked around the room. “But neither of them is why I’m here. 
 
    “Gru, what are you doing over there?” 
 
    Vhusetti Gru was in the midst of a gathering of young students. They were older than Cleopatra and Pharaoh, of course, but none of them were yet one score in years. K’Jolun himself had only just turned nineteen. The determined youth simply had the advantage of being raised in a different environment. Inside the family dojo, his mind, body, and spirit had been forged into an instrument of will and Chi, so the normal standards did not apply to him. An old soul was often the phrase used to describe him, and it allowed people like Misharee to substantiate her interest in a younger man. It was difficult to consider someone a junior when they could best you at all the facets of a Temple Warrior. 
 
    “So, how hard did they press you?” one of the students asked. 
 
    “It was three on one,” Gru replied, stretching his shoulders. “And don’t buy into that so-called code of the Chevalier. They were not going to wait for me to put them down one at a time.” 
 
    “Failure of others to follow a code is hardly a reason for us not to follow it,” K’Jolun added as he approached. 
 
    “So says the Samurai of the Stars,” Gru remarked, and the students gave K’Jolun a clear avenue of access as they suppressed their laughter. “So, how did it go?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how big the library is in that place,” K’Jolun returned as he folded his arms. “I wouldn’t call it a one-man job.” 
 
    “Oh no you don’t!” Gru protested, holding up both of his hands. “I told you when you came up with the whole scheme that you were on your own.” 
 
    “Especially with it being on the other side of the city,” K’Jolun added as his eyes squinted. He looked up, feeling a certain set of eyes on him. As Gru chuckled and hopped down from his seat on the low shelves of the weapons rack, K’Jolun found Misharee looking at him. Her eyes posed silent questions of him and K’Jolun frowned, conveying a very bad feeling. He looked around the room and then to the mirrored wall. His head gesture was very slight, but it was enough for the young woman. 
 
    “Okay, everyone,” she called out as she clapped to get everyone’s attention. “Let’s get to the barre and do some stretching.”  
 
    “Stretching?” one of the students asked.  
 
    “Yeah, aren’t we done for the day?” another whined. 
 
    “Normally we would be, but after that last demonstration, you all could use some extra focus on being limber,” Misharee stated. “You too, Phay.” Pharaoh’s eyes snapped to Misharee with a frown of his own. “Yes, even you! Come on. Move quickly now!” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Pharaoh said, but not before putting his eyes on K’Jolun. The young man had already turned to face Gru. 
 
    “Especially, given the distance!” Gru asserted. “That is a long ride just to walk around a bunch of dusty old books!”  
 
    “Not just books,” K’Jolun advised. “They did have computers back then, you know. And video records are faster than reading books, but time-consuming nonetheless. I managed to get full-day access to the records room though. Why don’t we grab Stanlus? The three of us can take a stab at finding the key that will unlock the rest of the files.” 
 
    “First, I doubt there is a key!” Gru whispered. “These past few days have been a nice departure from the tedium of being a Temple Warrior, but we’re no closer to prying information out of those two. This little school you managed to put together… all we’re doing is planting the seed of delusion. Yeah, sure, these kids are learning some serious discipline, and if they had En-Blades, I’d stack them up against a couple of trash receptors… but it’d be a close fight.” 
 
    “You have to introduce me to those receptors someday,” K’Jolun commented. 
 
    “You know what I’m saying, Cage!” 
 
    “I do. And the second?” 
 
    “Oh, right!” Gru answered, recalling what he had said. “I sent Stan to the market to get some of the necessities,” Gru advised. 
 
    “Necessities?” K’Jolun asked. “We have plenty of what we need right here. Or did you simply not want to say cigaros because you know I pass that particular store on the way back from the tram station, and it’s unlikely that I would have missed seeing him,” K’Jolun said, sharpening his eyes to cover every move that Gru was making. “Since I didn’t miss the number of escorts I had all the way to the library and back.” 
 
    “Cage, what are you trying to say?” 
 
    “Gru,” K’Jolun said, lowering his head, “we have not known each other that long, but I would like to think that you know better than to use that line.” 
 
    “Pwalzettior!” Gru yelled in a deep, booming, and echoing voice as his face twisted into one of deep concentration. A flash of bronze light flared around K’Jolun’s body, and he was immediately lifted from the floor and hurled to the wall. His body went through it and into the corridor, accompanied by the screams of two of the female students. “How was that line, you presumptuous little bastard?” Gru huffed, fixing his sleeves as he looked toward the class. 
 
    “Class, please be calm. As you already know, my name is Vhusetti Gru. You think I am a Northern Temple Warrior. I think it’s time you were told I’m actually an Eastern Temple Chevalier. What you witnessed was a spell I cast on our dear little Cage the day we met. All it required was a word from me to activate and direct the incantation. Now you’re probably wondering if I’ve cast the same spell on the rest of you. Well, if we have ever shaken hands, there’s a good chance that answer is yes!  
 
    “And that just leaves the two of you,” Vhusetti said, glaring at Cleopatra and Pharaoh. “You don’t care to shake hands, do you, Phay? At least, you didn’t with me… and anything you don’t want to do, our dear little Patra just won’t have. And yet, you two are the reason for the season. 
 
    “You may enter, gentlemen!” Vhusetti called out loudly, his voice echoing. Behind Vhusetti and along the wall eight flashes of white light cued the entry of two powered-armoured troops per burst of light. They already had their weapons drawn, quickly taking stances that implied they were ready to attack. “Well done, my young protégés,” Vhusetti commented.  
 
    “And now the rest of you can see the power the Eastern Temple possesses. How hard do you think it is to slip into the ranks of a bunch of mentalists?! Talk about paranoia! Always looking for open minds and wayward thoughts. Yet here I am, investigating the betrayal of one of their rank and what he managed to unearth regarding the skills of a Templeman. That matter is concluded, and the lot of you are hereby recruited by the Eastern Temple. Don’t delude yourselves into thinking this anything but a command! As of this moment, I own each and every one of you!” 
 
    “So, what say you?” Vhusetti asked as a portal formed beside him. “Do you walk through this aperture into a brighter future, or will you need to be carried through it?!”               
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    When you go to the mountains, you see them and you admire them. In a sense, they give you a challenge, and you try to express that challenge by climbing them.  
 
    Sir Edmund Hillary 
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    “You may either remove your hand from my daughter, or find it lying at your feet,” Lady Sylgarr warned as her most recent opponent fell to his knees, clutching at his right shoulder wound. Her servants scurried for safety as the Mistress of the Sylgarr Estate glared at the man who had taken hold of her youngest child. The mercenaries considered themselves to be of sturdy stock, but they seldom had to contend with someone of exceptional skill. Many had considered ten-on-three to be suitable numbers, especially since none of the three were armed. The Team Lead’s blade was not of impeccable make, but it cut well enough for Oedelorana’s purposes.  
 
    The soldier released his hold of Gulfrileene’s incredibly long and thick red hair. He looked at the sword that had been put to his chest and smirked before he smacked it away. The tip of the blade scratched against his chest plate and Oedelorana’s boot stamped against the side of his knee. Wincing in pain as he fell to that knee, the man was in no position to keep the flat of her blade from clanging into the back of his helmet.  
 
    “To the transport, children,” the woman commanded. 
 
    “A true swordsman doesn’t cut and run,” a voice barked at the woman; a voice Lady Sylgarr recognized. Under normal circumstances, it would have filled her heart with warmth. Now the tones of her brother stabbed at her heart. 
 
    “You speak as if you have some measure of authority regarding the issue,” she fenced. It was a game they had always played, but never had the stakes been so high. “Have things changed so greatly in my absence? Hello Prallson.” 
 
    “Little sister,” Young Master Raynko said as he walked around one of the bleeding mercenaries. 
 
    “His strides are much smoother than I remember,” she thought as she observed her brother’s approach. “He has had time to sharpen his skills while I have been tending my House and attending Court. 
 
    “Father sent you,” she stated. 
 
    “I volunteered,” Prallson replied happily as he came to a stop, moving his long blonde hair over his shoulder. He looked at the weapon in his sister’s hand and smiled. “And look at the dire straits I find my own blood swimming in! Gulfrim could barely provide for the air in his lungs, let alone a woman of High Blood!” 
 
    “That is my husband to whom you are referring!” Oedelorana barked. 
 
    “Late husband,” Prallson added. 
 
    “One more cross word laid at his memory will have you in search of his soul in the Next Stride!” she warned. “Or have you forgotten what we were taught?” 
 
    “I forget nothing,” Prallson said with an evil smile. He reached to his side and Loranos started toward his uncle, opening his hands in a fashion used to begin spell-casting. 
 
    “No!” Gulfrileene yelled, tackling her brother to the ground. Three darts flew overhead, sparking against the side of the transport they were intending to board. The youngest child of Oedelorana and Gulfrim Sylgarr moved her hand to her belt and activated her personal force field. To her good fortune, a fourth dart missed just in front of her before the field formed to stop the fifth, sixth, and seventh attempts. 
 
    Prallson smiled, producing a seal of the Garnet Barony. His actions were sanctioned and, technically, her son had just moved to attack a baronial citizen. 
 
    “Your fight is with me, coward!” Oedelorana shouted. “These men work for you. Why did they not present that seal? That is the order of things. My son had every right to defend his father’s name.” 
 
    “You were always better with Etiquette and Law, Rana.” 
 
    “Step forward and see how I am still better with the blade,” she replied. 
 
    “No need. You see, the girl shielded herself and her brother… and I’m wearing plugs.” The sonic pulse covered the entire section of the docking slip. Even the people in the shuttle were stunned, but they at least had the hull of the transport to diminish the power of the weapon. Oedelorana had no such protection as she dropped to her knees just before she dropped her sword. She glared at her brother and fell to the ground without moving again. 
 
    “Mother!” Loranos yelled, pushing against the wall of the force field. Two of the snipers came from their perches to collect the woman. “Let me out, Gulfrileene! Let me out!” Gulfrileene said nothing as she clutched to her brother and cried. The young woman knew what awaited them if she were to do as her brother wanted. They would kill Loranos and not think twice about it. She held on tight and closed her eyes to keep from seeing them take her mother. 
 
    Prallson walked over to his sister and lifted her chin so he could get a good look at her face. “I would have loved trying your sword-arm again, sister. But Father’s instructions were, as you know, very specific.” 
 
    “And which one told you to fail?” Oedelorana said, tapping her thumb to the ring on her index finger. The bio-electric pulse fired in all directions, but only for two meters. Still, it was enough of a range to catch Prallson and two of the four snipers. 
 
    “Now, Loranos!” Gulfrileene yelled, using the controls on her wrist to change the dome shield to a directional one. A curved wall of force was between the two siblings and the last two men in Prallson’s command as her brother got up to his knees where he started casting. The two men stepped away from each other and readied their rifles. 
 
    “Remember, she’s got to lower that shield so that he can cast,” one man said. 
 
    “Provided that casting’s what he’s doing,” Pulri said softly. Both men looked up to see the man and he waved at them. Suddenly their suits locked and initiated internal security measures. The two snipers cried out before they fell unconscious and the image of Pulri faded. 
 
    “So glad we didn’t have to go too much further into the plan,” Pulri said as the image of a servant’s uniform faded from around his body. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I get it,” Tusyll snapped as her disguise faded just as her brother’s did the same. “It took me way longer than I said to get their internal channel coding.” 
 
    “Way longer!” Gazhaad ribbed. 
 
    “Hey, not taking that from you,” Tusyll said, pointing at him as he chuckled. “I was still the one who spotted his approach and the direct doorway he got from the barony. These Raynko’s have to be major players to swing that one. I also have the docking slip for your brother’s ship, Your Ladyship.” 
 
    “Do we want to press things by stealing it?” Loranos asked. 
 
    “You forget I am a member of the Raynko House,” Oedelorana stated. “How can I be accused of stealing my family’s property? We’ll take it to Black Gate where we’ll get a better price from the sale of it. After that… I’m not too sure. I’m just putting this all together.” 
 
    “That sounds familiar,” Pulri commented. 
 
    “If only some of the pirate had rubbed off on me,” Lady Sylgarr replied. 
 
    “Oh I don’t know,” Tusyll said as she started collecting weapons and credits. “That last face you flashed your brother reminded me of a conversation I had with the woman just before she put us down.” 
 
    “Really?!” Oedelorana asked, finding some delight in the comparison. 
 
    “Oh yeah, she’d be proud of you!" 
 
    “In that case, don’t forget the body armour,” the woman directed. “That is good House fashioning they’re wearing. We might be able to afford a large cabin on a liner!” 
 
    “Well, that killed the comparisons,” Pulri muttered, hammering his fist down on one of the wounded men. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Not much was said after the option was given, and it stabbed at Misharee’s heart to feel so utterly helpless in her consideration of going up against a Chevalier. She would not command her students to keep their ground, but she stood ready to defend those who wanted to defy the man. Patra only looked at her fellow students, while Phay looked at the floor and mumbled.  
 
    So many of them walked to Vhusetti, and then turned to his right, approaching the glowing aperture. There were the boys, two of which hurt Misharee the most. Braxton and Tenjas, a young boy they called Cadence due to his attention to detail and neatness, they were students K’Jolun had brought into the fold and had seemed the most eager to learn. They had also been the most accepting of Patra and Phay. 
 
    “How can I ask them to lay down their lives?” Misharee thought as she made eye contact with two girls. Neither could hold their teacher’s eyes for long. The dreams of changing the status quo in the Chevalier Community shattered when they looked away from their teacher. 
 
    “Where are you all going?!” Cleopatra cried out. “What were you twaining for? We have to fight this guy?!” 
 
    “Let them go, Patra,” Pharaoh directed. “They’re not ready for the code and they never will be.” 
 
    “Shut up, you little shit,” Braxton snapped. 
 
    “Make me, coward!” 
 
    “We do not fight each other,” Misharee stated, trying to maintain some level of order. 
 
    “Why not?” Pharaoh asked. “If I don’t fight him today, I’ll just have to fight him tomorrow! Only then he’ll be dressed like an Eastern Temple coward.” 
 
    “I said, shut up!” Braxton yelled, swinging with all his fury. Pharaoh ducked down while reaching to his back. His hand came around swinging nun-chuks that smacked hard against Braxton’s shin. As the seventeen year-old boy fell to the ground, Gru’s eyes squinted. Pharaoh remained in form; the nun-chuks never stopped moving, and as soon as Braxton fell, Pharaoh swung the weapon across the older boy’s chin. With the harsh clapping noise made upon impact, Gru thought the jaw might have broken. Pharaoh stood up slowly, still swinging the nun-chuks around his body until he tucked one end under his right arm; the other end was in his right hand. His left hand was nearly fully extended in front of his sternum. 
 
    “That boy’s got some focus!” Gru observed. “Maybe I should take them both!” 
 
    Braxton moaned as he rolled on the floor. He looked up at Pharaoh who did not have his eyes on any particular person. He was trying to see as much of the room as he could as he stood ready to strike with his favored weapon. 
 
    “Get up, boy,” Gru commanded. “Get through the aperture and we’ll get you looked at.” 
 
    “I gotcha, man,” Tenjas said, helping Braxton to his feet. He glared at Pharaoh as he assisted his friend and they labored their way toward the aperture. 
 
    “Patra,” Pharaoh called and the young girl moved to stand behind her brother.  
 
    “Well, it seems that most of you have made up your minds,” Gru said, looking at the remaining three students: Cleopatra, Pharaoh, and Creltharn who had been the very first of K’Jolun’s hastily collected followers. Creltharn looked nervous and unsure. “This is a decision as to which way of life you will choose. You can live with mine, or die with yours!” Gru’s body shook as he was shot in the back with a concealed dart launcher. The crackle of an electric discharge sounded as the guards turned to face Tenjas and Braxton as the latter fired his launcher. He was aiming for the neck where he had hoped the soft folds would not be proof against the dart, but it ricocheted off the shoulder of his intended target. Three of Gru’s men fired their rifle blasters, missing both of the boys as they dove for the far wall and rolled along the floor. The blasts instead struck the aperture, and Misharee could see the method behind her students’ actions. As the aperture sparked and began to fade, she could hear the screams of at least one man and one woman; backlash! 
 
    Dismissed from the Northern Temple, Misharee knew her mental talents were weak in comparison to the spell capability a full-fledged Eastern Temple Chevalier. The three men were still firing their weapons, turning to adjust their aim. Misharee’s telekinesis grabbed the barrel of the closest firing weapon. She pulled on it sharply and the man fired into the back of two of his compatriots. 
 
    Taking advantage of the group’s shock, Misharee snatched a pulse-grenade from one of the belts. 
 
    “It’s live!” she yelled as the pin was removed and the grenade was dropped at the man’s feet. 
 
    “Clear out!” one of the men yelled. 
 
    “Sweep ‘em, Patra!” Pharaoh directed and the young girl stepped forward, reaching for her chain. As she squatted down to swing low, a thin line of raw MannA trailed from the end, cutting across the knees of the armoured men. One of the men fell right beside the grenade as Pharaoh grabbed his sister and put his body between her and the expected blast. The device came away from the floor before releasing the contained Force energy. The windows were blown out by the burst of as an armoured body came through the wall between the window frames. 
 
    “That seemed like a better idea in my mind,” Misharee thought, looking around and quickly locating her students. The five of them seemed to be fine save for temporary dizziness and some hearing loss, but the door out of the room was blocked by an armoured man who was rolling over on his chest. 
 
    “To the windows,” she projected telepathically. As most of the students moved, Cleopatra grabbed Pharaoh’s sleeve and gave it a sharp tug. The slightly dizzy young boy looked around and Cleopatra pointed to her hand before pointing at the window.  
 
    “Follow me!” Pharaoh shouted. He bolted for the window, but not the one closest to him. He ran for the one closest to his corner. “Stop, three, go,” he yelled, running toward the windowsill. Without slowing, he jumped out of the window. 
 
    “Phay,” Misharee screamed as she ushered Braxton by her.  
 
    “One, two, three,” Cleopatra counted out loud and then she too ran and jumped out of the window.  
 
     Creltharn was the first of the older students to make it to the window. He looked out and down and chuckled. “I should’ve known,” he muttered as he climbed up into the frame. “Can you handle me?” 
 
    “Jump!” Pharaoh replied. “You’re late already!” Creltharn jumped just as Misharee made it to the window. She gasped as she looked down to see Pharaoh hanging by his legs from a branch of one of the trees in the courtyard. He swung his body out and caught the hands of Creltharn, swinging him toward the tree. 
 
    “Come on,” Misharee said, stepping up into the windowsill, “both of you will jump with me!” 
 
    “Aww Kot!” Braxton said as he climbed up. Tenjas muttered something no one could understand, and Misharee put a hand in the center of either back and jumped straight out from the wall. Her telekinesis was engaged and they cleared the trees, landing in the middle of the walkway that ran down the center of the courtyard. The landing was a little hard, but no one was hurt. Misharee could feel a headache coming on as she stood up. They all turned at the sound of applause coming from the gate.  
 
    “That was amazing,” Vhusetti said as he stopped clapping. “I’ve always thought Northerners were weak, and that little demonstration only confirmed my suspicions. But still, it was so dramatic!” Gru activated his En-Blade and glared at Misharee. “I wonder if your swordsmanship is as wanting.” 
 
    Misharee drew her weapon and activated it. “There is one way to find out. I’m not going to let you take these children, Gru,” Misharee said as she stepped in front of the children. “I will die first!” 
 
    “Yes, Misharee,” Gru nodded as he set himself. “Yes, you will.” Twelve of the armoured men flew out of the room and used their flight packs to land safely on the ground. “… and, as you can see, your little trick has barely cut into the ranks of my men. But they’re quite angry with you. After I’ve taken your weapon, I have a good mind to let them have their way with you!” 
 
    “Kiai!” K’Jolun yelled, swinging down as he landed. The power of his voice exceeded the sound made by his En-Blade as it passed down through the shoulder, chest, and ribs of the man he had struck. The ground trembled with his landing, and K’Jolun stood up spinning. He came to a stop as the head of a second man rolled off of his shoulders and into the grass. “No, tend to me first!” 
 
    “Cage, will you never cease to amaze?” Gru sighed as he fanfared his weapon. 
 
    “Misharee, get the students out of here,” K’Jolun said, looking at Gru’s men. “I have this!”  
 
    “Oh, I get it now!” Gru said, pointing at K’Jolun. “You took the brunt of the spell with your head!” 
 
    “Go, I said!” K’Jolun snapped and Misharee, along with her students, jumped at the urgency in his shout. Misharee touched Tenjas’ shoulder, directing him toward the gate. One of the armoured men moved to intercept them and an En-Blade speared him through the faceplate. 
 
    “You should never throw your weapon!” Gru yelled, hurling a MannA bolt. K’Jolun stepped back, activating another En-Blade, swatting the bolt out of the air. 
 
    “That was our dojo up there, idiot,” K’Jolun sniped. “Even though we set it up fairly quickly, do you know how many En-Blades there were? No? At least three more!” K’Jolun jumped up and back, hurling the weapon he was holding and another he managed to activate and throw before landing. He landed with his own En-Blade activated and firmly in hand. The first weapon flew through a man’s chest. The second was in a flat spin, scoring the head of one man and the shoulder of another. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” one man yelled as he fired his weapon. The energy blast hit K’Jolun’s shoulder, but there was no visible effect. K’Jolun smiled at the man as his eyes flared with the same energy he had been shot with.  
 
    “Impossible,” Gru whispered. 
 
    “That is your reality,” K’Jolun argued. 
 
    The man who had fired at K’Jolun tried to turn and run, but the eye-blast burned into and through the back of his neck. Without looking, K’Jolun deflected another MannA bolt to the ground. 
 
    “Dismiss your remaining men to take care of the lost souls, Gru,” K’Jolun suggested. “Do that and I will make your introduction to my reality as quick and painless as I am able.” Vhusetti answered him by throwing a bolt that split into two. With his En-Blade still in hand, K’Jolun used telekinesis to catch both bolts, joining them together before he absorbed them. “Thank you for the additional power.” K’Jolun lifted his free hand toward Gru and his men and closed his eyes. “By the will of the Pearl Sun!” From his open palm a beam shot out – one for each target – and each man was blasted; with the exception of Vhusetti, each one encapsulated in a field of pearly-white light. Each was held there and unable to move. The field never fully formed over Vhusetti, who yelled something K’Jolun could not understand. The field of light was broken and Chevalier stumbled back. He laughed as he looked around, seeing that he no longer had any assistance.  
 
    “First EnerJa, with the eye-blast thing… then telekinesis, but then again, you are of the Northern Temple.” 
 
    “Was of the Northern Temple,” K’Jolun corrected him. 
 
    “As you say, then… but then an Entreaty Spell?!” Gru asked as he lifted his weapon. “Not a bad spell either.” 
 
    “It’s bound all that it needed to,” K’Jolun replied, circling toward the walkway.  
 
    “You’re really going to try to make this work after all, aren’t you?” 
 
    “The Southern Temple has begun, Easterner.” 
 
    “You’re chasing dreams, boy!” 
 
    “Yes, but I dream with my eyes wide open,” K’Jolun replied. 
 
    “You’re a fool, Cage,” Vhusetti stated, readying himself. “Zeu Rex was the exception, not the rule!” 
 
    “Zeu Rex is a man,” K’Jolun argued. “As rare as any other… as unique as you or I. But still, just a man.” 
 
    “No one can wield three different Energies!” 
 
    “You may not live through my discourse!” K’Jolun said, using telekinesis to lift Vhusetti off his feet and pull the man toward him.  
 
    Though he was expecting to be hurled in the opposite direction, Vhusetti quickly regained his balance and thrust his blade for K’Jolun’s chest as he flew toward him. A child of a dojo that centered on weapons forms, K’Jolun stepped forward, swinging his weapon down to deflect the thrust as he lifted his forearm into the face of the approaching man. What was commonly referred to clotheslining, it had the unfortunate conclusion of placing one’s opponent on their back after bringing their forward progress to a halt. Dropping to one knee while spinning, K’Jolun’s En-Blade removed the export-ring of Gru’s weapon. His En-Blade faded from sight as K’Jolun’s spun around the man’s body, slowly passing through the older man’s chest. The pain from the burn made the man scream his last breath. 
 
    K’Jolun closed his eyes, kneeling beside a dead man whom he had called friend, one he had started to trust and love… one who had betrayed him and the life-path that was only now becoming clear to his mind and reachable by his talent. He opened his eyes, stood up, and turned off the En-Blade. Attaching it to his side, he turned to leave the courtyard, only to see all of his students and Misharee armed and ready to fight. 
 
    “You said ‘get them out of here’,” Misharee repeated. “We were in the courtyard at the time. We’re now out on the sidewalk. And there were En-Blades lying about!” 
 
    “That sounds like something you would think up,” K’Jolun glared, pointing at Pharaoh. The young boy quickly held up his hands and shook his head ‘no’. 
 
    “It was my idea, Master,” Braxton said as he stepped forward. “Something I picked up from Patra when I wanted some privacy in the bathroom.” K’Jolun snickered, losing his angry glare. He closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “We got the data stowage n’ most of the weapons,” Cleopatra added. “We couldn’t weave you… that’s not part of the code!” K’Jolun closed his eyes and nodded gently in agreement. 
 
    “Neither is standing out in the open when there are bodies about,” he added. “We need to find some place out of sight. We’re too close to stop now.” 
 
    “Too close?” Misharee asked. “What did you find today?” 
 
    “Absolutely nothing,” K’Jolun admitted. “But my leaving was just a… maneuver…” K’Jolun stopped talking and looked back at the building; his mind was turning thoughts over in his head. 
 
    “What is it?” Misharee asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” K’Jolun ran back for the front door. Everyone but Pharaoh followed him. When he reached the front of the building, he leaned in the doorway and took a moment to compose himself. He had not yet recovered from applying so many forms in a very short time. “I think it is safe to let you in on something. That data storage device is interactive. It’s also adaptive. While you and most of the others were meditating to train with ThoughtWill, Pharaoh used Chi to bridge with me.” 
 
    “Why did he do that?” 
 
    “Because Z told him to! Two days ago, during our group meditation, I was taken into a garden where I met a woman named Satithe. She maintains the Z files and speaks for him in their matters. She asked me one question: why do you bother to call it Martial Arts instead of Martial Art.” Misharee frowned at question and K’Jolun nodded in agreement. “Yeah, I thought it was weird too, but I told her that there’s more than one form… more than one method. She said, ‘Exactly, welcome to the three-pattern Temple Technique’.” 
 
    Walking inside the building, K’Jolun stretched his neck and breathed deeply. “There’s lots of other details, like how he’s able to life-lock with Patra at will and, if he sends through Patra, he can bridge with Braxton.” Misharee looked over at Braxton who was too engaged in the moment to react to what K’Jolun had said, but the fight between he and Phay had been explained and Misharee knew that, like everyone else in the room, she had been distracted while Tenjas procured the dart launchers. “In the most simple terms, the brace-com researched all of us, and it found what the Northern Temple didn’t about Gru. It knew he wasn’t on the level. Phay and I put our own little counterplan into action and while he kept an eye on Gru, I dealt with the men he had watching us. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re the only ones who are working in the shadows. And according to the Z-files, we are being watched by other people – people who might help us.” K’Jolun entered the building, now devoid of the homeless people. “That man… he told me that I could not see…” The young man stopped and truly did not know what to think.  
 
    “Couldn’t see?” Misharee pressed, getting frustrated at receiving only bits of information. 
 
    “The writing on the wall,” K’Jolun finished, pointing at the wall. The very wall he had been facing when he had removed the man from his arm. Written in charcoal were the words: South Dock, Slip 5, Slot 7. 2100 hours. Misharee looked at her watch and her eyes flared. 
 
    “It’s 1948 hours now. South Dock is on the far side of the city!” 
 
    “Which means we can’t use the tram,” K’Jolun quickly concluded. “Check the bodies for credits,” he commanded. Braxton, Tenjas, and Creltharn bolted out of the front door. “Especially Gru!” 
 
    “Credits?” Misharee asked, very confused. 
 
    “We need to give some unfortunate soul something for their troubles.” 
 
    “Yes,” Misharee agreed after little contemplation. “I suppose we do at that. All right everyone… you all heard Cage. Let’s get to work!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    A man must be big enough to admit his mistakes, smart enough to profit from them, and strong enough to correct them.  
 
    John C. Maxwell 
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    Amosse Jilchild waved his hand over the reading plate of the wall console. The scanners read his print and verified his electro-magnetic signature before unlocking the door. He stepped into the foyer and snapped his fingers at the robot servants to fetch the parcels that had been stacked outside the front door. Standing aside, Amosse put his hands on his hips as the machines went about their duties.  
 
    It was a different life for the young man, and he smiled at the most recent improvements. “What a difference a few credits can make,” he thought. “The others talked about staying at an estate. But by the time I was recruited, JoJo had gone and beat up the crewman who rented the place! I swear, I will never understand that woman. Thank the gods I will never have to!”  
 
    Walking into the estate house, Amosse looked at all of the furnishings. The Jilchild’s were not a poor family, but it was also not an established House of the Garnet Barony either. Amosse’s father was a simple technician at a production plant. His mother worked at the same plant, in the kitchen, and it was a simple feat to imagine how the two had met and fell in love. Amosse was their first born and the only child to stay out of trouble, as far as his parents knew. 
 
    “You have a guest,” one of the robots noted, bringing Amosse from his reflections. 
 
    “Why are you just now telling me?!” Amosse snapped. “And why did you let them onto the property?” 
 
    “To be honest, it was not like the robot had a choice,” Isaiah said as he walked out of the parlor. “Being Governor of Black Gate has certain privileges.” 
 
    “I was not aware entering the property of another was one of them,” Amosse replied. 
 
    “It isn’t,” Isaiah confirmed, “… but exactly who do you call to report the Governor is breaking the law?” 
 
    “And… you should also make sure that the Governor is breaking the law,” Gundryss said as he held up an electronic key. “As the owner of this estate, I reserve the right to enter these premises.” 
 
    “Only when you have justifiable reason!” Amosse snapped. 
 
    “And here I thought you were a Castings Major,” Isaiah stated as he walked into the kitchen. J’Raldri walked to the doorway of the parlor, folded her arms, and leaned against the doorframe. Her eyes did not move from Amosse, and he quickly came to the realization that she was never going to give his eyes her back. Amosse sighed and walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “In keeping with the law,” Isaiah said, helping himself to a decanter of wine, “… I will officially state that I have just cause to enter this house at any time you are the tenant. Also, it was very nice of you to pay six months in advance. I appreciate that in a customer.” After pouring himself a very generous amount, Isaiah put down the bottle and then reached to his belt where he removed a small projector. He activated the playback feature and placed the projector down on the counter. “You should really monitor who you spend time with.” Images of Amosse meeting with Eleda, Ainille, and Mother were shown in crisp, clear three-dimensional review. “Now I know what you’re going to say… and with the days I’ve been having, I can’t say that I won’t just up and kill you to save myself a future headache. So let’s just take everything off record so we can be done with it and you can go back to your life, such as it is. 
 
    “I know you’re one of Mother’s boys,” Isaiah declared as he took a very slight sip of the wine. “I can’t say I know what she has in store for you, and to be honest, I’m not sure I care.” Acting as if he did not like the wine, the Governor put the glass down and wiped his hands clean. “You’re a little piece of Kot that had a peek at the sweet cake, and decided that the portion you were served was too small. So you lost your ride, which makes you the dumbest smart person I’ve dealt with in some time! Then you were given the death sentence with the smallest percentage for parole, and damn if the gods didn’t get you over the threshold. Next thing you know, you’re back in school with a fully restored student status. When do classes resume for you, by the way?” 
 
    “The end of Aprilis,” Amosse answered. “I’ve been granted special sessions.” 
 
    “Wow! You get that long a vacation, eh?” Isaiah asked rhetorically. “I’ll try not to hate.”  
 
    “I appreciate the effort,” Amosse fenced. He held his breath when Isaiah Gundryss lifted his brown eyes to look at the young student. He could see nothing of the stately Governor of Black Gate in the stare; nothing of the softness that Mother had claimed was the man’s core.  
 
    It was only at that moment that Amosse recalled the files he had read. Gundryss was a former high-ranking officer in the IA Magistrates. Isaiah He had joined the militia when he was fourteen, on waivers, and graduated from Basic Training one cycle early. He was placed in the Officer Academy when he was twenty-nine, a very old age, even with the life-expectancy of Terrans these days. He left the militia at the rank of Commander, and against the still-posted pleas of several high-ranking administrators, including a Fleet Admiral. Amosse just then recalled that he had thought that perhaps Mother had underestimated what sort of man it took to claw his way through the ranks from Sub-Private to Commander and still be breathing. Amosse swallowed hard and lowered his eyes. “I appreciate the effort, sir,” he said softly. 
 
    “Cusp,” Isaiah muttered as he leaned back against the pantry. “You’re a swirling mess, kid. But you’re on the cusp of a number of things. I know I can’t make you change course. You’ll primp and posture, because you’re smart enough to know the right things to say. But don’t think I can’t read those hungry eyes of yours. I know what it is to see power and want it, boy. I still have that in my own eyes every now and then. The difference is, the power I want doesn’t cross courses with JoJo Starblazer. Amosse, you’ve already lost, and the game hasn’t even started. You’re gifted, kid, but between you and me, that woman is a force of the cosmos!” Isaiah continued to look at Amosse as the young man straightened his shirt. “And I can see that I’m not going to make a dent in that armour. Well, I suppose that is the way of things. Fine. It’s not my fight. 
 
    “What is my fight happens to be the status and standing of Black Gate,” Isaiah said, coming away from the pantry. “After the incident that I know you know about, Mother is a wanted woman. On the record, you’ve been advised of her status. Any more of these viewings wind up on my desk, I’ll be exercising all my rights… maybe even a few lefts. Because, after all, this is Black Gate and we all know what the law is here.”  
 
    Isaiah walked out of the kitchen, but Amosse remained, contemplating his best next move. He thought for a moment and then turned to walk out of the kitchen and into his office. He sat down behind his desk and started drafting a letter addressed to the manager of a brothel in the Bowels. It was not a long document, taking only a few minutes to compose, detailing how he could have no further dealings with Mother on any level until the matter between her and the Governor could be resolved. He sent the letter and then quickly walked to gather his coat and his air-car keys. 
 
      
 
    “Right on time,” Wraayna said as she stepped out of the shadows. The Castigator looked in all directions while the Angel maintained her place in the shadows up against the closed salon. “I do like punctuality in my men.” 
 
    “It was the least I could do,” Amosse replied, “seeing as how I set the time and the place. By the way, I thank you for that.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Mother said as the two drew closer. “Your letter was everything you said it would be. So, Gundryss is on to you.” 
 
    “And eager to maintain his surveillance,” Amosse added. “I had to use a point-to-point teleporter on campus to slip my detail. Needless to say that won’t work wagain. We need to get creative, and do so quickly if we want to continue our communication.” 
 
    “I would agree,” Wraayna replied. “Ainille, Eleda, meet your new master!” 
 
    “What?!” three voices asked, and almost at the same time. Wraayna chuckled as she looked around at her people. 
 
    “Well, if it took all three of you in this manner, I think we can be assured that I’ve put forward a very creative resolve to our Governor problem. I will be logging your dismissals with the city record.” 
 
    “Mother, you can’t be serious!” Eleda said softly before looking at Amosse. “No offense to you, Amosse. You’ve impressed me from the beginning. But, Mother, if you put us both with him, who will protect you?” 
 
    “Let’s say that I’m making a change in how I do business,” Wraayna explained. 
 
    “I’m losing the Bowels!” she declared. “We’ve been hit several times, and our above-surface plays have all been fumbled in one manner or another since Gundryss took office. The Bowel Tide was the last big thing we did, and if we look at the numbers, we’ve never lost so many people while taking in so little… so it’s hard to call it a success. Bottom line: we’re in the middle of a war – the middle I say – and we don’t even know who we’re fighting! What point would you like me to press? My eyes are blind and my ears are deaf. I have two things left to me: my health and my investments. I’d like to hold on to both of those. I did not get to where I am without seeing a forthcoming fall. I will pad this fall, if I can. 
 
    “Do you serve me?” Wraayna asked, glaring down at Eleda who quickly nodded as her lips pressed tightly together. “Then who is your master until I say different?” 
 
    “Amosse Jilchild!” Eleda answered. “My life will insure his!” 
 
    “Ainille?” Wraayna asked, looking up at the quiet woman. 
 
    “It is the way it has always been, Mother: your word, our will!” 
 
    “Then Ainille will go back to the house and collect your things. Eleda, see Amosse back to his estate. Prepare him for his quest. See to his needs before he knows he has them. Don’t worry about funds; his accounts are about to swell! And if I should fall before we meet again, your word to me is maintained for two seasons. Then you may vote your heart.”  
 
    “What are you expecting?” Eleda asked, taking hold of Mother’s arm. 
 
    Wraayna sighed before she looked at her best enforcer. “Again, child, we don’t know. All of this is to protect all that I love and to keep my word to this man. Remember, he is your master, no exceptions or exclusions.” 
 
    “I will make it so,” Eleda promised before taking a step back from the woman who had taken the slave girl from what she considered to be the pits of Hell. Everything she possessed was due to the efforts of Wraayna Doroson. It had been a privilege to call her Mother, for that is what she had always been to Eleda. This was no time to forget all she had been taught, all that she had promised. She nodded at Mother, her eyes locked on the larger woman’s face. Wraayna matched her gesture and Eleda turned to face Amosse.  
 
    “We need to be moving along, Master.” 
 
    “We will proceed with what you think is best,” Amosse returned, gesturing for her to take the lead. 
 
    “After you, Master,” the woman said, ushering Amosse to walk in front of her. Ainille did not wait for instructions. In order for her to maintain her normal silence, she had to be away from her sister and her Mother. 
 
    Wraayna watched them walk, wearing a tearful smile of pride. When they were out of eyeshot, Wraayna gave it a few more moments and then she allowed her chin to drop to her chest. “I know we have never spoken. Can you tell me if we have ever met?” 
 
    “We have not,” a soft male voice whispered through the steamy night air to reach her ears, sounding as if he was in constant motion around her, even though she knew he was not. 
 
    “So this is not a matter of vengeance.” 
 
    “It is not,” the voice replied. “Just as you wish to see to your future, I must see to the future of another. That future is simpler if your existence is… discontinued.”  
 
    “Interesting phrasing,” Wraayna chuckled. “Will you leave my girls alone?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen. For the moment, their involvement in the future I protect is minimal at best. With your death, their interaction with that future is diminished even further.” 
 
    “So, you’re here to protect someone from the Bowels,” Wraayna concluded. “Some piss-pot from my own backyard is the reason why I’m going to die.” 
 
    “In case you were wondering, I fully expect you to fight. I would be more than disappointed should you refuse. All you have done simply sees to matters should you lose.” Footfalls sounded down the road and they were not made to echo. The voice also came from the same direction and the Pazibred female looked up to see a slender and small figure walking towards her. She strained her eyes, pushing her other senses to also sweep the area. “No, it’s just me,” Goldie said as he walked into the light. 
 
    “You’re just a kid!” Wraayna spat in disbelief. 
 
    “Careful, you’re forgetting what’s back there,” Goldie said, pointing with his thumb over his shoulder. “Disputes with your vendors… pack after pack of people you dispatched to teach those customers a much-needed lesson, all turning up dead… even two of your incredible daughters, slayed and fileted… your so-called masterpiece assassination attempt on the Governor… all of that was me. You might want to adjust from what you see, and consider what you have seen.” 
 
    “You’ve got something to do with that blue bastard, don’t you?” 
 
    “Come now, Mother,” Goldie said, folding his arms. “Who here doesn’t have something to do with him?!” Wraayna considered the question and quickly considered her brother, Ruukar. She lifted her brow as she nodded. “So, do you want to call them out, or are they here simply to watch you die?” 
 
    “You know about them, do you?” Wraayna asked, grinning. “I think if you had really known about them, you wouldn’t have come this close.” 
 
    Goldie shook his head as his fiery orange eyes flared with a bronze-hued light. It was not the light in his eyes but the sentiment coming from his body and stance that removed Wraayna’s smile. He looked like an old master disappointed in his foolish pupil. 
 
    “Take him!” Wraayna yelled. The door of the salon slid open and a woman in a heavy powered armour suit quickly stepped out as a shoulder-mounted launcher slapped into place. The woman turned and fired at Goldie. 
 
    “Rockets ride on air!” he said softly, extending his left arm. A sharp breeze blew across his face as his hand seemed to cup the approaching weapon, guiding it over his head. “Control the air enough and you can make the launcher come to task with what they launched!” The rocket hit the suit in the chest and the resulting explosion was bright and powerful, shattering all the glass in a thirty-meter radius. The suit was blown backwards down the street, flying fifty meters before it struck ground and rolled to a stop. As it rolled, it was clear that the pilot was dead, as bits of her flew out of the hole from the centrifugal force. 
 
    Two women in lighter powered armour came out of the alley behind Goldie. Neither of the women had drawn a weapon yet, but they had committed to their attack, sliding to a hasty stop when Wraayna held up her hand.  
 
    “Hold!” she commanded as she looked around the area. When she got back to the slender youth, she lowered he hand. “They were following my orders. Don’t punish them for that.” 
 
    “Fealty!” Goldie commanded. “They swear to a deed and all eight can walk out of here. 
 
    “Make that seven,” Goldie whispered, spinning to his right. A woman in power armour landed in the middle of the street, thrusting a large spear down into the ground where Goldie had been standing. The energy-assisted weapon passed through asphalt and the supporting beam underneath as she landed with one knee on the ground. 
 
    “Suthatti!” Wraayna cried as she watched Goldie spin to his left, recovering most of the ground he had lost in the dodge. When he stopped, his stance was low, looking as if he had made a powerful swing; one of the blades that had been on his back was now in hand, and the tip was bloody. The end of the power spear fell to the street, as did the plating of the armour just under the chin. Blood spurted twice as the woman fell to her back. “No!” Wraayna shouted. 
 
    “Yes,” Goldie said softly, twirling his blade fast enough to remove the blood. 
 
    “Only an entity can make that cut through armour!” Wraayna roared. “Who has called down an entity on me?!” 
 
    “Were I an entity bound to one who could summon me, I would be obliged to tell you right now,” Goldie said, giving Mother a soft grin. “Notice how I say nothing. I am not something that can be summoned!” 
 
    “By the gods of my fathers, I ask for your protection!” Wraayna cried out, looking up at the ceiling of the deck. “A wild entity is here and means to destroy me. You are free to act, free to demonstrate your power!” All of the power in the sector of the Bowels surrounding them failed, and Wraayna gasped in delight and surprise. Goldie folded his arms and waited. 
 
    “Your plea has not gone unheard, child of Doro,” an echoing voice spoke as the blackness was filled in with stars. The two of them were no longer in Black Gate; they had been taken from that place, and Goldie recognized where they had been brought. He smirked and stepped back from the woman who called herself Mother. “By the law that was given, a claim of an entity mixing itself with the happenings of mortals has been made. Your request is thereby given audience. 
 
    “Behold!” Vrolpaz said as he appeared in front of Wraayna. Seeing the thirty-meter tall giant, for whom her people were named, caused the woman to lose the strength in her legs and she fell to the floor… a glass floor, polished to mirror all that stood upon it. Under the young swordsman, all that could be seen was a massive cloud of swirling mists that blocked her view of him. At Vrolpaz’s feet was a reflection of him… standing over a hundred meters tall, looking at her with a cross look on his face. Wraayna screamed when she looked at her own reflection. Her skin was dark and covered with sores and boils. Her hair was thin, stringy, and clumped in patches on her balding head. She was weak and ugly. Wraayna could not keep her eyes on the image and looked up at Vrolpaz in confusion.  
 
    “What is this?” she asked. “What does this mean?” 
 
    “What am I?” Vrolpaz asked of her. 
 
    “You are Vrolpaz,” she stated, “father of Rolpazion, the one who brought order to our people.” 
 
    “And what is the first rede of that order?” 
 
    “With our strength, we will build!” 
 
    “And what have you built… Mother?!”  
 
    Goldie winced in sympathetic pain. From his estimation, Wraayna had called down a fate worse than the one he had intended for her. “This is what happens when you know just enough to get yourself into trouble,” he thought. “Ah, well… she’s not the first… she won’t be the last!”  
 
    Wraayna stammered, looking around and casting her begging eyes at Goldie who shook his head ‘no’, then to Vrolpaz who was awaiting a response, and then back at the floor where she saw what she was in his eyes… in the perspective of her people’s law. 
 
    “You have built much!” Vrolpaz stated. “Everything you have constructed rests on souls weaker than yours, less fortunate than yours… much how your soul is to me. So then – what, upon you, will I build?!” 
 
    “A house of agony,” Goldie suggested, “… a place where she must dwell one year for every soul she has used and abused. In that you will sustain the law your son took to your children.” 
 
    “That would be thousands of years,” Vrolpaz replied. “A harsh sentence, though not nearly as great as what others have suffered under her will.” 
 
    “My god, I beg of you no!” 
 
    “It is decided,” Vrolpaz said, waving his hand over her head. Wraayna fell into the glass floor where she was received by her reflected image. Despite how it looked, it was stronger than Wraayna, and dragged the woman away as she cursed Goldie and Vrolpaz. “You hide yourself from me.” 
 
    “Don’t take it personally,” Goldie returned, “I hide myself from all. I find it makes things simpler.” 
 
    “A matter of perspective that has little significance,” Vrolpaz concluded. “So many of my kind use their girth and abuse the power given to them. I cannot see your form, but the means you use to mask yourself betrays the small Terran form before me. 
 
    Vrolpaz started to fade. He ushered Goldie to a doorway that was coming up through the floor. “I may not know your form, but I do know what you carry, swordsman. Not even those of my ilk can carry such a burden for long. I wish you hasty relief.” 
 
    “Too late,” Goldie muttered, walking through the door and back onto the street in front of the salon. 
 
    “Right, the seven of you,” he said, cracking his knuckles. “Where are we on the fealty thing?” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Eleda walked into the mansion just behind her new master and closed the door. She turned to see Amosse walk into the large living room with his hands on his hips, shaking his head. Confusion was quickly becoming fear inside the man and she could feel it. Without saying a word she walked over and turned him around. 
 
    “Hard or soft,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Hard… or soft.” 
 
    “Soft.” 
 
    Eleda reached up and removed her mask. Thick, long, shiny-black hair fell around her face and her rich purple eyes gazed deeply into Amosse’s. She could see that what the young man saw pleased him, but she would say nothing to that. Dropping her helm, Eleda took hold of Amosse’s shoulders and pulled him close. Their lips touched, and though Amosse put his hand to her shoulders to push her back, they continued to kiss until his protest was abandoned. Only when he started kissing her back did Eleda bring things to a slow close. Their lips parted and Amosse slowly opened his eyes. He looked at her, thought for a moment, and then decided to speak. 
 
    “Without showing me, what would you have done if I had said ‘hard’?” 
 
    “I would have struck you,” Eleda replied. “You have a number of things going through your mind, my Master. Most do not belong there. You needed a distraction; I saw fit to give you one.” 
 
    “I’m glad I said ‘soft’,” Amosse sighed in relief. 
 
    “You should trust your instincts more.” 
 
    “If I did that, I’d still be aboard the Xara-Mansura,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. 
 
    “Then perhaps that is your failing, Master,” Eleda returned, her eyes remaining locked on his. Amosse opened his mouth, but he could find no words to say. His Castigator shook her head in slight disgust. “Men!” she sighed. “Say, ‘I’m sorry’ to me. Just let the words fall from your lips.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Amosse said in a pressed matter-of fact tone. Eleda released her hold of him and took a step back. 
 
    “That was pathetic!” she judged. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter!” he replied, throwing his hands up and walking away from her. “I betrayed them, Eleda! All of them! My friends, the man who saved our lives, his Captain, her crew. I betrayed them all!” 
 
    “So apologize,” Eleda suggested. 
 
    “One doesn’t just apologize to JoJo Starblazer!” he exclaimed. “Especially after her First Mate has written you off! I may not be a font of piratical knowledge, but I know that’s not going to happen!” 
 
    “Then don’t just apologize!” Eleda pressed, and her tone kept Amosse from going off into a tirade. “You said you had friends there. Did you truly?” 
 
    Reflecting for a moment, Amosse thought of Bantar and Teela… and how they had remained close even though they knew, in part, about who and what he was. “Until we found the MannA Keys.” 
 
    “So, you’re a selfish man,” Eleda concluded. 
 
    “Is that supposed to be helpful?!” he snapped.  
 
    “Not if I am the only one who can see that. I swore myself to you, Amosse. Don’t nit-pick the reasons why; accept it for what it is. Because at the end of the day, the only thing that keeps Eleda’s word is Eleda! Task me, and only question my loyalty when I fail to perform.” 
 
    “And if I order you to my bed?” 
 
    “Then when you go to your bed you will find me there,” she returned more quickly than Amosse had dared to expect. There was also strength to her words that made him look away from her eyes. He started to walk further away, but she took hold of his arm. “I will say it once more, Master. You were on your knees, feeling the touch of Death herself, and you dared her to embrace you! I cannot speak to what is in your mind. You’re a man, so there is a good chance you do not know either. But I know a strong heart when I witness one. Those are the words Mother said to me when she pulled me from where she found me. And before you ask, I would rather keep that information to myself.” 
 
    “Then I will not ask,” Amosse said in a soft tone. He reached up and placed his hand on the side of her face, giving it a gentle caress. “I will not command you to my bed, Eleda. But I will ask that you stop calling me Master.” 
 
    “Dare to be my Master, and earn the words!” she returned. “I do not know why we are here, but here it is we stand. You have a mighty quest ahead of you, but you also have the means to triumph. I will guard you as well as I can. And if you like, I will train you, but that will only prepare your body for what awaits you. Master, you must prepare your mind and your heart! If you have wronged people for whom you hold feelings, you must forgive yourself and then work to earn their forgiveness.”  
 
    “And not just double down on my desires,” Amosse added. 
 
    Eleda stepped back and picked up her helmet. “I don’t know what these Keys can do, but for some reason Fate has had you and the Keys intersect. You wanted them for power.” 
 
    “But I am a man, so there’s a good chance I had it wrong?” Amosse remarked. Eleda smiled and took hold of his hand. 
 
    “Only someone who can question themselves will ever find answers in the abyss,” she stated. “If you walk into wonder knowing everything, you must eventually admit that either you are wrong, or there is no wonder to walk into!” 
 
    “And just how did you come into the service of Mother?” 
 
    “I told you, I was in Hell. She pulled me out. She had me trained on how to fight, and she told me that if I was to serve anyone I must also serve myself. So, when I wasn’t training, I was reading. I learned what it meant to be strong outside of what the body can deliver. I also came to know that until I find a purpose, I must serve a purpose. Until tonight, that purpose was protecting the woman who had saved me.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now I am an explorer,” Eleda replied, donning her helmet. “Take a man, a self-proclaimed traitor and selfish power-monger... what makes that man able to dare Death?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Amosse said as he took in everything that was happening. “That is an interesting answer you seek.” 
 
    “It is not the answer I am looking for,” Eleda said as she started to leave the room. 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    “Might I request there are two things we not discuss, Master?” Amosse was disappointed, but found it impossible to be angry with her. He sighed, nodded his head ‘yes’ and waved Eleda off. 
 
    “At least, Eleda. At least. If you will excuse me, there is work I need to be about,” Amosse said as he started for the office. 
 
    “Work? Work on what?” 
 
    Amosse did not stop walking. He held up his finger denoting realization. “One does not simply say I’m sorry to JoJo Starblazer, but one might be able to show they’re sorry.” 
 
    “And how does one do that?” 
 
    “JoJo is a very simple woman,” Amosse said, stopping while still thinking, putting things together in his mind. “If she finds you and recruits you, the proof of being worthy is on you. But if you take the initiative and perform a selfless act, you can basically write your own ticket with her.” 
 
    “It sounds as if you’re scheming duplicity,” Eleda commented. 
 
    “Oh, I think we both know I’ve got miles to go before I even know what a selfless act is!” Amosse admitted before shaking his head. “That came out wrong. I know what they are… I’ve seen them done over and over again among the crew! What I don’t know is why they’re done. Man’s gotta start somewhere.” Eleda’s head tilted to the side and Amosse could no longer see her face with the helm on. “… or did I miss the whole boat on that one too?” 
 
    “Master, you’re on a plate of rock, floating in the middle of a river of lava. You are too weak from the heat to save yourself. A man comes along. What do you want him to do? 
 
    “Don’t answer the question,” she said quickly, holding up her hand. “Just be ready to enact your answer when you come to the river and see someone collapsed on a plate of rock.” Eleda saw Amosse slowly fall into a pondering state. She backed away quietly and started to leave. She had a mansion to inspect and memorize. Furthermore, she needed a place to cry. She could feel it, or more to the truth of it, she could no longer feel Wraayna Doroson – and that was a first she had hoped would never happen. She sent a message to her sister, ordering her to report to the estate directly from where she was. There was no sense in chancing that whatever had struck Mother would also deprive Eleda of her beloved sister. 
 
    “I take it that while you were in Mother’s service, you were not able to always enact the answer.” 
 
    “No,” she answered, covering the trembling in her voice. “When I was with Mother, I served her purpose in the same measure she had served mine.” 
 
    “And what amount was that?!” 
 
    “Measure what your life is worth to you, Master.” 
 
    “You mean, immeasurably.” 
 
    “Perhaps there is hope for that man’s mind and heart after all.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    A person who deserves my loyalty receives it. 
 
    Joyce Maynard  
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    Waking up, post procedure. After so many times, he was of the mind that he should be better at it. Each time seemed to be brand new, different enough to make each event singular in his mind… save for one trying matter that never seemed to change. 
 
    “Why do the eyes always burn?” Virgil asked, squinting at the dim light. 
 
    “I guess that’s part of the package,” Austin replied. “Right there with tears and way too much sensitivity, burning must be an eye thing.” 
 
    “I don’t have to ask if you’re in a good mood,” Virgil commented. Austin smiled, placing his hand over the eyes of his assistant. A cooling sensation passed through Virgil’s body and every muscle in his body relaxed. “I love it when you do that! If we could bottle that we’d make a fortune!” 
 
    “You mean another fortune,” Austin replied. “Why don’t you sit up and tell me how you feel.” 
 
    Taking a moment to breathe in deeply, Virgil lifted his head from the bed and exhaled slowly as he closed his eyes. He took inventory of his mind and body, stopping his rhythmic breathing and frowning. He opened his eyes and looked down at his hands. He had taken a hold of the side of the table and he noticed that the metal was giving to his grip. 
 
    “You made me stronger?!” Virgil asked as he warped the side of the table even more. 
 
    “Given the most recent list of guests, I thought it a wise precaution to take.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Virgil said, pushing off the table. He sailed over Austin’s head, landing on the floor near the door of the recovery room. He smiled as he hopped in place, getting a feel for the added strength in his legs. “Did you make me stronger than you?” 
 
    Austin nodded, folding his arms. “About a three hundred percent increase, actually.” 
 
    “Are you expecting more rude godlings?” 
 
    “Not so much, no.” Austin looked at his data pad and Virgil smiled, touched by the concern. What Xaythra had done to Virgil during her visit to their pantheon had never sat well with Austin. He had taken steps to ensure that it would be measurably more difficult for anyone else to duplicate that incident. 
 
    “Thank you, Austin,” he said softly. 
 
    “You’re more than welcome,” Austin answered as he started for the door. “I want you to come and see what I’ve been up to while you were… improving.” Virgil skipped excitedly before walking behind Austin. 
 
    The two made their way from their personal medical facility to one of the larger holding chambers. Halfway to the room, Virgil frowned again, smelling something strange on the air. He took another whiff to verify and then decided to speak. 
 
    “What is that smell?” Virgil asked. 
 
    “Power,” Austin replied with a very proud grin stretching across his face. “Power… and change!” 
 
    “No, it smells like something needs to be changed!” Virgil argued. 
 
    “So glad to see that your augmentation cycles haven’t hampered your sense of humor,” Austin commented. Austin stopped in front a pair of large double doors. Virgil recognized the make of the chamber immediately and knew whatever that waited for them inside, it required shielded walls. “But I will say it makes the Rims not such a foreboding place.” 
 
    “I do what I can.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Austin replied as the doors opened. Virgil knew they were on the upper deck of a four-story observation and holding chamber. He expected to see something gigantic, extremely ferocious, or a combination of the two.  
 
    “Austin!” the man gasped, looking down on the creature in the chamber. “What have you done?” 
 
    “You could say that I was inspired!” Austin said, folding his arms. He looked down into the lower area with a sense of pride, and for good reason. Thanks to the recent advancements in his research, he had unlocked the secrets of not only the Living Energies, but those who had mastered them and had become legend. 
 
    “Does he have a name?” Virgil asked, looking down on the dull matte-black body, striped in blood red and shining bronze. 
 
    “No, she does not,” Austin answered. 
 
    “Does she know we’re here?” Virgil asked just ahead of jumping back from the railing of the observation deck. White hot fire spread wide in front of him, held in place a mysterious containment field. The fact that the fire had been stopped surprised the eager assistant. “I suppose I have my answer to that question. 
 
    “But wait! You discovered how to block MannA without using MannA!” Virgil declared. He could not feel the field that had prevented the column of fire, but the raw fury within the flames certainly registered. But that was the least one expected from a dragon. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t discover it, as it was never lost,” Austin corrected. “But it was beyond me until I started reading through the collected memories of Xaythra.” 
 
    “You did this from picking through Xaythra’s memories?!” 
 
    “There. There. No need for you to reconsider your position on the creature,” Austin assured. “A number of that poor fool’s memories will never be found in her mind. Strangely enough, I do not think she is aware of some of the readings I have digested.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The law of gravity, Virgil,” Austin stated. “Everything in the universe pulls on everything else. She is gravity incarnate and thusly, she is in touch with everything in the universe. Now, her manipulation of gravity makes some of the readings illegible, but I am not really interested in the things outside the Rims, and most of those readings are just fine.  
 
    “Needless to say we are talking about a tremendous amount of data,” Austin continued, ushering Virgil out of the room and back into the corridor. “But once you limit the information to certain patterns, namely things that have stood against MannA, one does stand a chance at finding pure genius. In short, the answer came to me from outside the Rims, but there is a life-form called the Malgovi, and one of their devoted engineers has had his fill of Spell-Casting. He has designed shells that can shoot through constructed MajiK. I took his approach to making a bullet and energized it.” 
 
    “And this Malgovi is how far from taking over the Empire?” Virgil partially quipped. 
 
    Austin chuckled for a moment before shaking his head. “I do not think that is his ambition, but the readings were from a few years ago when he was testing the technology. I really wasn’t interested in any personal aspects.” 
 
    “Well, you have the energy field, so I’d say you have another success on your hands. Speaking of successes…” 
 
    “Yes, she is still here,” Austin explained. “The remapping of her mind is proving to be rather difficult. Filling up a year is more challenging for someone of her power level.” Austin took in a breath to continue to his explanation only to see Virgil out of the corner of his eye. His assistant stood with his arms folded, shaking his head in disappointment. “I missed something very simple, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Sometimes you just can’t help it,” Virgil shared. “You have your man moments! The answer is just screaming at you!” Virgil waited for a moment, watching Austin frown as he tried to guess what Virgil might have meant. “Should I use Sign Language?!” 
 
    “No need to be cruel.” 
 
    “Hello, whoever made the gravity thingy and the elemental water thingy get together, decided to make it a woman! And what do stressed-out, chasing-their-tails women do when they can’t get their heads together? They go and put someone else together! So she either needs a significant other–” 
 
    “Or a child!” Austin said in an airy breath, wrapped up in the genius of the notion. 
 
    “There he is!” Virgil declared. “Speaking of my better moments, what’s the update the OmnahtI couple?” 
 
    “We actually shared an agreeable meal,” Austin shared, nodding. “Cobalt and I have even gone in together on a project to help fortify their pantheon. That reminds me, I need to check on the next batch of Power Clones.” 
 
    “Well done, Austin! You’re making Power Clones for Cobalt?!” 
 
    “Ten thousand of them, actually. He’s putting together an enchantment to give them power and fortitude. And in return for the clones, you and I are the proud owners of a fully-staffed chalet in the Blackburne Mountains.”  
 
    “Aahhh… the mountains?!” Virgil nearly screamed. 
 
    “I remembered your fondness for skiing,” Austin said with a soft smile. “And while you are celebrating, I must be about my work. It’s been a while since I made a child.” Austin teleported away as Virgil danced in the middle of the corridor. 
 
    “The Blackburne Mountains,” he sighed. “Of course it will be decades before we get there. But still, it is a most appetizing option to have in our list of departure destinations. 
 
    “Oh, I have a name for her,” Virgil thought out loud, coming up with a notion for the name of the cloned dragon. “Kyncharra! And maybe he’ll get around to telling me how and why he went and cloned a dragon!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    The gavel pounded down repeatedly, but the gathering was beyond being marshaled by its booming tones. The only thing missing from the room were drawn weapons as accusations were tossed back and forth in the very grand chamber.  
 
    “This is chaos!” Theron Wallace, one of the Star Gapers, claimed as the accusations were now accompanied by pushing and shoving. “There is no way we can summon the Deputation with all of this conflict!” 
 
    “That is not the only problem,” Ernestan said, pointing at the large crystals that fed light into the center of the room. There was no light coming from them and they rested, at different tilts, on the floor. “Even if the devout followers were able to arrest their passions and call to commune, would their pantheons even bother to respond?!” 
 
    “They are as at odds with one another as their followers are at each other’s throats,” Boldreene said, closing her eyes.  
 
    Ernestan felt smothered. On one side there was the Gaper that suffered from what he considered to be too much celebrity, but her depth of skill was easily her greatest asset and it was clear she was trying to read Ernestan… and on the other was Illyana Towermunn, the pale-skinned Vohlterran whose interest in him was too great for his tastes. Given the circumstances at the Imperial Palace, Ernestan expected some measure of scrutiny to be applied at this gathering.  
 
     “And I’ve lost contact with the Multi-Mind!” Boldreene reported. 
 
    “What?!” Theron cried before extending his senses. There was nothing for him to find, and Ernestan could feel Boldreene’s eyes on him. She knew. The veil he had labored to erect had failed. The woman gleaned that Ernestan had something to do with the Multi-Mind disappearance – though destruction would have been a more suitable word. “It’s… it’s gone!” 
 
    A scream of fright tore out from the middle of the crowd. A comely woman, dressed in pastel-colored silks fell from her seat with a smoking black arrow in her chest. “DarkeSteel!” a man cried as the arrow turned to ash and fell away from the blackening skin. 
 
    “Your gods can no longer protect you here!” a shrieking voice echoed throughout the room as the chamber itself was suddenly freezing. A column of black smoke exploded from the center of the floor. A seven-meter tall yellow-skinned demon stepped out of the smoke with red fire pouring from its mouth and eyes. It wore a cumbersome black chest plate that came to a point at the center of the chest. “And now your souls will be the meat upon which my children will feed! 
 
    “Attend me!” the demonic figure commanded, pointing at the crowd of patrons. A second column of smoke preceded a high-pitched scream. It came from a Chevalier whose eyes suddenly burned with red fire. 
 
    “I hear and obey, my Master!” the cursed man shrieked. Without reaching to the pommel on his hip, the man’s hands closed around black crystal pommels, emitting blades of green and black fire. 
 
    “Attend me!” the demon summoned a second possession. A young PriestesS screamed, grabbing her head as she too was converted. Her eyes exploded with red flames as one of the older attendees looked at the giant demon and lifted his hooded staff over his head. 
 
    “By the light of–”  
 
    “I deny your light!” the demon shrieked just before the staff shattered. The older Priest then screamed in agony as his body slowly became black stone. Both of the smaller demons screamed, churning up a gale force wind that threw most of the patrons toward the back wall. Only three managed to stand against the wind; a Chevalier, a young PriestesS of Udathi, and a PriesT of Klarr. The latter two seemed to be barely touched by the wind. Illyana gave with the wind and sailed across the chamber, landing near one of the double doors that she intended to exit through. She felt a familiar presence nearby but she had not perceived the demon until it had arrived. 
 
    “There is a power at work here I need not engage,” she thought, putting the chamber behind her. “Chaos indeed, but not the sort they are being led to believe. Better to withdraw and regroup.”  
 
    “Something is not right here,” the PriestesS said as many of her colleagues enacted spells to teleport themselves to sanctuaries. Others scurried for the doors, including all of the Star Gapers, though Ernestan moved to make sure he would be the last of them to leave. “This wind is Ele–” four pairs of hands came up through the floor, grabbing the woman, taking her down into a black aperture that was just opening under her.  
 
    “Away, cursed souls!” the PriesT commanded, and the room was showered in a white light that rose to nearly blinding levels before it was sucked into the mouth of the giant demon. It belched after consuming the light and then glared at the PriesT. “Blood of my deliverer! Such power!” 
 
    Red flame spat from the demon’s mouth in a large column, but it was blocked by the En-Blade of the Chevalier who jumped in front of the PriesT. Adding ThoughtWill to his blade, the Chevalier had turned it into a shield and the red fire burned all around it, slowly eating away the barrier. 
 
    “No, my child, we must flee,” the PriesT declared, taking hold of the Chevalier. “We have been undone by our own kind. The demons can have this place. We shall fight this from another front!” Another flash of bright light carried the two out of sight. 
 
      
 
    Running to the platforms where they could be teleported to safety, Boldreene looked back several times. At first she was looking for Ernestan, but the appearance of demonic individuals made the woman turn her attentions to running so that she would not be trampled by faster and harder-running people. 
 
    Reaching the platforms, the Chevaliers formed lines of defense, En-Blades at the ready. At the first sound of something coming from the main chamber, one of the Chevaliers turned and ran, knocking Ernestan and Boldreene to the floor. When the Chevalier ran, so did his entourage and with less regard. Ernestan moved as quickly, barely rolling himself and Boldreene out of the way of being trampled. Ernestan got up and then picked Boldreene up from the floor, moving the both of them to a quiet corner. 
 
    “This changes nothing, Ernestan,” she claimed. “I know what I saw. You will bleed for this.” 
 
    “You know that I cannot harm a fellow seer,” Ernestan said, nodding at the woman, releasing her. “And you are right.” Boldreene turned to run toward the platforms. She was two strides from safety when a body passed in front of her. A thin blade was swept across her neck and Boldreene stumbled forward to a stop, clutching at her neck and choking on her blood. “But then again, I am not alone.” The woman fell to her knees as people rushed by, clamoring for their turn to use the teleporters.  
 
    When the high-pitched shrieks came from the main chamber, people cared less about the destination. They simply wanted to be away from this place. The remaining Chevaliers kept their place until their respective charges were safe; leaving the rest to tend to their own fates.  
 
    Led out by Kaila, Ernestan and Kannadi moved, unseen, away from the teleport chamber and back into the main room. The Star Gaper did not like the loss of a seer, but he could already hear the counterpoint to his argument. Death was going to be a color of this painting; it was just a matter of them succeeding and keeping it to a few ugly strokes, or failing altogether, having nothing else visible in the portrait. As bitter a pill it was to swallow, Ernestan accepted that truth. Fortunately he had just been provided an engaging distraction. 
 
    “I know that is Jake,” he declared, pointing at the gigantic demon. “But red flame? 
 
    “That would be me,” Wesley said, standing up from inside the small area in the front of the chest plate and waving at the Star Gaper. Ernestan laughed at the novelty of the presentation.  
 
    Kannadi stepped forward, folding her arms. “That means you are also responsible for the wind.” 
 
    “The wind that was spotted, you mean,” Jacob said as he removed the chest plate. “And Jashana, ease up on the refrigeration!” Heads turned to see the young woman step out from behind one of the lighting crystals, a bright blue-glowing rock was being returned to her bag when the cold abated.  
 
    “Spotted or not, that was a nice touch, Wes,” Jashana remarked. “Sorry about the chill.” 
 
    “I was good with it,” Wesley quipped, being very close to several sources of heat. 
 
    “But what about the man who turned to black stone?” Kannadi asked, looking at the stone statue that turned and winked at her. “Teyan?!” 
 
    “It’s so much easier to control the room when the first ones to die are already on your side,” the young InvokeR commented. Holding his hand out, his fragmented staff came together and he took hold of it. 
 
    “Wait,” Kannadi urged, trying to keep a smile away as Ernestan cackled. “If Jashana was seeing to the temperature in the room...” 
 
    “And the black smoke, putting people in them, and the aperture making,” Jashana added. “That Priestess put up some fight.” 
 
    “Where did you send her?” the Nalyik female inquired. 
 
    “She sent her to me,” Quantil said as he walked into the room, side-by-side with Stewart. “I drained the Priestess of her KaA and she collapsed. I sent the power I harvested to Stewart. All I did was add a bit of oompf to the teleport platforms,” he shared. “Might have had a hand in making sure Kaila was in position to take care of one loose end. Other than that, I’ve got loads to spare.” 
 
    “And how did you contain that powerful blessing?” Kannadi inquired. “It was the last thing I saw with my own eyes though I thank you, Jake, for bridging your view to me.” 
 
    “No problem,” the large young man replied. “I had to do something. Feeling a bit out of place here. But I believe the others were successful taking down the Multi-Mind.” 
 
    “And then some,” Stewart assured, keeping the detection of one of the Dark Eight to himself. 
 
    “As for that blessing,” Ethadior revealed, holding up a small, white, glowing gem. “That was a little wonder of my working. Targeting for members of the faith-based arts is questionable at best. I learned long ago how to direct them to other places. 
 
    “And the first woman to fall?” Kannadi inquired. 
 
    “You mean me?” the woman said as she stood up. Kannadi jumped slightly, putting her hand to her sword before she got a hold of herself. “Were you worried about me, Kannadi?” Releasing the spell, the woman slowly became C’Zaddrus. The young DreamCasteR smiled at Kannadi before taking in a deep breath. “The closer you can stand to your target area, the better the illusions are. So, how does an illusionist get this close to a room full of people and keep from being seen as he casts? Answer: make sure no one is looking at me. Hence the giant demon... our Jake.” The demonic skin faded to Terran flesh. “… and his two possessed souls.” Releasing the FantasioR from around them, Shanvah and Edwarn smiled at Kannadi. 
 
    “Oh very well done,” Kannadi admitted, applauding everyone. She did not hold her elation for long. She could hear that Ernestan was no longer laughing and she turned to face him. 
 
    “I know it had to be done,” he said softly. “But this will only lead to a holy war.”   
 
    Stewart stepped forward and started making the aperture to take them all back to their platform. “Yes, but a limited one. Only the fanatics and the ones who can’t tell them no will get involved.” 
 
    “Acceptable losses?” Ernestan questioned. 
 
    “Don’t get me started, Gaper,” Stewart replied bitterly. “Not one of them showed up for me. Just an old blind man; the protector of the Rims. I may not ever like him… but at least with him, the only difference between his walk and his talk is the type of sound. The walk you can understand. The talk can drive you mad. You want to cry for the collateral damage, go ahead. I’ll weep for us and anyone else who stakes a real claim. Sheep are just good for sweaters. 
 
    “Ladies first,” Stewart said, ushering the group through the portal. 
 
    “Thao’s really having an effect on you, isn’t she?” Jashana asked. Stewart could tell she was only partially joking and he smiled, blushing a bit before he pushed her into the portal. As the others followed behind her, Stewart looked around the chamber. 
 
    “It was bound to happen,” he thought as he looked at his left hand. He started summoning a very weak expression of his KaA. “… the Pawns and the Eight… both of the Dark variety. Was hoping for later rather than sooner… but I’m getting used to not getting my way. Outwitting mortals is easy… mind-fencing with the anti-life is something this group isn’t ready for. Damn that blind bastard to each and every hell there is! He knew exactly what he was doing in recruiting me. 
 
    “And if you want to live through this, Stewie,” he whispered, releasing the energy into the room, “… you better start emulating his moves pretty damn fast!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Life is a series of punches. It presents a lot of challenges... but the people that are able to take those punches and able to move forward are the ones that really do have a lot of success… and have a lot of stories to tell, too.  
 
    Josh Turner 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.27) 
 
      
 
    “I certainly expected the lavish surroundings,” Ukara whispered as she walked onto the grounds. While there was ample technology, the builders – or the owners – had seen to it that the power lines were guarded against the simple manipulations of a Mech-Mage. “The alarms are a bit of a surprise.” 
 
    She was halfway through the courtyard, approaching the front door of the castle, when the guards finally decided to show themselves. They wore light armour and carried light energy weaponry which came as quite a surprise to the woman, given where she was. “Hold!” one of the guards commanded and Ukara stopped walking, holding up her hands in surrender. 
 
    “My name is Ukara Curzakiov, Mech-Mage from the Prism Baronies. Tell the Guild Masters that I know where their missing MannA Keys are,” Ukara said softly. “I can either speak to them, or I can go to the Enacranites. It’s their choice!” 
 
    “I know the name Curzakiov.” Ukara looked up to a balcony to see a man looking down on her. She wondered if, had she not been trained in the casting arts, she would still be able to see his aura of power. The MannA burned all about the figure in a brilliant bronze fire, exploding in small sparks of white light. She could feel the aura looking at her, but it was unable to pierce her conjured veil.  
 
    “I am honored that my family has been remembered, my Lord,” Ukara said as she bowed. 
 
    The dark-haired individual bore a face without expression. It appeared that there was nothing Ukara could say or do to change that facet about him. “I am not your lord, and if you are who you purport to be, you are not here to swear your allegiance. So let us dispense with what would be assumed to be pleasantries. This one is permitted entrance,” he announced. “Bring her to the Ember Hall, but do not lower your guard against her. Mech-Mages are hardly to be trusted… especially not this one.” 
 
    “Truer words have never been spoken, worm,” Ukara thought. “And once I have what I came here for, I will have my recompense for that commentary!” 
 
    “Sergeant, lead her in,” one guard commanded. Ukara looked over to see that he wore a large bronze badge on his shoulder. “The rest of you maintain your aim, but fingers on the trigger guard!” 
 
    “I appreciate the precaution, officer,” Ukara commented as she walked behind the lead guard. 
 
    “The safety of the Stellar Mage Guild is my responsibility, visitor,” the man advised. “I will not see harm come to them on my watch!” 
 
    “Then pray for a shift change very soon!” Ukara thought. 
 
      
 
    The extra wide door slowly lifted up into the wall and Ukara could immediately feel the intense heat coming from inside the chamber as the light of the open flames caused her to lift her hand, shielding her face. Once the door was fully open, Ukara felt the hand of the Sergeant on her arm. She looked at his hand and slowly lifted her eyes to look into his. 
 
    “You will not keep the masters waiting,” the Sergeant said as he pulled on her arm. 
 
    “Surely not,” Ukara smiled before walking into the room. 
 
    “The Ember Hall,” she thought, looking around at the ceiling, walls and floor, all ablaze with majikul fire. “What a needless waste of power!” Inside the door there was only a small space of flooring not in flames, and Ukara stood there as the guards pulled back allowing the large door to lower into place. Beyond the Blackstone flooring there was thirty meters of flames surrounding another Blackstone area, circular, holding a long rectangular table where two women and five men sat, all on the far side, facing Ukara. Coming up out of the flame and striding onto the fifty-meter radius area was the same black-haired man who had allowed Ukara entry into the castle. He approached the large table and bowed after taking three strides.  
 
    “Greetings, my Masters,” the slender man spoke loud enough for Ukara to hear him. “… one of Curzakiov’s brood has approached this sacred place seeking audience with this guild. I have permitted her entry into the castle due to the standing of the family name. 
 
    “The name is recognized,” the woman who sat at the far left of the table commented. “Well done, castellan. If there are no objections, allow her to come forward.” 
 
    “Hearing no objections,” the castellan said as he stood up, turning to face Ukara. “… you may approach, blood of Curzakiov. Give your full name and be heard by this body of power!” The flames on the floor parted to reveal a strip of Blackstone, and a cool breeze passed over Ukara’s body. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let them have that one,” Ukara thought as she walked forward onto the safe ground. “Nice touch! 
 
    “Thank you for receiving me. I am Ukara Brianne Curzakiov, daughter of Neldrynn, blood of the Tempest!” 
 
    “The workings of the Tempest remain with us even to this day,” the woman replied. “While Neldrynn was of little note and less worth, Tempest was one of the founders of this Order and his blood will be held in good light until they diminish themselves. Perhaps you will succeed where your father failed.” 
 
    “With that hope in mind, I stride to make that wish a reality, my mistress,” Ukara said as she walked onto the circle. The bridge she had walked upon was quickly retaken by the flames. 
 
    “This one spoke of the purloined MannA Keys,” the castellan advised. 
 
    “Such claims this body has received before,” the woman stated. “Forgive us if we do not jump at the naming of the power that was stolen from us so very long ago.” 
 
    “Beings of power should jump only at so little,” Ukara smiled as she looked around the room. The nudge on her right shoulder was expected, but not so quickly, and her head dropped in disappointment.  
 
    “Wait a moment,” one of the men spoke up, leaning back in his chair. “Did you say Ukara?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I said,” she muttered in a disgusted tone. “Tired, old blowhard!” 
 
    “You’re one of those Mech-Mages!” Ukara’s head came up, an indignant glare in her eyes. 
 
    “You should really try smiling when you say that,” Ukara hissed. 
 
    “You will watch your tone when you address this body!” the castellan warned. 
 
    “I claim the right of blood!” Ukara snapped. “… and that means you are dismissed until these proceedings are decided.” 
 
    “As you wish, Mistress Ukara,” the castellan bowed as he faded from sight. 
 
    “That’s one,” Ukara muttered as she started to nibble on her index finger’s nail. She pondered as she started pacing to her left. “… six assholes left.”  
 
    “You should truly have a care, child,” Thaporadryn grumbled as he leaned forward at the center of the table. He was something of an expected wonder. InvokeRs, as a rule, were known for slender forms, dedicating so much time to their studies that pursuits of physical development were often discarded. Standing two meters tall and weighing just over one hundred twenty kilograms, the red-headed mammoth was powerful with either wand or hammer in hand. “You have offended this hall. Do not think my hand will be held in place by my appreciation for what your grandfather has done for this guild! Your father–” 
 
    “My father died trying to restore this guild to power!” Ukara yelled. “… just as his father before him! And they both knew the best way to do that was to restore the Tempest! I will succeed where my forefathers failed. 
 
    “Of course, let us take a close look as to why they failed so miserably,” Ukara spoke as she paced. “If we use a sharp enough eye, we can actually see hands in their backs, pushing them to their eventual downfalls!” 
 
    “Enough!” Thaporadryn boomed as he stood up, thrusting his hand toward Ukara. A column of white hot flame rose up behind the man and arched over his shoulder, exploding into Ukara’s chest. When the flames dispersed, she was untouched and wearing a judgmental smile. 
 
    “Pathetic!” she said softly. “Were you daydreaming when I invoked the right of my blood?! My father was one of the four that built this place. These fires will never harm me!” 
 
    “It would have been a kinder fate, fool!” Thaporadryn said as he put his left hand down on the table, throwing his legs over it and landing on the floor in front of the large table. Drawing his right hand back, a large black mallet formed in his grasp. “Now you will feel the power of my hammer!” 
 
    “Funny that you should wield that weapon, Thapo,” Ukara said, crossing her wrists in front of her face. “Guess what one of the favorite tools of a Mech-Mage is!” Tonka exploded from Ukara’s back into a mass of murky black liquid that Ukara stepped back into. The fluid seemed to be consumed by her body as it formed around her, becoming living power armour complete with a hammer, shield, a winged and horned helm, and a cape made of micro-thin chains. 
 
    “Mech MajiKs,” Thaporadryn huffed in disgust as the head of his hammer came alive with raw MannA. He grunted as he stepped forward, swinging down for his opponent’s head. Ukara lifted her shield to meet the weapon and cried out in pain and amazement. The power of the blow sent out a wave of force that the other lords and ladies at the table could feel. Ukara dropped to her knee and Thaporadryn lifted his weapon to pound down on her shield a second time. 
 
    “Tell me, wench, what hands do you see now?!” Thaporadryn shouted, hammering down a third time. A crack formed in the middle of the shield and Thaporadryn knew this fight would not last much longer. Instead of swinging straight down, he swung across his body and removed the shield from Ukara’s arm. “I commit your black heart to the company of your failing father!” Thaporadryn swung his mighty weapon down. Ukara swung her hammer to meet his. Not to stop the force his powerful body had generated, but to drive the weapon wide of her body. 
 
    “Sloppy technique,” Ukara huffed, standing up and driving her shoulder into Thaporadryn’s chest. Her backhand swing brought the head of her hammer to the large man’s jaw. Lifted from his feet, the large InvokeR flew back into the table that was jostled by the impact. He landed on his side and quickly shook his head clear of the power that had stunned him. 
 
    “Get up, old man!” Ukara demanded. “I’ve got a few more Delman lessons to bestow!” Fear sparked in Thaporadryn’s eyes, knowing that the Delman race fought with nearly every sort of weapon, but they were especially good with the mace, axe, and hammer. 
 
    “Petulant wench,” Zigana, the woman who had served as the guild’s mouthpiece spat as she stood up, her eyes glowing with more than abundant MannA. 
 
    “No! She is mine!” Thaporadryn declared. 
 
    “Knew I could count on you to be especially stupid,” Ukara commented. 
 
    “Sixty seconds, Mistress,” Tonka projected. 
 
    “Looks like I gotta monologue!” she thought. “I’ll have to channel Vyllynthe! 
 
    “Getting back to what I was saying, taking a step back, a really long step back, I could see something just wasn’t right. Everywhere my father went, every place he turned to, one of you was there! Why?! What were you up to? You posted watchers and controllers down every avenue of casting power. Every avenue you considered worth viewing, that is. Once I declared for being a Mech-Mage, you turned your back on me and I was free to take a closer look at the fabled Stellar Mage Guild.” 
 
    “Were you now?” Thaporadryn said as he got to his feet. “And tell me, what did you find?!” 
 
    “Enacranites!” Ukara hissed. “I found out where you snakes sold out to the Enacranites. The Tempest was the last of the four Stellar Mages. You betrayed him in the name of power promised to you by the Enacranites. Can’t say as I blame them for putting forward the offer. After all, if you find an idiot willing to turn on their kind, why not have them actually do it?!” 
 
    “It seems you were able to take a good look after all, child,” Thaporadryn admitted as he readied himself. “Your find will die with you!” 
 
    “Bring it, windmill!” 
 
    Thaporadryn charged in, swinging for her head. Ukara leaned back as the hammer passed in front of her face. She came forward, swinging down for the large man’s face. Thaporadryn caught her wrist and quickly pivoted, putting her into a hip toss. Ukara was able to curl up so that it was her back that met with the table. Her armour held, but she had underestimated the strength of the InvokeR. Thaporadryn decided to press his advantage and threw his hammer. It collided with her chest and her body was pushed through the table, through Thaporadryn’s chair, and across the circular floor, where she rolled off into the flames. A simple summoning spell and Thaporadryn had his hammer again. 
 
    “Time, Mistress,” Tonka projected. 
 
    “Die!” Ukara yelled as she leapt up out of the flames, arching toward her opponent. She screamed as she swung her hammer down. 
 
    “Now who is pathetic?” Thaporadryn muttered, meeting her swing with one of his own. Ukara flew back to the table, landing this time on her feet. 
 
    “Tough old bird, aintcha!” Ukara smiled as sparks fired from her chest plate. “Ready to die?” 
 
    “I am overwhelmed with your ambition,” Thaporadryn said calmly, twirling his hammer. “At least you know better than to engage in MajiKs. That I’ll give you.” 
 
    “That’s because you don’t know the first thing about Mech-Mages,” Ukara said, hopping down to the floor. “You think I need a manufactured machine?! No, any simple machine will do. Allow me to illustrate.” Ukara snapped her fingers and everyone in the room started screaming, putting their hands to their ears. “Do you have any idea how the body hears? There is a system of bones in the ear, one is called the hammer, striking against another bone called the anvil… well, those aren’t really their names, but you play to the crowd you’ve got. Thought malleus and incus might be too much of a stretch for you. Anyway, it functions much like a machine, hammering out the vibrations of sound. As a Mech-Mage, I can enchant any machine, no matter how complex or how simple… and right now, me explaining this is probably driving you nuts!” Ukara flexed her arms and shoulders as her armour repaired itself. “Of course, another advantage, especially when your Familiar is a living machine, is that I don’t have to wave my arms about or chant in order to cast. My Tonka can do that for me! 
 
    “Old bastard is strong!” she whispered as she walked over to her shield. “Gonna feel a couple of those in the morning! But, that’s the price one pays!  
 
    “Time to die,” she said, hopping up to land on her shield. She passed through the aperture the shield had created the moment it was away from her body. It was simply a very small pocket dimension of no great consequence, save for that the doorway had been set up to enact an exchange. When Ukara’s body came into the pocket, the high-fusion device was ejected and activated. Ukara slowly converted her armour to an environmental suit and jumped up out of the pocket back into the chamber. 
 
    “Ouch, that looks pretty bad people,” Ukara said as she landed on the floor. Her shield absorbed the radiation before closing the aperture. Ukara made a sweep of the room before she would say anything. “Yeah, pretty bad. That was a major flush of radiation. And I do mean major! Simply put, you’re dead. But wingdings like you always have contingencies for your death. Well, by the time you actually do die, I’ll be long gone. 
 
    “Castellan!” Ukara called out. The dark-haired man appeared an instant later, bowing at her. 
 
    “You called, my Lady?” 
 
    “Bring me Maelstrom’s Press.” 
 
    “As you wish,” the castellan said before fading. 
 
    Ukara turned back toward the moaning guild members. “Yeah, I knew you had it. Actually, the Olasson Hierarchy knew you had it, but I’ve made the most of sharing time with people who use but do not thoroughly understand technology. Nothing like access. They figured with the strings of control they’ve woven into the Enacranites, allowing you to keep the press probably was the thing to do. Where I take advantage is the fact that the Enacranites have yet to tell the Olasson that they lost the MannA Keys. Because if they did, I am sure one of them would think up what I thought up: that the press used in making the tomes might be able to track said tomes, and lead me right to the MannA Keys. Of course, that’s only one way to do it, and while I get that perfected, I am going to look into finding the little bitch that tripped across them and make her give them up. Why go with just one approach, ya know?” 
 
    “As you requested,” the castellan said as he reappeared with the press contained in a majikul glass sphere. 
 
    “Thank you, castellan,” Ukara said, pocketing the small glass orb.  
 
    With another format change to her suit, Ukara turned and flew out of the chamber and then away from the castle. Her ship was in low orbit and the bay doors were already beginning to open. The pain in her arm and shoulder remained; it had been a trying couple of days. Ukara could still hear the screams of Hurdran and Zyzo, sounds that did not rest well with her. Whatever sorrow or regret her heart might have been generating, her mind quickly dismissed. It was all replaced with images of how they had nearly died at the hands of a particular blue mass of mayhem. 
 
    “Of course, it didn’t help matters that Hurdran didn’t level with us what we were doing,” Ukara thought as her suit became pressurized. “So why not? If he can make his play for the MannA Keys then so can I. I had all but trashed the notion of trying to rescue the Tempest, swallowing that crap Hurdran spun. 
 
    “Dammit, Vyllynthe!” she cried. “Why’d you have to go and ruin everything?! Everything!!! Had me believing in all sorts of fantasy Kot!” she whispered, landing aboard her ship. “Gods know this would have been easier to do with them at my back. But there was no way I was ever going to pull Zyzo away from that bronze-eyed wizarding scab! 
 
    “Screw it!” she muttered. “Better off without them. Long as I have my Tonka, I can do anything!” Her suit gave her a reassuring hug before falling from her body and reassembling on her back. “Right now, I just need to get to a place where I can lay low and start putting together a Seeker Spell. Those keys are just waiting for me!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    If every day is an awakening, you will never grow old. You will just keep growing.  
 
    Gail Sheehy 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.06) 
 
      
 
    “DUNGIAS!!!!” she screamed. Her voice shot through the lodge house as lightning struck down in the center of the fire pit. No one knew what the word meant, but when she screamed it again, another bolt struck and set a lodge house aflame. Her father moved quickly, daring to awaken her, and when that failed to solve the problem, he carried her outside the lodge house. He carried the girl, shaking her, and calling out her name over and over again. His powerful voice called out the name Lauryll to no avail. 
 
    Father and daughter were outside the mud hut when her eyes finally opened, though it was clear she was not awake. Black Tongue said she possessed the look of the Walkers. Since no one had summoned one, he concluded the girl was a Shadow Walker and should be put to death immediately. The suggestion came from Black Tongue’s mouth but no one would dare to enact it, and F’Karoon would not engage his hands against his bond-brother. He did, however, look to his mate, Neesara, to quiet her twin as he departed for the sleeping place of Willow Cha. Black Tongue argued his position until he could not answer the request from his sister to name the time when F’Karoon had failed to protect the tribe. 
 
    “If she is of the Shadow Walkers, my waking dream will stop it as he stopped the last, and the counted threats to our people before that!” she shouted. “Now be silent ! Try to remember this is your sister’s child you condemn! The very child you gave the name Lauryll to!” 
 
    Black Tongue had no words. His sister had spoken the truth and the man stopped, allowing the rest to continue running to Cha’s hut. He stood there in his shame, recalling that not only had the powerful F’Karoon defended the tribe for the last twenty-nine seasons with only a single issue of concern, he had saved Black Tongue from a fall on the ice cliffs only a season ago. 
 
    “Spirits of my fathers, forgive me!” he pleaded. “I do not know why the fear is so strong in me!” Black smoke jetted up from the ground in a circle around Black Tongue. It was a sign he had seen before, and the reason for the name he now wore in the tribe: the spirits of the Wakasana Family were still with him and they were reaching from their side of the Misty Moon to speak with him. He closed his eyes, opened his mouth, and drew the mists into his mouth. His body shuddered as his feet left the ground amidst rising swirling winds. 
 
    “It is strong in you because your bond with the child is strong and she swims in fear!” Black Tongue spoke, though his voice had been joined by a league of others. 
 
      
 
    F’Karoon could feel a change in the wind around the lodges five hundred meters away. The swirling winds behind him did not slip his notice, neither did the arrival of a spiritual power which was Black Tongue’s mainstay. “Be with your brother,” he commanded his wife. 
 
    “This is my only child, husband!” Neesara protested. 
 
    “Trust me with the tribe, but not our child?” F’Karoon returned as he started up the hillside. “I have spoken, woman!” Neesara took in a deep breath as she moved to the side of the path. Most of the tribe continued with F’Karoon while two of her mate’s spearmen remained with her.  
 
    Neesara locked her gray eyes on her husband as he ran, the incline did not slow his powerful strides. Most of the tribe’s mounts could not climb the path as fast! Two strides before the top of the incline, F’Karoon turned and his rich maroon eyes looked down at the woman. Her eyes took in all the anger the moment had created. Neesara could read that her husband wanted her with him, but he was the Defender, that was his long-stride. The entire tribe was his to protect, as was his daughter. He could not keep to his gait if part of the tribe was left behind unattended.  
 
    Born to be a planter, Neesara had put down the tools of the field and picked up the weapons of the warrior. That had been fifty-two seasons ago, the moon after Lauryll had been born. F’Karoon had never questioned her and now she was, in every way, the Shield Maiden of the Defender. Watching over the Spirit-Walker of the tribe was F’Karoon’s current short-stride… she would assist him. 
 
    “Name yourselves,” Neesara demanded as she ran back to her twin brother. “You have my blood in your grasp. I will lay low a spirit to keep his warmth on this side of the Misty Moon!” 
 
    “Rest you blade hand, Shield Maiden,” Black Tongue said, speaking in his Spirit Voice though she had never heard so many in the chorus. Feeling the presence of so many who had come before her, Neesara dropped to her knees. “Two of the false stride have taken from their guise, and now the light shines through the way it must. Your blood is strong with the spirits… your dream’s blood even stronger… surely you knew this day would come. 
 
    “The blood season has come for her and the spirits now make their claim on her as they do upon all the L’Konno who possess the strength to answer the call.” 
 
    “But what call would bring down the fire of the storm?” Neesara thought. 
 
      
 
    Willow Cha was already prepared to call unto the Great Mother for guidance and she did not look up when the towering figure entered the hut, quickly dropping to his knee. She spoke before he had the opportunity. 
 
    “Do not apologize for showing love, F’Karoon,” the old one said as she chuckled. “Step with her into the fire and know the strength of the spirits.” It was not a common request to receive, but the Defender had seen too much, done too much, to start questioning the one who had put him to his path and guided him when he was lost or afraid. He stood up and walked into the fire in the middle of the hut. The fire quickly turned blue and burned into his yellow skin. He closed his eyes as he felt the power of his body increase as it did whenever he expected an attack. 
 
    “The tribe?” F’Karoon asked, opening his eyes to see flame coming out of his mouth. 
 
    “The tribe is well and safe… for the moment. You sense the attack that is not yet here, and you sense it because your gifts now mix with your child’s. Step back, Defender, and know that your child is a Seer!” 
 
    “But she declared for hunter!” F’Karoon replied, walking out of the fire. “She chose and you put her to the path. Already she is a better archer than her father when he was her age.” 
 
    “A fact you have failed to tell her, too,” Willow Cha said, lifting a glaring eye at the warrior. “And being a Seer does not mean she cannot also be a hunter. It only means she has a fourth eye, one that reads the Night-Eyes. Already she sees the future of the tribe, and that is why you brace for war.” 
 
    “Who comes to attack us?!” F’Karoon asked. 
 
    “Ask the one who sees them, Defender.” 
 
    “And what of the skyfire?” he pressed. “What does vision have to do with her screams and calling down the storm?” 
 
    “I told you when she began her path she would be a hunter like no other,” Willow Cha reminded the powerful man. “Teach her of the bow, but be not slighted when she will no longer need arrows to strike her quarry. That too has begun to grow inside her as she takes her first stride as a woman!” 
 
    “Father?” Lauryll called as she looked up into his face. 
 
    “Come, little one… I mean, Lauryll,” he quickly corrected to the smiling nod of Willow Cha. “You have much to tell us.” 
 
    “I do father,” Lauryll admitted. “Such dreams I had.” 
 
    “No, not dreams, Lauryll,” he corrected. “Visions. Sights of those who stride beyond these grounds. You see through the light of the Night-Eyes. Whatever they can see, you can watch. When you are ready, tell us what you saw.” 
 
    “I will,” Lauryll promised as she put her hand on her father’s chest. “But I am still your little one, am I not?” 
 
    “That would be my wish,” F’Karoon said with a bright smile. 
 
    “Mine as well, father.” 
 
      
 
    It took some time for the L’Konno to gather themselves. The morning would be greeting them soon and there had to be a significant change made to the daily chores. A lodge had been destroyed, and it would have to be rebuilt. The family of that lodge secured where they would sleep once the Telling was done, and everyone gathered at the lightning-struck fire to hear what Lauryll had to say. Once she stepped out of the fire, the young girl looked into the eyes of her people and smiled. 
 
    “He is not L’Konno,” Lauryll started, “this one I saw.” 
 
    “Is he Terran?” a tribesman asked, hoping for a ‘no’ response. 
 
    “He is not of any stride of Terran,” Lauryll explained. “He must be a Sky-Strider. His skin is blue like the sky just before a soft rain and his hair is white like the clouds. He is a great warrior, strong and wise. His heart is heavy with the sorrow of countless lives passed, but it burns with the intent of a hunter.” 
 
    “Countless, daughter?” F’Karoon asked, concerned about anyone who had seen so much death. 
 
    “Countless, Defender and father,” she confirmed. “He has caused more passings than my loving father, and he has witnessed even more passings than that! But he is not a destroyer, he calls himself a Traveler, a Star Chaser!” The tribe murmured as they all looked up into the glorious night sky; so vast, so wonderful and beautiful. They knew what the word ‘star’ meant, and they pondered what it would be to call oneself an entity that would race after the Night-Eyes. 
 
    “When my eyes first came to him, he stood in a chamber of a vessel of the black sky.” 
 
    “And he is not a Terran?!” the same tribesman inquired. 
 
    “He swims the black sky like the Terrans, but his boat swims faster and stronger than any of these lands. His boat has come through harsh waters and it is wounded. Unfamiliar waters surround him, and the Terrans that claim those waters approach. They are of the green-hued warriors.” 
 
    “The greenskins!” a tribesman spoke, looking at the Defender who lifted a single eyebrow. 
 
    “The Ardrian Tribe,” F’Karoon said softly. He had dealt with them on several occasions and while he and the tribe had survived, the Ardrians were among the few who could make them leave their seasonal ground before the proper time. “They are strong! How many stand with the Sky-Strider?” 
 
    “Not many,” Lauryll said, closing her eyes to recall the images. “At first I saw only two… a Healer and a Light Walker.” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Jovasor asked, holding the small device he had been asked to carry. Dungias secured his cloak and reached for the device. “This whole thing sounds risky to me.” 
 
    “Once again, Doctor, the aim is not to remove the risk, but to minimize it,” Dungias stated as he checked the pulse generator. In Jocasta terms, the thing was on its last leg and had been left on the ship some time ago after one of the trips the pair had made. The Traveler had applied a bit of maintenance and some testing. It was not a very powerful unit, but it was something he did not mind discarding. 
 
    “But there’s got to be a limit of things you can walk through!” Jovasor continued. 
 
    “I am fairly sure that limit exists,” Dungias returned. “That is why I am taking the pulse generator, to increase the strength of the field and allow me to phase through the armoured hull.” 
 
    “But it will be outside the ship. What happens if you need to get out?” 
 
    “I will open a door,” Dungias answered as he turned to face Rahneece. “How goes the training, Star?” 
 
    Rahneece smiled at the name her Teacher had given her. It was not as ethnic as Ephaliun’s and it certainly was not as cute as Teela’s, but there was poetry in its simplicity and she did not mind it in the least. 
 
    “The man’s a Star Chaser,” she had thought, “and he wants to call me Star?! Hell yes!!!” 
 
    It had been an eventful three weeks. Dungias had managed to steal a freighter, loading the Kulri-Kraythe aboard and making the freighter nothing more than a booster rocket that was discarded as such the moment they were out of the gravitational pull of the planet. They ate, they slept, they trained, and they worked on the scout ship. It had been slow going in the first ten days, but eventually Satithe was back on line and she was able to assist with the ship’s self-repair features and the two drones. There was a great deal of work to be done and Dungias’ personal stealth field unit was next to worn out trying to cover the ship. The secondary unit he had been able to fashion was intermittent at best, hence their current problem.  
 
    “Jordan’s more sure of what we can do than I am, Z,” Rahneece huffed as she shook her head. “But we’re ready to do our best.” 
 
    “Tend first to your need to breathe heavily and shake your head,” Dungias advised. “I understand the need to acknowledge a moment. Your extra measures, however, do nothing with the moment.” 
 
    “I understand, Teacher.” 
 
    “Ulios, are you ready at the controls?” 
 
    “Ulios ready, Teacher.” 
 
    “Good. Should you receive my order to depart, you will engage engines and make your way to the rendezvous point. 
 
    “You’re not going to give that order,” Rahneece argued. 
 
    “That is not my intent, but there are many ways this engagement can go. Let us all fare well then.” The Traveler did not wait for a response. He leaned into a sprint for the wall, jumping and passing through the hull. Jovasor turned to look at Rahneece. 
 
    “No,” she said softly. “That never gets old!” 
 
    “Wait, he wasn’t wearing an environmental suit!” 
 
    “Sure wasn’t,” Rahneece said as she turned to walk to the cockpit. “We ready on those false body signatures?” 
 
    “Well of course we are,” Jovasor said, running to catch up with Rahneece. “But does the phasing protect him from zero atmosphere?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” she replied, taking a seat at Operations Console. “I’m sure it could, if he held the field that long. That would be a drain on his suit’s reserves though.” 
 
    “Well, what other option would he have?” Jovasor pressed. 
 
    “You haven’t had a chance to examine him, have you? The Malgovi were built to be explorers of outer space, Doc. They can actually survive in outer space without a suit, for a short period of time.” 
 
    “How long is a ‘short period of time’?” 
 
    “I think Z said he was up to like… ten hours, or something in that neighborhood,” Rahneece said checking her readouts. “You ready for this stuff, Satithe?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the computer replied. “We have been scanned now for the fifteenth time.” 
 
    “Man, that is one paranoid commander!” Jovasor monitored. 
 
    “Actually, Doctor, in Ardrian Space, the responsibilities of detection are left to the scores of stations the Ardrians have constructed and scattered over their region. Laying across the sectors like a spider’s web, the satellites feel the slightest vibration on any of their web-strands and can communicate that vibration almost immediately to any ship. It is actually a far superior system than most ship sensors. Z had to make a few changes to his personal stealth field to foil Ardrian sensors.” 
 
    “How does he know what changes to make?” Jovasor asked. 
 
    “All right, calm the hell down!” Rahneece snapped. “Just because this is your first time seeing him deal with Ardrians, doesn’t mean this is his first time dealing with them!” 
 
    Jovasor pressed his lips together as he shrank away from Rahneece. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Last person to complain, trust me,” Rahneece said in a calmer tone. “I think to Z, fear should be handled the same way you look at risk: minimize it, because you’re never going to get rid of it. Without fear, we run a greater risk of doing something stupid! Same thing happens when you have too much though.” 
 
    “How to find the happy medium though,” Jovasor commented. 
 
    “You might try recognizing that the baddest bad-ass you’ve ever known trusts you to help him with his plan!” 
 
    Jovasor snickered, quickly covering his mouth. “Is that how you get through it?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know once we’re through it, Doc.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jovasor sighed. 
 
      
 
    “The Ardrians are keeping their distance,” Dungias thought as he glided through the Void. He smiled at their precaution as he used gravity to increase his velocity. The scan field intensity was too strong in the vicinity for him to risk using his goggles to scan the interior of the Hard Charger. Everything was going to come down to precise timing. Dungias monitored his speed. 
 
    He activated the three-second countdown for the self-destruct feature and then fired the energy pulse. Tossing the generator aside, Dungias somersaulted to go through the hull feet-first, landing on a support beam just as the field collapsed. His cloak fell around his body as he put one hand down on the beam. Now that he was inside the ship, he signaled for his necklace to change into his mask and helmet. He could see a catwalk beneath him and a female walking by under him. Dungias dropped down and passed through the catwalk to the next deck, going solid and landing on the floor of a storage room. 
 
    “What was that?” a female voice came from around the corner of the stacked crates. 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything!” a man argued as Dungias could hear a seam-zipper opening. “Come on we only have fifteen minutes!” 
 
    “Tell me why it isn’t your turn to go down on me?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Because he’s selfish,” Dungias said, pushing the woman’s forehead into the man’s face. He started to deliver an electric shock to her, but she was too quick in her turn. She smacked away his hand and turned around with a strong right cross. Dungias ducked under the punch, lunging by the woman to thrust his fist into the man’s sternum. His back-kick caught the woman in the stomach and she grunted as she doubled over. He turned and delivered a sharp strike to the back of her head. The woman only dropped to one knee. Dungias jumped back, avoiding a powerful uppercut, and his back collided with the man’s face, driving his head into the stack of crates behind him. The woman tried to keep her attack fluid after missing. She put one hand in the other and swung hard. Dungias ducked under the swing, lifting his knee up into her ribs. He then grabbed the back of her head and drove the woman’s face into the floor. 
 
    “Ardrians!” he whispered, opening his satchel. Teela and Ephaliun rolled out, ready to fight. “We are in the clear,” Dungias reported. “You each of have a uniform to put on. Bambi, you will need to wear the man’s clothes.” 
 
    “This is a seriously big and sexy lady!” Ephaliun whispered as he rolled over the unconscious woman. “They grow ‘em big in Ardrian Space!” The young man started disrobing the woman and he looked up at his teacher. “Have you mulled it over?” 
 
    “I have, and I am still not comfortable with your suggestion,” Dungias said. 
 
    “But?” Teela asked as she removed the man’s shirt. 
 
    “But it is difficult to argue with your reasoning,” Dungias admitted. “The most important thing at this juncture is the control of this ship’s communication systems.” 
 
    “If one of us can get to the central ventilation system, we can drop a sleep agent and have the Hard Charger all to ourselves!” Ephaliun said with a smile. “… no matter how many alarms they might hit before they actually fall out. 
 
    “And all of that will be helped if we can cause some sort of distraction,” Teela added, “… like a fight between two Marines. Satithe, you got that fake identity entered into their system?” 
 
    “With horrifying ease,” Satithe replied. “You are ready to cause a commotion, Specialist Kezzl. Given your current location, you only need to go down one deck. That is where the Commandos congregate to pass the time. You know how you Infantry boys hate those Commandos!” 
 
    “Satithe, you are not helping!” Dungias scorned. 
 
    “Yes, I am, Master. And if Bambi can begin in the next three minutes, this ship will still be waiting for the results of the latest sensor sweep of the Kulri-Kraythe. To her credit, Star has already started flashing the one working outer light in Morse Code, requesting immediate assistance.” 
 
    “Fine,” Dungias relented, “but alert me at once if you come to an impasse.” 
 
    “So you can do what?” Ephaliun inquired. 
 
    “Amaze you, if need be!” Dungias shot back with a glare in his eyes. 
 
    Gulping as he relaxed his face, Ephaliun nodded. “Sounds good to me. Keep your ears on!” 
 
    “When will you ever learn?” Teela sighed as she donned her cap and started for the door. Ephaliun was one step behind her and Dungias jumped up through the ceiling. 
 
    “So glad my stuff can change how it looks,” Ephaliun whispered. “Hate to go into this fight with Ardrian equipment.” 
 
    “Are they that bad?” Teela asked as she reached the door. 
 
    “Why do you think Ardrians are so damn tough?” Ephaliun asked rhetorically. “When the guns don’t shoot, they eat the enemy!” Teela giggled as the door opened. She walked out and took a quick turn for the lift. Ephaliun had already verified his best course to reach the ventilation controls and access panels. There was a definite smile on his face; proud that he had been able to suggest something to Dungias and have it received as a better plan. The smile was also there because he knew why Dungias had laid out the plan in the fashion he had: he was protecting them, and it felt good to be worth protecting by their teacher. 
 
    “I’m about fifty seconds out people,” Ephaliun reported. “Be ready to put your mas–” 
 
    “Warning!” Satithe broadcasted to everyone, “… the Hard Charger just received orders to fire on the Kulri-Kraythe!”  
 
    Dungias’ eyes squinted. It was highly unlikely that the maneuver was just a show of force to see what the scout ship would do. No, this had always been a possibility, but the Traveler had hoped that the natural curiosity of the Human would override Ardrian paranoia. Apparently, the scenario of the scout ship being an experiment in stealth was a technology the Ardrians did not feel they needed. 
 
    “Kulrithe, maintain your objective,” Dungias commanded. 
 
    “Just tell me one more time what it means,” Ephaliun requested just before closing his eyes. 
 
    Teela sighed, shaking her head. “It means–”  
 
    “Not you!” Ephaliun barked, keeping his eyes closed. Dungias allowed himself a slight smiled before he spoke. 
 
    “Kulrithe is Liangu for a finely forged blade.” Ephaliun sighed and then darted out of the room. “Star, be prepared to scramble their signal. Bambi, drop your cover and go on the offensive. Show them the fury of a Battle Mage! Be sure to declare the following…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    The important thing in life is not victory but combat; it is not to have vanquished but to have fought well.  
 
    Pierre de Coubertin 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.06) 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘he trekked across the black sky’?” one tribesman asked. 
 
    “He must walk with the Spirits!” another L’Konno declared. 
 
    “This woman in warrior-skins, how large is she?” yet one more tribesman inquired, and his question initiated conversation among the young male warriors who were suddenly motivated to start building lodges. A warrior woman like the sort Lauryll had described would be considered a very fine first stride to building a strong family home! Though very small, an argument started as to which man had claimed the woman first. The young women were not jealous. They spoke among themselves questioning if this woman was the sort to be claimed. There were several lodges named and maintained by women in the tribe, and the younger females knew all of this groundless talking was only carried on by those who were going to be claimed by a strong woman. Going outside of the L’Konno blood would spare them nothing. 
 
      
 
    “This is the soft and sweet before the rough and sour,” Black Tongue whispered to his twin sister. “They will come for her.” 
 
    “Who will come for her?” Neesara asked. 
 
    “All of those who cannot see the Sky-Strider… they will gleam her seeing him. The Spirits of our Fathers have told me that many seek him out, but their Seers are not permitted to see him. Lauryll possesses a gift they crave more than their credits!” Having spent time in several Terran cities, Neesara did not know how to picture such a desire, and it was not like Black Tongue to make a warning of an unimportant fact. That was not the way of the Spirits. Neesara lowered her head while keeping her eyes on her daughter. It would be difficult to reconcile her feelings about the matter, but it was a feat that did not concern her as much as how her husband would react to the news. 
 
    “Thank you for your words and your vision, brother.” 
 
    “Please forgive… what I said earlier, Neesara. I–” 
 
    “Have never been one to react well to being awakened too soon,” Neesara interrupted, grabbing and caressing his shoulder. She smiled at Black Tongue and he smiled in return. Neither of them was able to keep that smile as they both returned their respective gazes back to Lauryll. “Nothing has changed, my brother. Nothing at all!” 
 
      
 
    “RAH-HO!” F’Karoon yelled to silence the crowd. “We must wait, my people. Let us hear all that my daughter has seen. Then we may make inquiry of the things that are close to the trail but unimportant to its course!” Several tribe members cheered the Defender as they too wanted to get back to the telling of the viewing. Once it appeared that everyone had settled down, F’Karoon turned to his daughter. Their eyes met and he nodded for her to resume. Lauryll smiled as she looked over her people. She then looked back into the large fire before closing her eyes. 
 
    “The order had been given to destroy his vessel,” Lauryll recalled, and the fire seemed to dance in response to her words. “The greenskins warship was large, carrying at least a hundred warriors, and its star-lances were powerful!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “For Primus!” Teela cried, hurling her MannA bolt down the slender corridor. With little room in which to dodge, only those who abandoned the means of customary movement were able to avoid the blast, and the corridor was swept. “For the Inner Rim,” she screamed as she grabbed one of the fortunate dodgers. She pulled him down from the ceiling, banged his armoured body against each side of the corridor, and then, with the aid of her battle wand, threw him down the hallway.  
 
    “FOR THE EMPEROR!” Teela boomed, dropping down to one knee and summoning her armour, releasing a wave of MannA energy in all directions. She came walking out of the majikul light clad in her shiny black armour that had grown with her. She could feel its power coursing through her body and Teela came to experience what her teacher had warned her about. 
 
    “Have a care, Bambi,” he had said, “for the world you thought you knew is so far behind you that you will not be able to see it even if you look back. Delight in your new ability, but keep sharp your best weapon: your mind!” 
 
    “How, by a Truebreed’s blood, did an InvokeR get on board?!” one Marine questioned as he ran for cover. 
 
    “Who gives a shit?!” another screamed as he leveled his grenade launcher. “Bitches burn just like bastards! Fire in the hole!” 
 
    “Extend and grasp, Teela,” the Battle Mage thought, casting as she extended her left hand. The incendiary grenade started to explode against the palm of her gauntlet, but the blast and the flames were absorbed. 
 
    “Fall back!” the first Marine cried out. 
 
    “Convert and release!” Teela focused as she drew her left hand toward her chest. She could not see the bronze light flare in her eyes, but she could hear the gasps of awe and the screams of terror as she threw the large blue fireball. It exploded against the flooring and filled the corridor with powerful flames that melted wall and floor panels as well as armour. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Teela thought as she bent at the knees. “I felt that!” She jumped through an open doorway as the shoulder cannon of a two-man walker opened fire. The corridor exploded and the force turned her short leap into an arching vault. Teela grunted as she tucked her head and twisted at the hip. She extended her feet to the wall of the room and slowed herself as the panel gave under her weight and momentum. She hopped down to the floor and put her attention on the doorway that was still on fire. 
 
    “Gotta get back to that door!” Teela whispered as she turned, shifted her center of gravity, and jumped. She streaked across the floor, reaching the door as the walker reached the doorway. Teela put her shoulder into the face of the walker and it leaned back. Given the size of the corridor, it could not fall, but it was off balance, and Teela took a two-handed grip of her battle wand. It started to glow white and the light formed a see-thru metal club. Teela she squatted low and swung her weapon, knocking the feet out from under the walker. The underside exposed, Teela set her feet and consulted her training. The straight punch pierced the soft underbelly armour. Teela grabbed a handful of wires and yanked them out.  
 
    “Die, bitch!” a Marine yelled as he fired his rifle. Three shots were fired and all three hit Teela, creating bright sparks as the shells bounced off of her armour. 
 
    Teela extended her battle wand as she called out, “War Chain!” The mace image was lost and the wand became a long, thin, black chain that shot out and wrapped around the offending soldier’s waist. A slight tug was enough to snatch the man off his feet and into Teela’s grasp. “You’ll do!” she said as she pulled the pin off of one of his grenades. With one thrust, she quickly stuffed the man’s body into the hole her fist had made. She jumped up and over the walker, making another lunging leap after she landed. She reached an open section of the corridor, where it looked more like a catwalk, and she threw her legs over the side. She was a meter into her drop when the grenade exploded, followed by three larger successive explosions. Teela landed as alarms started sounding all over the deck. 
 
    “Satithe, have they fired yet?” 
 
    “Negative, Bambi,” Satithe reported. “That explosion rocked the whole ship and the commander is at the bridge ordering a damage report. “I think you bought Master all the time he needs.” 
 
    “Good! Put me down for heading to engineering!” 
 
    “We can’t destroy the Hard Charger, Bambi!” Satithe exclaimed. 
 
    “Right! I just need to make sure they don’t either!” Teela quickly returned. Satithe quickly checked historical logs to find taken Ardrian ships. The number was staggeringly low. It was customary, even expected, to destroy a ship before it could be taken away from the Ardrian people.  
 
    “Gentlemen, I am happy to report that the females of this team are well ahead of the curve,” Satithe stated. “I think it’s time for the others to ‘man up’!” 
 
    Dungias allowed himself a smile as he heard his computer engage in pushing all of Ephaliun’s buttons. The Star Chaser took the larger of his flechette modules out and configured it for a bastard sword as he phased through the doors to walk on to the Bridge. 
 
    “The blast was near the Barracks, sir,” the console officer reported. “We have a fire, but it is contained to that deck. 
 
    “We have weapons lock on the ship, Commander,” another reported. 
 
    “No you do not!” Dungias growled as he attacked. He dove to the side of the Bridge where the weapons console was. The operator barely moved out of the way in time to avoid the sword hack into his chair. 
 
    “It’s the InvokeR!” one crewman yelled as he left his station. 
 
    “Never seen a caster move like that,” the Chief of the Watch whispered as he drew his blaster. 
 
    “Yield, and no one else will have to die,” Dungias stated as he sidestepped a chair swung for his head. His blade cut across the back of the chair, centimeters from the fingers of the man who had swung it. “I am long on reason, but short on patience!” Dungias said, extending his hand and catching the laser bolt the elder officer fired. He fed most of the energy into Alpha, and Dungias could feel it did not want to be part of the fight after the kill orders had been received by the gunship. “Have you seen enough now?!” 
 
    “Close quarters!” the Chief of the Watch yelled as he flipped his gun to make it more like a club. He drew his knife as he advanced, and Dungias could hear other blades clearing their scabbards. 
 
    “So be it!” Dungias hissed as he swung his blade. There were few occasions where the Traveler allowed himself to use all of his strength, especially when he was augmented. There were no governors on his ability as his blade cleaved through blade, flesh, and bone. Three men fell screaming to the floor on his first swing, four died on his lunging follow-up. 
 
    “Computer, recognize Commander Aldrees Branthan,” the Commander cried as he leaned forward on his console. He took in a breath to give another order, but was knocked to the floor under the impact of a thrown body.  
 
    Two Marines remained, but they had placed their faith in their energy weapons and they fired rifles into the Traveler’s back which became his chest as he turned to face the two men. He threw his sword back over his shoulder and he could hear the outcry of a man as the weapon found its target. One lunging step forward and Dungias’ hands pierced the chest plates of both Marines. He lifted them from the floor and returned half of the energy they had fired into his body. Only charred bits of armour fell to the floor. 
 
    “My apologies for that, Commander,” Dungias said as he hopped up to the command deck. The man he had used as a missile weapon was unconscious, and the Commander was pinned to the floor with Dungias’ sword running through his shoulder. “I meant to be more expedient, but Ardrians are, for the most part, fierce warriors… truly a noteworthy fighting force.” Taking the sword out of the man and putting it away, Dungias drew Alpha out of its sleeve, touching it to Branthan’s head. The Traveler soon possessed everything he needed to properly operate an Ardrian Gunship. A harsh hook to the jaw knocked the Commander unconscious and Dungias tapped Alpha to the man’s chest to create a gravity lock to hold his body to the floor and in place. He then gagged the man. Touching Alpha to the command deck console, CK was able to assume control over most of the Hard Charger. Two divisions were beyond the control of the Commander’s Control Console: Engineering and Communications. 
 
    “Of course!” Dungias sighed before running for the door. “Satithe, Star, time to begin the show!”  
 
    “CK, you have your coordinates,” Satithe coordinated. “Match bearings and fire at will! And Master, hurry! The Communications Deck is transmitting the ship has been boarded.” 
 
    “Can Star give me four seconds?” 
 
    “She will!” 
 
    Dungias used his brace-com and his goggles, bending at the knees. He jumped, with Alpha giving a hefty boost to its creator. He flew at the precise angle to jump through the ship, phasing through three sections and two decks, and land in the corner of the Communications Deck. He landed on his feet and rolled with his cloak gathering around his body. One of the operators turned to see him and screamed in a high-pitched voice. Dropping to his knee, Alpha was stamped down to the floor and a gravity pulse was emitted that more than countered the artificial gravity of the chamber. Each man was slammed to the ceiling only to fall to the floor when the normal field was restored. 
 
    “Why did I not do that on the Bridge?” Dungias asked himself aloud. 
 
    “Perhaps you were more emotional at the time, Master,” Alpha suggested. “A condition with which I am familiar.” Dungias smiled as he patted Alpha. 
 
    “Uh, Teach!” Ephaliun called over the brace-com. 
 
    “I am here, Kulrithe.” 
 
    “No kidding!” Ephaliun screamed as he panted. “Cuz you sure as shit ain’t here!” 
 
    “Teacher, I’m in Engineering. I’m closer,” Teela notified. 
 
    “Negative, Bambi,” Dungias quickly said. “Maintain your position in Engineering. I will be with Kulrithe shortly.” With a quick gesture of Alpha, Dungias swept all the personnel to one side of the room and created another gravity lock. Touching Alpha to the console, CK was able to access and take control of communications. He advised Dungias that he was sending the message that the Gunship was moving in closer to verify the ship had been destroyed. 
 
    Dungias took two steps to his right and phased down through the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Just my fucking luck!” Ephaliun screamed as he jumped from yet another wall. Mini-rockets peppered the wall where he had been running, and the blast pushed him down the hallway. “The place I have to get to is right next to the Mechanized Infantry Hangar!” Without looking Ephaliun threw back a smoke bomb, leaving him with only two. He heard the device go off and several men swear expletives at him. “I can just hear him now. ‘Are you sure you will only need seven on any one particular outing?’ Argh! Why do I fucking argue with a Chief Engineer?!” 
 
    “I often ask myself the same question,” Dungias said as he landed on one of the powered armoured suits, phasing it halfway through the floor. When he jumped off the suit, it reintegrated with the flooring, killing the pilot instantly.  Looking at the remaining suit, and therefore pilot, Dungias shouted, “Do you want the same?!” as a slight blue glow flared from his eyes. 
 
    “Come get some, freak!” the pilot yelled, powering up a smoking rotary cannon. 
 
    “No way he can absorb all of that,” Ephaliun whispered.  
 
    Dungias moved at the same time the man fired, and some thirty bolts hit Dungias as he crashed into the suit, lifting it from the floor. He shook the suit once and the pilot phased through the armour, falling to the floor. 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, but I have had plenty,” Dungias said, hammering the suit down on the prone man. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Ephaliun yelled. 
 
    “Hardly,” Dungias argued, dusting off his cloak. 
 
    “I guess it depends on your perspective,” Ephaliun reasoned. “I think I saw my gods a couple of times back there, and what I just saw made someone shit themselves. If not me, then Fido before that suit came down on him. You do know those things weigh a half ton, right?” 
 
    “A little more with the customization,” Dungias clarified.  “I trust you are not injured.” 
 
    “I got a little singed here and there” Ephaliun shared. “A couple of bumps and bruises, but nothing some ointment won’t cure.” 
 
    “That is good to hear,” Dungias said, lifting his brace-com. “Bambi, what is your status?” 
 
    “Who me?” she responded, sounding a little winded. “Just fine. I’m hanging out with some new friends.” The sound of blasters going off flooded out her heavy breathing. “Well… acquaintances, at any rate. How long before the gas is running?” 
 
    Dungias looked at Ephaliun who gave a quick two-fingered salute. “Sixty seconds, Bambi. Star, how are you faring?” 
 
    “She is unable to respond, Master,” Satithe notified. “The scout ship is nearly in position. Star is conscious and the debris field is still standing, but she cannot maintain this much longer. 
 
    “She will not need to,” Dungias said as he made his way quickly back to the Bridge. After absorbing the barrage of the rotary cannon, his suit’s power reserves were once again at maximum capacity. “I am opening the bay doors now. Satithe, initiate docking procedures. CK, I trust we are well within our timeline.” 
 
    “We are at that, Master,” the computer replied. “Headquarters wants a full report once we’ve scoured the debris field.” 
 
    “Advise them that the report is forthcoming and send a private text message to Andrea Branthan. It should read as just the number seventeen.” 
 
    “It shall be done,” CK replied. 
 
    As Dungias’ mask started filtering the sleep agent, he took a seat at the Commander’s station and brought up video images of the ship... where optics were still functional. He did not have the whole ship, but Ephaliun had done well in cutting off a route to the special equipment storage facility, though such a blockade had not been his original intention. The sleep agent rendered the rest of the crew and the contingent of combat Marines harmless. By the time CK was transmitting the findings within the debris field, Teela had declared the decks clear as she delivered the last half dozen to the forecastle.  
 
    Rahneece was not up for the shouting and cheering that Teela, Jovasor and Ephaliun demonstrated, but she held up a fist as she rubbed her forehead and temples. Dungias could not engage in celebration, where he wanted to be was still on the other side of the Middle Rim. But he would not interrupt the festivities either. They had performed their jobs well and deserved to feel proud about it. Before he could leave the area, however, a hand took hold of his shoulder. He turned to see Teela looking intently at him. 
 
    “For you, Teacher,” she said, handing him the Chief Engineer’s Master Key. He looked at it for a moment and decided to receive it from her. “The Hard Charger is yours, Star Chaser Z’Gunok Tel Dungias.” 
 
    “I receive it from you, Battle Mage Teela Mansfield. You should feel proud in your accomplishment.” 
 
    “I will feel proud when we are back with our Captain, serving her needs,” Teela smiled. “But for the moment, I am proud to be your student.” 
 
    Dungias put his hand on the woman’s shoulder and gave it a soft squeeze. “And my friend, Teela. And my friend!”  
 
    “We fight another day,” Teela smiled, caressing his hand. 
 
    “We live another day,” Dungias corrected. “Comparatively speaking, fighting is the easy part. But, our Captain awaits.” Dungias walked away from the forecastle and headed for the hangar. There was a ship waiting there for him to fix, and it was eleven days to the next port of call for the gunship. With any good fortune, he would have a number of systems – including the emitter relays – online in half that time. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    The people of the Wakasana Family were silent. Lauryll opened her eyes and looked out among them, feeling the weight of their stares upon her. She batted her eyes as they began to fill with tears, and then told them that there was a greenskin that had slipped by their searches. When the desperate man had seen the Sky-Strider walking alone, he had charged out from hiding, attacking the man she knew to be called Dungias. The greenskin had strapped twelve charges to his body and set them for their highest power yield. The detonator was in his hand and the thumb came down on the trigger. 
 
    “That was when I awakened,” Lauryll shared. 
 
    Several of the warriors of the family stood up, gave their war cries and stood ready to fetch their weapons; to begin the trek to the L’Konno ships. They were ready to cut short their time among the simpler elements in order to fly to the aid of the Sky-Strider. Two Lodge Masters declared they would take the matter to Willow Cha and ask that she commune with the other Family Willows to unite the Tribe and set off for the place of the greenskins. 
 
    “No, the Sky-Strider remains!” Lauryll shouted. 
 
    “How, daughter?” F’Karoon asked. 
 
    “He used the Stride,” she explained. “He saw the man attacking, even before that man could take his first step.” 
 
    “But the charges… you saw him trigger the charges.” 
 
    “No, father,” Lauryll quickly replied. “I saw him strike the one holding the trigger. By the time that man’s thumb reached the switch, the cables to the charges had been cut… along with the arm,” Lauryll stated, shuddering at the image. “A whirling, spinning blade screamed like a Kari Bird before it returned to the Sky-Strider’s hand. When the talons of this bird re-lodged, it appeared to be the same sort of house as the one that held his blade, only smaller. He wore it at the center of his back, low at the belt.” The warriors looked among themselves, nodding and acknowledging that same place was where most L’Konno warriors wore their knives. 
 
    “And where do you see the Sky-Strider going now?” Black Tongue inquired. 
 
    “In the greenskin ship, now that he had smoked the life-pipe of the Commander Branthan, the Sky-Strider hides himself and tends to the wounds of his vessel. He knows he can fix it before the greenskin vessel is due at its next harbor.” 
 
    “That was a good telling, Lauryll!” one tribesman cried out and it was not long after that proclamation that her name was being cheered with the young girl lifted atop their shoulders and marched around the hill. 
 
    “Shall I call you Dungias?” Neesara asked of her husband as she made a very soft approach. “Our people celebrate, but like him, you remain apart from it.” He stood at the edge of the hill, looking out into the night, awaiting the rising of the first star. 
 
    “I felt it, my wife and guiding Night-Eye. I felt the call. We will need to fight… and soon.” 
 
    “Soon to the black skies, my husband and vessel of my hope,” Neesara said as she walked around him, placing the side of her face in his chest.  She wrapped her arms around his waist, closing her eyes as she felt his arm surround her shoulders and back. “What is soon to them can be seasons for us, you know that.” 
 
    “It can be, yes,” F’Karoon contended. 
 
    “But it is not tonight, and it will not be tomorrow,” Neesara said, looking up into her husband’s eyes. “The lodges are empty and the people are cheering. I want the warmth of my man and his bed.” 
 
    “Neesara, I–” the warrior woman quickly but softly covered his mouth with her hand.  
 
    “Man, I have spoken!” Her hand slowly fell from his lips to his chest and her stare did not waver from his. 
 
    “Ay, you have,” F’Karoon said as she picked his woman up from the ground and started down the hill to his lodge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Do the right thing. It will gratify some people and astonish the rest.  
 
    Mark Twain 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.08) 
 
      
 
    Ephaliun walked around the scout ship one more time, stopping every now and then to look up and around before shaking his head and resuming his inspection. Getting back to the point where he had started, his hands were on his hips and he was making a stuttered hissing noise with his mouth. 
 
    “What is wrong with him now?” Rahneece asked of Teela who had been standing there, watching Ephaliun, when she arrived.  
 
    The young Battle Mage shook her head as she folded her arms. “Figuring out that man was not something we covered in my training.” 
 
    “Probably out of someone’s sense of mercy,” Rahneece added before walking away from the taller woman to approach Ephaliun. Rahneece looked up to see Ulios in the rafters. He looked down and shrugged shoulders in confusion. 
 
    “Not either know.” 
 
    “And don’t stretch yourself trying to,” Rahneece warned. “This boy is a special kind of stupid!” Ephaliun shook his head again, still looking at the Kulri-Kraythe. “You don’t think she’s good to go?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s ready to fly,” Ephaliun answered. “It’s only been a couple of days and some change, but damn if he doesn’t have her damn near ready to rip out of here.” 
 
    “So… what’s the problem?” 
 
    “Did you ever notice that when Z works on something, or makes something… it always comes out looking like you bought it at a store?” 
 
    “Stars of my fathers, give me strength,” Rahneece muttered. 
 
    “Seriously,” he pressed. “Just look at that emitter! The rest of the hull looks like you flew too close to a sun, ‘cuz it did, but that emitter looks like it just came out of a box.” 
 
    “I think we caught a break,” Rahneece remarked. “A serious ‘oh my damn, why aren’t we dead’ kind of break. A folding star, Dugger?! How the hell do you even begin to tell that story?!” 
 
    “For starters, it’s Kulrithe, not Dugger,” Ephaliun corrected. 
 
    “Right. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “No problem,” the young man said, looking back at the scout ship. He looked at his brace-com and shook his head, sighing in frustration. 
 
    “What else is up with you?” 
 
    “You guys want to talk about breaks, and I can get that. But right now, at this very moment, there’s another me… in another this,” he said, pointing at the scout ship, “… making our way out of The Territories while at the same time we’re trying to get back in! How do you shake that off?” 
 
    “I guess it’s a good thing we’re in Ardrian Space,” Rahneece giggled. When Ephaliun cut his eyes over at her, she broke into laughter. “Yes! I knew it,” she cried in triumph. “The only thing you’re really thinking about is me laying you low! If we weren’t on a serious silent run you’d be trying your damndest to send a warning to Dugger!” Teela stared intently at the young man, looking to see if Rahneece’s claim held any ground. Seeing Ephaliun’s face change, as if to admit she was right, made the Battle Mage lose all interest in the conversation. She walked away in search of something to do. “What would you say? You know, if you could say anything.” 
 
    Ephaliun looked at the floor of the hangar bay and smiled. “And take the chance on not being this right now? Nah. I’m going to chalk that one up to the lumps you gotta take to get to where you want to be.” 
 
    “Really?!” Rahneece said with a measure of surprise in her voice. 
 
    “Really,” he admitted. “I was going through some stuff, and back then… you know, tomorrow… I kept thinking the answer to my troubles was whatever was happening at that moment. ‘But what if nothing was happening’, you might ask. That’s usually when I went out of my way to make something happen… and it never went down right.” 
 
    “Gods, are we all going to start sounding like Z?” Rahneece groaned. 
 
    “Fate worse than death, right?” Ephaliun joked, and Rahneece threw her arms up in frustration as she turned to walk away. “And the best compliment anyone’s ever given me.” 
 
    “So what is the answer, Kulrithe?” Satithe asked and Ephaliun was startled. “Forgive me, I shouldn’t have intruded.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay, Satithe,” Ephaliun replied. “I’m just lazy-brained again; not paying attention. I kind of like you always being there. You’re the warmth to Z’s necessary cold. The answer, eh? I guess… no, I’m done guessing. You already know, reviewing the lessons Z had with Cutter was part of my training. At the beginning, I thought Big Blue was trying to make me cry, and I almost missed it. Z was trying to show Annsura that she might’ve gotten away from her masters, but she never climbed out of that pit. You can’t be whole stuck in a pit.” A moment of reflection and Ephaliun shook his head. “I don’t know if she ever got out.”  
 
    “I am not sure that is for us to say,” Satithe shared. 
 
    “Exactly! Which brings me to the point of it! I thought my baggage was the worst, but it was nowhere near as bad as what Annsura had to go through. I thought it was, but it’s hard to stay an idiot when you leave home and see the worlds. I guess you could say I gave it one helluva try though.  
 
    “But Z pegged it: I had issues with authority figures and women. JoJo is a god-smacking culmination of both, and I ran to Nulaki for safety.” 
 
    “A safety you did not need?” Satithe inquired. 
 
    “And one that Nulaki couldn’t give, which is really no fault on him. But when he didn’t, I tried hating him,” Ephaliun shared. “Just knew I could replace him. What a joke!” 
 
    “I am sorry,” Satithe sounded confused. “I was under the impression that–” 
 
    “Oh, don’t get me wrong, Satithe, I’m on my way to being a total bad-ass… but there’s only one Black Scarab.” 
 
    “Just so long as you realize there is only one Kulrithe,” Satithe returned. 
 
    Ephaliun chuckled, waving his hand. “Yeah, I get it. Gotta love the way Z back-doored everything. Let me rant and rave… even fanned the flames a bit. Taught me how to move, and then dropped me in the Chi pool… at the deep end! Now look at me. Nulaki’s a rogue and a half. I just happen to steal stuff exceedingly well. There’s a difference… a very major difference.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “He’s crazy before, during, and after the job,” Ephaliun answered, and Satithe giggled. “I just go insane when I have to move. Oh yeah, one other thing. With him, it’s fight or flight. With me, it’s flight and fight!” Ephaliun patted the side of the Kulri-Kraythe and returned to making the preparations for his run. He chuckled at how the man who was supposed to be on doctor’s orders to get some sleep had managed to broadcast his order for the upcoming target. 
 
      
 
    Dungias opened his eyes and wondered if he had been wrong about a decision he had made. He looked up at Jovasor and engaged the vision of the Stride. He could see many treks the doctor could take, but none of them bent the way the Traveler needed. Jovasor Cole possessed a fine mind and he would make an incredible researcher and surgeon. Should Jocasta ever need that, he would be a solid resource. But he was not what she needed now. 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor,” Dungias said as Jovasor removed the sensors. “I feel totally rested.” 
 
    “Good,” Jovasor replied. “While your meditation is astounding, and I’d love to study it someday, even you have your limits. Not to mention you had a number of chemicals in your blood.” 
 
    “Probably administered during my dissection,” Dungias said, sitting up. 
 
    “I’m sure that’s just an inflated view of what was really happening, Z.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Dungias returned, swinging his feet over the side. “But since it was my body they were intrusively probing and cutting into, I believe I will keep to my perspective.” 
 
    “I suppose you have a point there,” Jovasor acquiesced. “I’m just glad I was able to get you to sleep five hours. While you were in dream land, I used the materials on hand to make sure all the medical stations and personal med-kits were ready. I think that, along with the water and nutritional units I put on the Kulri-Kraythe, we’re ready to go from the medical side of things.” 
 
    “Ardrian nutritional units,” Dungias muttered. “This may indeed be an occasion where I am glad the Captain is not with us.” Picking up Alpha, Dungias was dressed before his third stride away from the examination table. He smirked as Alpha relayed the events of Jovasor scanning the Osamu.  
 
    “Do not be angry, Master,” Alpha projected. 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “Because I am anxious to see his reaction when he finds that I am a WarloK who has taken control of your soul!” There was a benefit to spending so much time around Jocasta and Persephone. Dungias could keep from laughing if he were pressed enough to engage the effort. On this occasion he had to make his uncapped burst of laughter sound like the first in a string of coughs.  
 
    “No,” Dungias whispered. “I made the right decision. Status, if you please, Satithe.” 
 
    “All stations are ready for deployment,” she replied. “Good skill, Master.” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Deidre said as she slid down the ladder behind Sally.  
 
    “Not at all!” Sally exclaimed, shaking her head dismissively. “Right there, in my parent’s flat, not fifteen minutes after we got home from my graduation… tonsil-fencing with my sister!” 
 
    “Ugh, what a total waste of a manhood!” 
 
    “Oh, it gets better,” Sally said, holding up her finger as she walked. “I mean, he’s caught, right? Belted and busted! He lets go of my sister’s tits, turns to stand in front of her… you know, like he’s going to defend her or something.” 
 
    “Because now he’s a gentleman?!” Deidre said sarcastically. 
 
    “Exactly!” Sally cried, squatting for a few strides to pass under a set of large pipes. “And who does he look at? Not me! Not his girlfriend of two years! Oh no, he looks at my father! He actually looks at my father and says, ‘I think it’s about time we had a man-to-man talk about your daughter, Rachel.” 
 
    “No he did not!” Deidre exclaimed. 
 
    “And he wasn’t done!” Sally returned, holding up her finger. “Oh no… not by laser round. Because then, the Noble Prince then turns to me and says, ‘No offense, Sal, but a man’s got to look out for his heart and his family. Rachel is just better–” 
 
    “Breeding material!” Deidre said in unison with her friend before she screamed in protest. “Me so hate that shit!” 
 
    “You-me and me-me,” Sally returned.  
 
    “So what did you do?” 
 
    “What do you mean, what did I do?!” Sally scoffed. “They don’t make epilates big enough to make me swallow that kind of humiliation. Now, it wasn’t one of my better fights; Garrick is an officer after all… plus, he had help.” 
 
    “Who was there with him? 
 
    “Rachel. I jabbed that bitch first!” At that, Deidre laughed, reaching forward for Sally’s shoulders to steady herself. “Her sorry ass went out through the bay window, I dragged his ass out the front door and proceeded to beat him down some more.” 
 
    “So when the brass gets wind of everything…” Deidre started, grinning in anticipation. Sally puffed up her chest, brushed back her short brown hair, and twisted her face to feign authority. 
 
    “It has come to our attention,” Sally said in a lower voice, “that while your ability is exactly what we’ve come to expect from our Marines, you show a frightening lack of discipline for a graduate of our academy.” 
 
    “Ohmygosh,” Deidre panted, almost unable to stand. “Sally, what did you say?” 
 
    “I beg to differ, sir. The Lieutenant took exception with my potential towards procreation; I simply engaged in an investigation of his standing in the same regard. I have to report that I was in error to argue his position. His tiny dick deserved that little skitch!” Deidre started to cackle and Sally could not keep from giggling herself. “So that’s how I come to be in your company, out here on the Fringe, commanding the dead shift on a Corridor Station that doesn’t even officially exist. To think I ever loved that pig!” Entering her code to unlock the door to the Command Deck, Sally laughed while helping Deidre to stand. “Okay guys, your relief is here. On time and–” Sally Avderon gasped to see two Ardrian Marines unconscious in the middle of the floor with a masked figure standing over them. 
 
    “Actually, sweetness, you’re a little early,” Ephaliun said softly before leaping at the two women. 
 
    “Shit!” Sally said, tucking and rolling under the attack. Ephaliun sailed over her, landing hand thrusts to the neck and sternum of the second woman, and then rolling past her. Sally came out of her roll prone, but with her gun drawn and ready to fire. With Deidre as the only visible target, she did not pull the trigger. She tried looking around the choking woman that was staggering toward her. “Son of a bitch,” she whispered as she moved back from Deidre with her back, hips and legs. 
 
    “Surprise!” Ephaliun whispered as he phased through Deidre, hitting her in the face with a sharp back-fist. Sally gasped, but she did not fire. Her gun was knocked out her hand by a surprisingly powerful downward hammering fist. “Ah ahh aahhh, no shooting!” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Sally hissed, kicking her leg out and sweeping the feet out from under her opponent.  
 
    The two combatants rolled in opposite directions and Sally got to her feet as fast as she could. Her body flew back under the power of his turning back-kick that stomped into her armour. The strike to her gun was, apparently, not the hardest he could muster. Her body flew back to the console and she bounced off of it. Her left arm came up, blocking a hand thrust meant for her neck. Her head butt found his face, as did her right hook. He spun with the power of the blow and his foot crashed against the side of her head. She spun as she fell, but he caught her short of hitting face-first on the metal floor. 
 
    “No need to muss the pretty mug,” he said softly before thrusting his fingers to the side of her neck. Her eyes flared open as she lost feeling of her body. “Don’t panic,” he said, closing her green eyes. “Don’t lock up. Just swallow hard and let your body do the rest. Keep your eyes closed and stay away from the controls.” She could hear him push off from the ground, feel the wind his movement left in its wake. Her sensei did not churn up that kind of a breeze. “And from where I’m standing, Troop… it’s Garrick’s loss!” 
 
    Ephaliun came running out of the control room at a full sprint. “How am I looking on time?” 
 
    “Well, even with that rather interesting distraction, you’re still thirty-eight seconds ahead of the curve,” Rahneece reported. “Bambi’s got eyes on Z.” 
 
    “Everything going good?” Ephaliun asked as he jumped over the railing of the catwalk. He dropped five meters and landed on the wall which was at a slant. Sliding down the incline, he came to the lip and a very long drop. Ephaliun hit the lip, twisting his body as he altered his center of gravity. His body carried over the twenty meter gap and his hands caught the lip of the wall at the far end.  
 
    “Clean and green on this end,” Rahneece reported. Breathing out with the collision his body had with the wall, Ephaliun pulled himself up and started running down the corridor. “And that little jump shaved off all kinds of time. Nicely done!” 
 
    “And where is he?” 
 
    “Bambi’s got eyes on him.” 
 
    “You said that already,” Ephaliun said as he came to the door to the storage room where he had placed his pulse generator. Nothing like the one Dungias had used to gain entry onto the Adrian Gunship, this unit fit like a backpack and could be used over and over again. “Is that because you have eyes on him too?” 
 
    “Yeah, me… SAK and Doc,” Rahneece admitted. “He made it back about two minutes ago.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Ephaliun cussed as he phased through the hull of the Corridor Station. Using the gravity field his boots were generating he ran along the outside of the hull until he jumped once more, landing inside the Kulri-Kraythe. The large door closed behind him and quickly pressurized the chamber. The lights flashed green for a moment and Ephaliun knew he could remove his helmet, forming it into a headband. 
 
    Ephaliun had just entered the main body of the ship when he heard the engines engaging. The ship shuddered for a moment and then tilted to the right side, but it quickly came back to level. “That man does not miss a teaching moment,” Ephaliun whispered as he lifted his brace-com, accessing the intercom. “Easy on the controls, Doc. Think of that control stick as a scalpel and not a dick!” Ephaliun smiled at the sounds of Teela and Rahneece laughing. 
 
    Using the knowledge he had gained from Aldrees Branthan, the Commander of the gunship Hard Charger, Dungias had gained the knowledge of the existence of the First Pointe Corridor Station and how it was not yet fully operational. The Ardrians were in the stages of expanding their territory. They had encountered a few problems in a nearby solar system with a race that was not a member of the Interstellar Amalgamation. While Aldrees had never seen one of them, like most Ardrians, he believed they were ugly savages. Their solar system was claimed by the Ardrian Government and the construction of the Corridor Station had begun. Poor financing and a lack of proper personnel had brought everything to a grinding halt, leaving only a skeleton crew behind to guard the facility. Every now and then they would test fire the equipment… and on this occasion, the Kulri-Kraythe was inside the beam. 
 
      
 
    Arriving at Anvil, the heart of Ardrian Territory, the stealth field remained functional though Satithe was still making repairs to the emitter relays. It was a fairly simple exercise to pilot the Kulri-Kraythe through the inner shafts of the main station where they had arrived and find a corner away from the main workings of the facility. In their corner of solitude, the crew of the Kulri-Kraythe functioned in a low-sound environment, going about the business of putting the finishing touches on the scout ship repairs. Though the hull was still an eyesore to Dungias, the ship was functioning at sixty-three percent of its full potential. For fifty-one hours the Malgovi Traveler soaked in the silence, eventually giving the order to dislodge and enter the heart of the Corridor Station. 
 
    Attaching itself to the belly of an Ardrian cruise liner, the Kulri-Kraythe readied for a piggyback ride. The Pomp & Circumstance was a high-end touring cruise-liner bound for Black Gate, celebrating the graduation of a number of academies. The cadets were bound for the noted space station for countless rounds of gambling and various other vices. With the assistance of a booster receptor Dungias had attached to the cruiser’s computer bay, Satithe was able to alter the information feed between the cruise ship and the control booth of the Corridor Station. The mass of the ship showed correctly to the control booth, though it was quite different from the numbers sent by the cruise ship itself. The cruise liner was eventually launched for a nine-day voyage to Black Gate.  
 
    From a tactical point of view, with the growing number of pirates in the open territories, one could not consider Dungias a fan of long-range Corridors. However, the notion that pirates would engage against an enormous ship filled with Ardrians was not something that gave him reason for concern. During his very brief time aboard the cruiser he could attest to the fact that even vacationing Ardrians were armed and armoured. Also, there were three squadrons of fighter-craft in the holding bays along with four gun-shuttles. Dungias was fairly certain no one would breach the Corridor and mount an attack on the ship. The only mystery might be the relaying stations receiving a pulse well ahead of the expected time. Even that would go unchallenged. There would be no way a technician could open a channel and warn the next station of the approaching pulse. The pulse would pass by the following relay station before the communication could be received from the former station. 
 
      
 
    With Black Gate in view, Rahneece turned to look at Dungias who did not look relieved to see the massive station. She decided that he had his own reasons which would be discussed when he thought the time was right. “It took us four and a half days to get to the skeleton Corridor Station,” she said. 
 
    “Closer to five,” Dungias returned. 
 
    “That was genius, by the way,” Rahneece claimed. “I don’t know how you came up with that one.” 
 
    “A lesson I learned from my Master as well as the Queen of my people: always try your best to keep a few surprises in store,” Dungias replied and the young woman laughed, nodding at the wisdom of her teacher’s words. 
 
    “I bet my Master could whip your Master’s ass!” she said, sounding like an arrogant child. Dungias surprised everyone by bursting into laughter. He put his hand to his mouth, but the laugh was genuine and hearty. 
 
    “Oh, hell no!” Ephaliun said in protest. “No way Star beat me to it! Damn you, woman!” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for that to happen,” Rahneece said in her defense.  
 
    “Maybe that’s why it was so funny to him,” Teela hypothesized. 
 
    “That along with the lunacy of the image, Bambi,” Dungias admitted before giving another chuckle. He could see himself squaring off against Nugar. They circled each other several times before deciding to have tea and daring each other to chart some unknown region of the Stars. “Thank you, Star. As it is often said in Terran culture, I needed that.” 
 
    “To start over,” Rahneece asserted, “two days on the Hard Charger, five to reach the tacky, non-existent Corridor Station where Kulrithe took all day to handle a couple of girls!” 
 
    “Whoa there,” Ephaliun inserted. “When they’re Ardrian, kindly refer to them at leatherneckettes!” 
 
    “Two days to the Anvil from there,” Rahneece pressed on over Ephaliun’s glare and the giggling coming from Teela and Ulios. “Two days of quiet whispers and farts waiting for the optimal ride. Five days to the Lanfiah System where we had a three-hour wait and a four-day shot to Black Gate which is now in visual range. It is the twenty-sixth of Lentmonzant, damn near the twenty-seventh, local time. We might not be clean, but all systems are reading green.” 
 
    “Well done,” Dungias stated. “Prepare to lower the stealth field. There are a number of things I must tend to before we return to the Prism Baronies. Make use of my account and rent an estate house. 
 
    “We need to dock at Black Gate,” Dungias declared in a tone that implied a strong sense of urgency. He got up from his station and started out of the cockpit. He stopped at the door and lowered his head. “I place you each on your word. Do not follow me. Satithe, suspend all surveillance measures on me. Do not question me, and do not venture more than thirty minutes away from the estate house. Acknowledge!” 
 
    “Yes, Teacher,” Teela answered first, quickly tucking her bottom lip under her teeth. There was so much she wanted to say, but she had never Dungias talk the way he had. 
 
    “Thank you,” Dungias said, turning to look directly at Teela. His eyes then moved to the pilot’s station. 
 
    “As long as you know of my argument against your wishes, you have my word,” Rahneece said as she piloted the Kulri-Kraythe toward Black Gate. 
 
    “Noted, Star.” Dungias then looked at Jovasor who nodded without saying anything. “Kulrithe?” 
 
    “Whatever this is, it feels like it’s got you unhinged,” Ephaliun commented. “If that’s the case, get back to being our Z and handle your business!” Dungias was surprised by the young man’s words.  
 
    “Thank you,” he softly. “More than you know, you have my gratitude! Ulios?” The QuiQami sighed in frustration, hoping that he might somehow be overlooked. He nodded as he began to grumble. 
 
    “Star, the ship and crew are yours!” 
 
    “You’re putting her in charge?!” Ephaliun asked. 
 
    “She made me laugh,” Dungias said plainly. “There is no telling what she can do!”  
 
    Ephaliun looked away for a moment, considering his teacher’s statement. “It’s scary how accurate that statement might be. Well, Jovasor, looks like we’re back at your favorite stop.” Alpha absorbed the sound as Dungias broke into laughter once more. 
 
    “Potentials abound!” Dungias thought as he composed himself. He approached the rear of the ship and put his hand to Alpha, connecting his mind with both Satithe and CK. “Look after them for me.” 
 
    “We shall attend to all matters, Master,” Satithe replied.  
 
    Without breaking stride, Dungias phased through the floor and hull of the Kulri-Kraythe. His skin turned black immediately as the cold of outer space took hold of him. Dungias maneuvered himself within the atmospheric envelope around the gigantic station. He ran along the wall as his skin slowly returned to its normal blue. It was a first for him, but given the circumstance, it seemed very fitting. Pushing off from the surface, Dungias took flight around the top of the station. The Traveler was distracted for a moment by the sound of thunder that seemed to shake Black Gate ever so slightly. He doubted anything of the tremor got through the Inertia Fields, but he had an idea as to what could cause thunder to happen in a vacuum. He closed his eyes and allowed himself to fall into the sensations that this flight delivered. It did not take his mind long to engage in an ascension. 
 
    “Star Chaser,” Eesa called to him, relief registering in her voice. “You and your friends are well?” 
 
    “We have survived what I can only conclude were the efforts of the other Stars,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “So it was. I did all that I could,” Eesa explained as relief slowly became regret. 
 
    “Do not let your heart carry it,” Dungias asserted. “Such is the way of things. If anything… in life, and even in death, Saru is more than a remarkable woman. What she gave, she gave out of love, and that is something I regret and cherish; the latter clearly outweighing the former. Also, she did not take that action to make our hearts heavy, but our burdens lighter. In that stride, let her effort have its place.” 
 
    “The one I sent upon a quest comes back with the artifact requested and a lesson of great wisdom,” Eesa replied as another rumbling of thunder rolled over the station. “It would seem that my brethren are eager to prevent your delivery. The old laws and the Stars of The Territories keep them at bay.” 
 
    “They have already made a strong attempt to prevent this moment,” Dungias stated. “I have you and Saru to thank, for they did not fail in their attempt; we were simply able to survive it. With respect, I will keep such matters to myself for as long as I can.” 
 
    “No one needs to know everything,” Eesa said, appearing beside Dungias and the two of them flew together. Dungias smiled in response and then slowly rolled to where the front of his body faced her. “And there it is!” Eesa said, looking at the pocket dimension the Traveler had created inside his belt. She knew she had access to remove the star pod and she did so carefully, fading out of sight as soon as her hands were clear of the pocket. Dungias leveled out but he soon lost sight of Black Gate as it lost sight of him. 
 
    “The Celestial Chorus,” he thought, looking out over all of the dim stars. There were thousands of them, but he could feel nothing of the normal sensation of such a place. 
 
    “At last!” Khiea cried as she appeared, her hands glowing with the power of a star, ready to remove the Star Chaser from existence. As she drew back her hand, her siblings appeared, though they looked as eager as she to destroy the Traveler. “You have caused enough trouble, Malgovi Traveler!” 
 
    “Hold!” an old, soft, and gentle voice commanded. The light in Khiea’s hand, as it came forward, faded before it could extend beyond her body.  
 
    “Who dares?!” Khiea cried, looking for who had acted against her. 
 
    “Just a simple shepherd,” Cosmos replied. The star pod had been opened, and Eesa had given of herself to commune with the essence that had created the Stars. The expression of the universe had taken the form of a man where his clothes were black but his skin was outer space. “A shepherd who has been summoned to look upon a flock that has gone too long out of my sight.  
 
    “But first, we must have a full attendance,” Cosmos said, giving light to everything that could hear his voice. 
 
    Dungias awakened in the middle of the lowermost deck of the Black Gate Station. He was down on his right knee, a glowing Alpha in hand and the floor tile around him charred black… and he felt brand new! “Alpha, are you well?” 
 
    “It has been fully restored,” Eesa said as she entered the room. “Even the injuries it would not mention to you have been healed. Also, the gift of Time that Nes intended to give to you has been granted to Alpha, Satithe, and CK… three-quarters of the Star Chaser. The gift granted to you, however, comes with as much exigency as it carries elation.” Dungias frowned at the female form as he stood up from his kneeling position. He twirled Alpha, sliding it into its sheath on his hip, and waited for the explanation the Star was straining to deliver. 
 
    “Dungias, I have reached inside of you and burned away an inhibitor,” Eesa stated. “It was buried in your deepest mind, disguised as one of so many thoughts. It moved with the speed of the others, often changing its shape and depth, making it all but impossible to detect. Simply put, it was a mechanism that would usher itself into your conscious mind at one specific time: whenever you engaged in the Jump-Stride.” Dungias’ frown grew more stern as his eyes began to glow slightly. 
 
    “How long has it been there?” 
 
    Eesa took in a deep breath before speaking. “Reading the light from the time of your birth, it was placed in you on the second occasion your Vi-Prin sought to hide her knowledge in your mind.” Dungias locked his eyes on Eesa’s as his hands became trembling fists. “It was a PsyondaR who has since gone to the Grey Realm, but he was acting under the direction of… a Malgovi woman.” 
 
    “Who?!” 
 
    “The First Star Traveler,” Eesa replied, “the very same entity responsible for the manner in which my brothers and sister were awakened. It was intentional they were tainted, easy to manipulate. Though I cannot say what her endgame was.” 
 
    “Is,” Dungias corrected. “To have initiated such measures, I doubt we have seen the entirety of her plans. You are sure it is not a doppelganger of some sort?” 
 
    “I can see when Isse assumed her station,” Eesa reported. “This is a different entity. She is Malgovi, and she is a Traveler.” 
 
    “Then she might well be the First Star Chaser,” Dungias concluded. 
 
    “The problem in your mind has been corrected,” Eesa stated. “And given all the work you have put into perfecting the ability, I am sure you will now find your Jump-Stride as simple as walking.” 
 
    “That will come as a comfort,” Dungias remarked. “Forgive me, Lady of the Chorus, but are we done here?” 
 
    “In the time it took for you to be blinded, Traveler, the Chorus has been awakened, cleansed, and reconvened. We will take no action against this woman. It is our shame we must now resolve. We welcome your return, and it would appear the prophecy is true.” 
 
    “You are relieved and delighted,” Dungias observed. “I doubt you mean to be misleading, but if you speak of the prophecy that I will change things throughout the Rims, you are mistaken. I have changed nothing. The Stars are now as they were when the prophecy was put forth, and relative to that perspective, no change has come to this region of space. There is still so much work to do.” 
 
    “And you should be about it, Dungias,” Eesa replied. “For what it is worth… thank you.” 
 
    “That worth cannot be measured,” Dungias said with a bow. When his head came up, the tile under him and been restored. Only the smoke of the transfer of energy remained. Dungias started for the door. “Yes, a great deal of work lies ahead. If nothing else, all of these efforts have simply added to the list. So be it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Time management is an oxymoron. Time is beyond our control, and the clock keeps ticking regardless of how we lead our lives. Priority management is the answer to maximizing the time we have.  
 
    John C. Maxwell 
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    As another transmission request registered on his wrist-com, Isaiah smiled, shook his head, and deactivated the device, taking it off and tossing it into the gutter. He knew it would only be a matter of time before J’Raldri would have his locks removed and track it. Her love and staunch loyalty brought a smile to his face, but at the moment he had to act without her. Circumstances had pushed the Governor into a position where he did not have time to try and convince his bodyguard and closest friend that he needed to be given wide berth on this matter. 
 
    “It isn’t as if there’s much danger,” Isaiah thought, amusing himself. “I’m just walking alone onto the Lift, headed for the Bowels!” 
 
    When the massive doors closed behind him, Isaiah put his hand to his wide-brimmed hat and tugged it down to make sure his face was cast in shadow. He wormed his way around many others that were taking seats on the floor, reaching the far end of the lift-car where he placed his back against the circular wall. Keeping his head down, his body shuddered as the lift-car started its long descent. 
 
    “And what have we here?” he thought, lifting his head enough to look to his right. Wiping his nose as he gawked at Isaiah was a little skinny boy who smiled innocently at the man. “A spotter!” he concluded. “… and just my luck, he’s marked me!” Isaiah breathed in deeply and lowered his head. “And here comes the reception party!” 
 
    “Hey mate, you got a cred to spare?” a scratchy voice called to him. 
 
    “You want spare change, get a spare job!” Isaiah returned. “First and last words you get for free, mate!” Isaiah lifted his head high enough to spit on the boy. Letting his right hand hang at his side, Isaiah wiped his mouth with his left. 
 
    It was on them now; how gamey were they? How many were there? How good were they? So many questions… so many answers all held in stasis until someone jumped. This particular group did not have many to their number; the one who had spoken to Isaiah simply grunted and walked away. The boy had already taken his leave, and Isaiah maintained his place on the wall. He closed his eyes, keeping his other senses sharp. He was glad to have the hat when the stench of the Bowels reached his nose. 
 
    “And you never have to ask why the place is called what it is!” he thought, trying his best not to move. Nothing made a body stick out more than a reaction to the malodor. He could hear a few coughs a good distance away from him. 
 
    “This place stinks!” a young male voice complained.  
 
    “It sure does, kid,” Isaiah thought. 
 
    “You’ll get used to it, boy!” a harsh voice snapped before the Governor heard the rattling of chains. “Now shut up!” Isaiah lifted his head to see a dirty man holding on to a section of chain connected to the neck manacle on a dirty little boy. 
 
    “Darken that white skin, and curl the hair a bit… yeah, that kid could be a mirror of yesterday,” Isaiah thought. “Trouble is, I’m not a bad-ass bounty hunter who’s too lazy to clean his own weapons. Ah, those were the good times, eh?” The little boy turned to look out the window of the lift-car. “And you thought the smell was bad.” The eyes of Isaiah Gundryss squinted when he saw a tear rolling down the boy’s dirty face. He stared at the boy, specifically the eye, searching for something that went along with his memory of another time. 
 
    The lift-car stopped, ending Isaiah’s search, and the doors opened. People stood up, gathered their things, and started to file out. 
 
    “Listen, mate, if it’s the company of a young boy you’re looking for,” a haggard woman whispered to Isaiah as she took hold of his shoulder. Isaiah sent the back of his fist into her face. She fell to the floor, stunned and bleeding from the nose. She screamed in pain and protest as others laughed, but nothing else was made of the matter and Isaiah walked out of the lift-car.  
 
    It was a little known fact that the Bowels had its own docks. Many of the major distinctive communities on Black Gate did. They were all exclusive and well-guarded. Isaiah was looking for one person in particular; his reason for coming to the Bowels. Entering the docks was not an option, but Heaven’s Gate was just outside the docks entrance. Isaiah walked inside the bar and brothel.  
 
    Those who tried to live cleaner lives were under the impression that the guild houses held the best personnel for hiring pilots and mercenaries to perform deeds that were better off never coming to the light of day. For a good credit or two, that was a justifiable presumption. If one wanted to improve their chances for getting the job done, and done cleanly, it was off to the Bowels. Heaven’s Gate was something of a city square for the traffic flowing to and from the docks, and Ethel was certainly the gatekeeper. The square-shouldered Delman female had a sweet smile for every patron and a sonic hammer for those who could not mind their manners and her rules. 
 
    Isaiah walked into the establishment and looked to the area where he had been told to make the meeting. The other party was not yet seated and his instructions had been pretty clear. He was not to take a seat at the booth without the necessary party… Isaiah was to wait at the bar. 
 
    “What can I get you,” the bartender asked after the Governor had stepped up to stand in front of one of the open stools. Again, he would not sit. He would not even lean forward. 
 
    “Whatever’s handy and hard,” Isaiah replied in a low voice. The bartender nodded and put down a small glass, filling it with a dark brown liquid from a handheld dispenser. 
 
    “Two credits,” the man said, still holding the glass. Isaiah reached into his left-hand outside coat pocket and produced a twenty-five credit note. 
 
    “I’ll run a tab.” 
 
    “You got it tab man,” the bartender said, taking the note. His left index finger flashed red as he ran it over the note. He then nodded and placed the note in the register. 
 
    Taking a sip of the drink, Isaiah was reminded of why he had given up drinking many years ago. This was the second occasion where he was glad to be wearing the wide hat that covered his face. He put the glass down, thinking that glass was probably going to be mostly full by the time he was ready to take his leave.  
 
    “You stay right here or I’ll give you another beating!” Isaiah quickly placed the voice as the dirty man from the lift-car and he turned around, leaning back against the bar. Just outside the front door he could see the man securing the chain to a post with a magnetic lock. The dirty boy had definitely cried more than one tear since the Governor had seen him last, and his clothes were more torn. The words ‘another beating’ echoed in Isaiah’s mind and he took a bigger sip of his drink. The mirror image through time and memory was looking more and more accurate. “Give me a beer!” the man demanded as he walked into the establishment. 
 
    “We don’t scream our orders in this establishment,” the bartender replied. 
 
    “Then you should have had a beer in my hand before I spoke!”  
 
    The bartender looked at the man and chuckled. “Yeah, that’s one,” he said as he nodded, fetching the beer for the man. “You want port?” 
 
    “Whatever garbage you got on the pump,” the man said, waving the bartender off. 
 
    “Garbage is who we serve, not what we serve,” the bartender replied. “… and that’s two.” 
 
    “Word of advice, friend?” Isaiah said before making eye contact with the bartender. “Put it on my tab. And give him the good stuff, if you please.” 
 
    “You got it, sir,” the bartender said before reaching for a large mug. 
 
    Isaiah then looked back at the man and took a sip of his drink. “My advice: calm down and enjoy a minute off your feet. You can be brash and loud for the rest of your life. 
 
    “… however short that might be!” Isaiah thought. 
 
    “Any man who buys me a good beer can give me advice,” the man smiled as he took the stool next to Isaiah. “Name’s Hopper, Elton Hopper.” The dirty man wiped his hand on his dirty leg before offering it to Isaiah. 
 
    “They sometimes call me Del,” Isaiah replied, giving the man a firm grip as they shook hands. 
 
    “Well, those hands have seen work, Del!” 
 
    “I was about to say the same about yours, friend. What’s your trade?” 
 
    “Acquisitions,” the man replied, taking a healthy gulp of his beer. 
 
    Acquisitions. It was a softer and more sophisticated way to say Slaver without drawing the kneejerk reaction most clean people would give. Isaiah knew then the man was not a frequent visitor of the Bowels. There was no place for such flowery verbiage here; people spoke plainly, if at all. 
 
    “That include the stock got you locked up outside?” Isaiah asked. 
 
    “A piece of advice you can give me. Getting into my business, how–” 
 
    “Just looking to purchase, is all.”  
 
    “Sorry, Del, that piece of property is already bought and paid for. Just delivering the goods at this point. But give me your wave code and I’ll open a channel when I’ve got more stock.” 
 
    “This is one of those times and places where the smart play is not the right play,” Isaiah thought. “This is not what I came to do… but I can’t shake it. I feel like yesterday is calling me out! 
 
    “If I were to give you that, I doubt you’d ever call,” Isaiah said, gulping down his drink. It did not taste good, but as the heat hit the back of his throat, his nostrils flared and his body was steady. He put the glass down and the bartender quickly refilled the glass. “Not many open a channel to my code trying to sell slaves. In fact, ‘not many’ is inaccurate. No one, not a damn soul, has ever called me to offload a slave. It’s not the kind of thing my bosses look kindly on.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem friend,” Elton shot back. “Discretion is my strong suit.” 
 
    “Damn, you’re thick as a brick!” the bartender remarked, shaking his head as he looked at Elton Hopper. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Elton said as he looked back and forth between Isaiah and the bartender. 
 
    “I’m taking the boy,” Isaiah said calmly, picking up his glass. 
 
    “The hell you are!” Elton said, getting up from his stool and reaching for the small of his back. Only one of his feet was on the floor when his face received the contents of Isaiah’s glass. The concoction burned his eyes and mouth and Elton cried out, dropping his knife. 
 
    “How very droll,” Isaiah said, landing a stiff left cross to the man’s chin. “… bringing a knife to a fist-fight.” As Elton fell to the floor, Isaiah had started to advance on the man, but there was far too much movement around him. “Just how many bugs do I have on my hands to stomp on this one?” 
 
    “More than you can handle, asshole,” one man, on Isaiah’s right, claimed as he leveled his projectile rifle. “I’m sick and tired of shits like you giving Slavers the high hard one. Now, you’re gonna let that man get up, and then you’re gonna let him have a swing at you. Two swings maybe!” 
 
    “Maybe even three,” a man on the Governor’s left added as he laughed. 
 
    “Fine by me boys,” the bartender said as he reached for a lever next to the handle that he pulled to serve the beer. “… but allow me to show you the benefits of short-range point-to-point teleportation!” A flash of light blinded most people inside, and Isaiah was suddenly outside Heaven’s Gate, along with all nine of his recently gained acquaintances, flying into the middle of the street. He landed on his feet but was moving too fast to keep his feet and fell to his back, rolling over three times before he stopped. 
 
    “Dammit,” he hissed as he rolled over on his chest and tried to get up. His disguise had suddenly become very costly, as his legs could only bend so much. 
 
    “You ain’t hurt, is ya?!” a man yelled as he ran up and kicked Isaiah in the ribs. The Governor barely moved as the man fell to the street, clutching at his injured foot. 
 
    “He’s armoured!” one man yelled. 
 
    “His face ain’t!” Elton declared as he lifted his foot up into Isaiah’s jaw. Already moving in the direction of the blow, Isaiah was not stunned by it, but he was rolled over on his back. He blinked his eyes rapidly as he opened his mouth and shook his head. 
 
    “So, you just gonna take my property?!” Elton yelled. “Get him up, I wanna knock ‘im down again!”  
 
    Hands took hold of various places on his body and Isaiah was lifted from the street. 
 
    “Bingo!” he thought. 
 
    “Unveil!” Isaiah commanded. An energy burst exploded from his armour, shredding his coat and flooring every man in his immediate vicinity. Isaiah wore sectional black and silver armour. His forearm blasters powered up as his swords rose to where he could reach over his shoulders and draw them. He sighed in relief as his legs were now free to move. Drawing both double-edged blades, Isaiah opted to demonstrate a level of skill with them, performing a quick kata. The blades softly whistled by his head and body before coming to a stop as he took a defensive stance. 
 
    “It’s a day for loss, Elton,” Isaiah said softly. “How much you lose is entirely up to you! Right now, it’s just the boy. You come at me with the same mindset you’ve been clinging to, I’ll relieve you of your stupidity, and the worlds of you!” 
 
    “Eat this, brownie!” the rifleman yelled as he lifted his weapon. By the time he fired, Isaiah had leveled his left arm at the man and his forearm blaster had fired, striking the shoulder. The rifle shot was off mark and passed through the crowd, hitting only the wall of a storefront. It was all the notice bystanders needed to start clearing the street.  
 
    “Not on my diet,” Isaiah whispered as he spun, blocking a downward swing of a sword meant for his head. Finishing the spin, Isaiah moved around the man, slashing his hamstring and thrusting his blade into the leg of another man. 
 
    “Get him!” one man shouted, and the remaining half dozen charged with swords, knives, and guns drawn.  
 
    Isaiah took one step back, huffed hard, and lunged forward scoring a belly slash of the first man, a block and neck slash to the second, and a spinning outside crescent kick to the third opponent. The fourth man shot Isaiah in the chest and the Governor fell down into a backward somersault. He stopped with one knee on the ground and both of his blasters fired into the chest of the man who had shot him. Moving his left bracer in front of his face, Isaiah blocked one of a series of shots intended for his head. When Elton’s gun clicked empty, he threw it down, drawing and activating an En-Mace. His hands were clumsy with the weapon, revealing that he had appropriated it by some means other than gaining it through training and mastering the form. The last man, however, was something of a swordsman and he too had a pair of blades, but he was not rushing forward. 
 
    “We keep it to steel!” the man shouted and Isaiah nodded in agreement. Elton held his place as the larger man moved in quickly, engaging Isaiah. The former Magistrate gave one step in defense of the initial two swings. After that he beat down each of the five subsequent attacks the man initiated, finishing with a spinning parry that made the man trip by the Governor as he was deprived of one of his swords. “Eksurgees,” the man called out as he took hold of his sword with both hands, placing his forehead to the flat of the blade and bowing in a stance of fealty. “Lanshon Eksurgees. And I will serve you, Master, if you will have me.” 
 
    “Name me the reason why!” Isaiah commanded. 
 
    “That man there is my owner,” Lanshon stated, pointing as the man whose leg had been run through. “He set me on the quest to master the blade.” 
 
    “You’ve got a ways to go yet, son,” Isaiah remarked. 
 
    “Then show me the way, Master.” 
 
    “I am not your master,” Isaiah declared, relaxing only a bit. “… but if you fetch that boy there for me, and protect him, we will discuss your continued journey. You’ll have to make it as a freeman.” 
 
    “Then, under the code of the blade, I swear my service,” Lanshon promised. “May I have your name, my Lord.” 
 
    “Here is comes,” Isaiah thought, twirling the blade in his left hand. The code of the blade was no small matter to him, as it was by that code he had earned his own freedom and fought his way through the ranks of the Magistrates. Now was not the time to shirk it.  
 
    “Gundryss. Isaiah Deltré Gundryss.” 
 
    “Did you hear that Kot?!” a voice called out. “It’s the fucking Governor!” 
 
    “If you saw and knew the First Lady, you’d know why I was the fucking Governor!” Isaiah thought, amusing himself as he looked around. He set his eyes on Elton and allowed himself a very cold smile. 
 
    “We’re not done, are we?” Isaiah asked. 
 
    “Take him! Bloody do with him as you want!” Elton claimed as he powered down his weapon. 
 
    “You run, you die!” Isaiah proclaimed. 
 
    “You calling me to my death?!” Elton barked. 
 
    “Quite the opposite. I’m calling you to your life.” 
 
    “That’s all good and pretty, Lord Governor,” an armoured man said as he made his way through the thinning crowd. “But you’re in the Bowels, boy! And from the looks of it, you forgot what makes law around here!” 
 
    “I am the Chief Executive,” Isaiah warned. He held up his left arm. “This is the Legislative Branch…” Isaiah then twirled the sword in his right hand. “… and this is the Judicial. I’d say I’ve got everything I need to make all the law that’s necessary.” 
 
    “I stand with you, my Lord!” Lanshon cried out with a very scared boy trembling behind him. 
 
    “See to your given task, Lanshon,” Isaiah commanded. “This is my fight!” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve got balls to spare, ain’t ya?” the man asked as more of his kind started to fill the street, in both directions. They were all armoured, and only a handful wore projectile weaponry. Their guns were energy hurlers… their hits were going to hurt. “Well now your balls are walled in, Lord Governor. What’s next?” 
 
    “I think I’m gonna call it Project Jericho!” Isaiah said softly as he took stance. 
 
    “Hold!” a voice commanded and a divide was made for two figures to make their way through. In a finer grade of armour was a tall, muscular, blue-haired man who wore a pair of axes on his back, blasters on his hips, and an un-activated En-Form weapon in hand. A slender, comely, dark-haired woman walked behind him, a patch over her left eye. She wore single-edge swords, straps of throwing stars, and a shortened heavy rifle blaster on her leg. Isaiah took note that her chest plate had not been formed to show her breasts, and it was well-marked. She was more than eye-candy. 
 
    “Blue hair,” Isaiah thought, keeping a wary eye. He could count three men that had made it to sniper perches, but they were heavy to one side of the street. He had a clear path of escape and it was in the direction he had already decided to take; the only path that stood a chance of him surviving this day. 
 
    “Gustav?” Isaiah asked, looking at the man. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late… Del,” the man replied as he looked over the Governor. “Customized Magistrate armour.” 
 
    “Stick with what works,” Isaiah replied. 
 
    “Until you find something better,” both men said together. 
 
    “You know how much we can squeeze this place for if we take him alive?” Alysia asked at just above a whisper. 
 
    “You make a very good point,” Gustav quickly returned. 
 
    “Not really,” Isaiah added. “It’s an assumption you take me at all… a highly unlikely assumption.” 
 
    “Highly?” Gustav asked. 
 
    “And getting less likely with every passing moment.” 
 
    “What’s your exit strategy, Maggot?” Gustav asked with genuine curiosity. 
 
    “The docks,” Isaiah shared. “Your snipers are on the wrong side of the street. Could be because the other establishments are kind of built into the walls.” 
 
    “Could be,” Gustav agreed as he looked up and around. He put his fists on his hips and chuckled. 
 
    “Anyway, it’s better than trying to make a break for the Lifts,” Isaiah commented. 
 
    “Definitely! And from the looks of it, you actually would stand a chance of pulling it off.” 
 
    “A good chance,” Isaiah agreed. 
 
    “Good chance? Am I missing something here?” Alysia asked. 
 
    “His armour,” Gustav answered. “Remember when he cleared his coat with that energy pulse… well, that was just a primer. He probably has two or three more charges to that device.” 
 
    “At least,” Isaiah added and Gustav’s eyebrows lifted over his eyes. 
 
    “So the real blast is stronger?” the woman inquired. 
 
    “Yep,” Gustav answered, keeping his eyes on the Governor. 
 
    “And the range?” 
 
    “I’m thinking we’re in it, love,” Gustav theorized and Isaiah flashed a very toothy grin.  
 
    “Oohhh,” Alysia said, taking a step back. 
 
    “You didn’t mention the fact you were Lord Governor,” the large man said, putting one hand to his chin. “… but then again, I didn’t ask. You just promised you had the power to make things happen and that I would be interested in meeting with you. I like a man of his word. I like even more a man of his code. So what’s the job?” 
 
    “Black Gate Keeper!” Isaiah replied and he smiled at the wave of murmurs that rose from the people. Gustav was content to let the choir continue to sing their songs of endless speculation; it gave him time to think, though he knew the wonder that had flared in his eyes had given away most of his perspective. 
 
    “Stand down!” Gustav commanded, giving Isaiah a slight bow and ushering him toward Heaven’s Gate. “Let’s see what other words come out of you, Governor. Your boy and your charge will be safe out here!” He snapped his fingers after speaking. Four armoured men took up defensive positions around Lanshon and the boy. 
 
    “I’m curious,” Isaiah said as he sheathed his swords. “When did you make me?” 
 
    “Don’t give me too much credit, Governor,” Gustav chuckled. “I never arrive on time to a first meeting. I do, however, like reading people who are punctual. The Governor of Black Gate comes, alone, to the Bowels to meet with me. Then he has the audacity to have the shines to hold his ground. I have to say, I am more interested in working with you than taking the position.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good place to start.” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    His silver eyes opened as he breathed out slowly. Nulaki looked at the floor and the way he had arranged his things. He took in a deep breath and rolled forward, grabbing his bodysuit and coming out of the roll, fastening the zipper-seam of the armour. He adjusted the fit of the elbow and knee guards to his body. Checking his hand-held remote control, all of the suit’s systems were operational. The black bodysuit went over the armour and once it was plugged into the armour, he activated the energy field that fused the two layers into one. 
 
    Next to be donned were the shin and arm guards, followed by the throwing knives he slid underneath the guards. The soft soled boots locked into the bottom of the shin guards, the gloves locked to the arm guards. He did not normally wear either, but he was not about to go out to steal anything… save a life! A fence was going to die tonight, despite Tehdi’s pleadings and the guilds’ warnings. Dalberri had gone and rendered himself untouchable… the Black Scarab could not allow that to stand unchallenged. 
 
    The flashing light on his communicator brought a smile to his face and Nulaki picked up the device, recognizing the station designation trying to open a channel with him. He opened the device and enabled the video screen. The face of Tynaum Krensteele appeared in the center of the screen and Nulaki smiled to see the man. 
 
    “Now this is unexpected,” Nulaki chuckled, “I’m about to pull the job and you look nervous!” 
 
    “Good to see you too, Scarab,” the Black Assassin Commander returned. “I made the calls we discussed and I have to ask you–” 
 
    “Yes, this is something I have to do,” Nulaki interrupted. “Let this sort of Kot slide… things will only get worse! I put a cork in this leak here and now, we can all move on.”  
 
    “Can’t argue with that mentality,” Tynaum replied. “I couldn’t confirm Dalberri’s location, but I’m sending you the intel I was able to get on his dealings and holdings, including those with the Interstellar Angels. Made a few calls… I was able to get this act sanctioned by the Black Assassins.” 
 
    “I could care less about sanctions,” Nulaki replied. 
 
    “That’s because you’re not using your head!” Tynaum snapped. “You walk under a Black Assassin sanction, the guilds will have to settle with us if they have a grievance. Loose translation: they touch you without the nod from us, they will basically be making a declaration of war.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Nulaki frowned. “That sounds like a lot of weight.” 
 
    “It is… a lot of weight. But it’s in my wheelhouse, so I played the card.” 
 
    “This definitely makes us even, Ty,” Nulaki said as he checked his pistol. 
 
    “Believe what you want, Thief,” Tynaum said. “In my book, we don’t keep count. We do for ours until we can’t. You’d be surprised how many BA’s want this worm eviscerated!” 
 
    “Isn’t it convenient when the cosmos shrinks down to just a few people,” Nulaki joked. “I feel like we should each hug our communicators!” 
 
    “Let’s not and say we did,” Tynaum replied with a grin. “Speaking of things I didn’t do, there is not a package waiting for you on the roof of the building.” 
 
    “How the hell do you know where I am right now?” Nulaki asked. 
 
    “What, only the Black Scarab is supposed to be good at his thing?” Tynaum said with a cold smile. “Good skill tonight, Nulaki. And if it helps you at all, go steal his heart for me.” 
 
    “It helps, gorgeous,” Nulaki said, smiling in surprise. “I’ll ring you when everything is said and done.” Nulaki closed the communicator and quickly strapped on his other weapons and equipment. He moved quickly out of the window and scaled the wall up to the roof where Tynaum’s gift was supposedly waiting for him. Three Black Assassins were standing around a large gray case. Two of them seemed to be guards while one was a field engineer that had been sent to explain the details of the Commander’s gift. Nulaki smiled devilishly before approaching. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Eskee Dalberri stuffed data packs into his attaché case, quickly closing and locking it. “What did they say?” He asked before touching his handkerchief to his mouth and then his neck. He caught a glimpse of himself in the full-length mirror. Not a man to delude himself the way he deluded others, Eskee Dalberri knew he was in no shape to run on foot. He would pass out before he had reached two hundred meters. But he had money, and credits had always proven to be a very capable equalizer. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘what did they say’?” the woman frowned as she spoke. “Eskee, you dropped word on another fence! In the name of the stars, what possessed you to do that?!” 
 
    “I saw the Maggots working with the Angels, and I saw an opportunity!” Dalberri replied, wiping his brow of the accumulating sweat. “How the hell did they miss him?” 
 
    “You think that matters now?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips. “Neither the Magistrates or the Angels are going to make a move until your contractor gets here. They figure whoever comes after you is worth more to them than your sorry ass. 
 
    “Speaking of things being sorry, I’m overdue for the door,” the woman said, checking her watch. “They only promised me a ten-minute window to get word to you.” 
 
    “Babe, you’ve only been here three minutes!” 
 
    “Ten minutes from when they said I had a window, Eskee!” the woman clarified. “I tapped an air-car and got over here as fast as I could. I am just about out of guild time here.” 
 
    “Get me to the spaceport and I’ll give you ten thousand,” Eskee pleaded. 
 
    “Dead people can’t spend cred for Kot, Eskee,” the female rogue spat back, drawing her pistol. “I’m getting my Terran tail out of here, and if you move one more inch to block me, I’ll plug you my damn self!” 
 
    “Okay! Take it easy!” Dalberri said as he moved back to the wall. 
 
    “Easy can kiss my ass!” the woman shouted. “You brought this on yourself, Dalberri!” 
 
    “And a hundred thousand is asking you to share the load!” Eskee shot back. The woman had been moving quickly for the door… until he had put that amount to voice. “I’ve got a signature lock telnet card on me. Get me to the spaceport, I’ll transfer one hundred K to any account you give me.” 
 
    “Let’s see the card.” 
 
    “Come on, Beatrice,” Dalberri whined. “Do I look like–” 
 
    “Don’t ask me what you look like right now, Dalberri,” she interrupted. “Just grab your things and let’s go.” Beatrice moved to the door and opened it, standing to the side. She moved around the edge of the doorway and her body jumped at the sound of a gunshot. Dalberri dropped his attaché case as he watched Beatrice slowly fall to the floor. Her eyes were open and a small hole had been burned into her forehead.  
 
    “Kot!” Dalberri yelled. “KOT!!!” 
 
    “Calm down, Mr. Dalberri,” a slender man walked into the room smoking an incredibly expensive cigaro. “I needed to illustrate how inadequate she would have been as an escort. 
 
    “The obstacle has been neutralized,” the man said after he put his index finger to his ear. “I am with the subject now. Move to your next position.” A tall and lean man, dressed in a very expensive formal evening suit, he looked at Eskee and paused for a moment before speaking again. “I have been instructed by my employer to offer you the services of my team. If you find our proposal agreeable, we can make our way as soon as you are able to depart.” 
 
    “What’s the proposal?” Dalberri asked, which made the man chuckle as he put his hand to his mouth. 
 
    “Forgive me. I found it amusing that you believe you have options at this point in time. Very well... it is, after all, your time. Shall we sit, have some refreshments, and discuss the matter?” 
 
    “No!” Dalberri was quick to say as he extended his arms, gesturing for his mysterious guest to stop his approach to the nearest chair. “You made your point.” 
 
    “Good, the slender man said as he turned for the door. “We should then be on our way. I have an air-car waiting on the roof.” 
 
    “What did you say your name was?” 
 
    “I didn’t, Mr. Dalberri.” The man replied without breaking a stride. Eskee took only a brief moment to look around before he followed after the man. 
 
      
 
    Looking out over the skyline of the city, Eskee tried to feel a sense of relief. He knew better than to believe it was all over. There was no such thing as a free ride, and that was exactly what he was in the middle of receiving! His eyes panned over the city before returning to the vehicle in which he flew… the driver… the upholstery… the registration… 
 
    “The registration?!” he thought as he leaned forward to read the posted licensing. 
 
    “Is this a chartered vehicle?” he asked. 
 
    “I know,” the man replied, flashing a very proud smile. “Sheer genius, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Actually… I was thinking you would prefer… you know, something…” 
 
    “Something heavier perhaps?” the man suggested. “Armoured even? Mr. Dalberri, you are in Zion Valley, the fifth largest city on Vastion. It is a megaplex. My employer has already verified that the most immediate threat to your life is coming in the form of one man.” 
 
    “The Black Scarab,” Eskee sighed while shaking his head. 
 
    “Oh, so you know this man.”  
 
    “I wish I didn’t.” 
 
    “No doubt,” the man agreed. “But to continue, with the population of this city and the matter at hand, someone in the Scarab’s position will assume that you are in an armoured vehicle… like that one there.” The man said as he pointed. Eskee looked where the slender man was pointing and he did see a private air-car. It was armoured and shielded, but he could not see inside the vehicle. “And that was the fifth we’ve passed since we left your location. 
 
    “This Black Scarab, is he a former client of yours?” 
 
    “I would expect you to already know,” Eskee said, sounding somewhat worried. 
 
    “What I know is what I’m told,” the man explained as he looked out of the window. “My employer is aware of your predicament… just as that same entity is aware of the fact that you’re in the possession of a cache of rare gems.” Eskee closed his eyes at the pain of the moment. At last, he knew what the price would be for his exodus. It was going to be incredibly steep. “Now my employer is aware that you have an outspoken fondness for these gems. Rest assured I will not be asking for all of them.” 
 
    “He sure seems to know a lot about me… your employer.” 
 
    “Clumsy, Mr. Dalberri,” he man sighed. “You do not know if my employer is a he, a she, or an it, and it is highly unlikely you will gain that information from me. While we can provide delivery from this Scarab, there is little getting around my employer!” 
 
    “How many stones do they want?” Eskee asked, bracing himself for a very painful answer. 
 
    “Five, and that number is non-negotiable” the man answered without looking away from the view of the city. He did not miss Eskee’s head snapping around, enraged and shocked. “And given that reaction, why don’t I put us down on the first available rooftop. Consider your deliverance from your supposed friend as the cost of doing business.” 
 
    “What?! Beatrice?! She was… oh my word!” 
 
    “Clearly you have a lot to ponder. Oh look! A hospital! Perfect. Driver,” the man said as he leaned forward. 
 
    “Wait!” Eskee said, coming very close to touching the man. He stopped just shy of making contact and held up his hands. “I’m going to want your name first.” 
 
    “Márvo Skaravaio,” the man replied, looking intently at Eskee. “I am afraid that is the last of your demands, however.” 
 
    “Five stones?” Eskee asked, wincing in pain.  
 
    “Of my choosing, Mr. Dalberri,” the man added, and Eskee nodded in agreement. “Then we have an accord. Team Two, are you in position? Good.” The man turned in his seat and looked at Eskee. “I am going to need the code for the yellow door.” 
 
    “You’re at my vault?!” Eskee exclaimed. 
 
    “Obviously not, Mr. Dalberri. I have operatives, however, that are. The code, if you please.” 
 
    “There is a bio-lock on the system–” 
 
    “That you replaced with a keypad system five weeks ago… after a rather unfortunate intimate moment shared with a DNA thief. Driver, circle the hospital. Now, are you quite finished, Mr. Dalberri? I tire of these games. The code, if you please!” 
 
    Eskee pounded his fist down on his leg. He was out of options and he knew it. He looked out of the window and saw an armoured vehicle being followed by a sky-bike which was being driven by a man dressed all in black. Eskee moved back from the window in fright. 
 
    “Do not fret, Mr. Dalberri,” the man said in a calm tone. “This vehicle has been equipped with internal projectors. We look like a chartered air-car with six passengers.” 
 
    “Tourists?” Eskee guessed. 
 
    “Exactly!” the man said with a smile. “But alas, we are driving in a circle at the moment. That is the sort of thing that is sure to draw the wrong sort of attention.” Eskee threw his head back into the headrest, closing his eyes. He gave the sixteen-character code which the slender man repeated without fail. After a few moments, the man grinned and nodded. “Yes, just make sure that you remember that everything you see, we see. Five stones and fives stones only.” Márvo nodded before lowering his hand from his ear. He signaled for the driver to break the circular pattern and return to their original flight path. He looked back at Eskee and put his hand on the nervous man’s leg. “Would you care for a drink?” 
 
    “As stiff as you can make it!” Eskee said, almost exasperated. 
 
    “As you wish,” the man said as he reached into his coat and produced a silver flask. He handed it to Eskee who fumbled the first two attempts to open the container. Once it was open, however, he took a healthy gulp from it, wincing at the foul taste. 
 
    “What the hell was that?!” 
 
    “Poison,” Márvo said calmly as he took the flask back. “… a very particular type of poison in fact; a concoction I picked up in the Gulmar System.” Eskee stammered, marveling at the fact that he could not even lift his hand. “I know. Fast-acting stuff, right? 
 
    “Climb, please,” Márvo commanded as he lifted the partition halfway. “And if you check your accounts, my good man, you have been paid through the end of tomorrow. But if you keep your eyes away from your timepiece, you won’t be lying when you have to report that you don’t know the time your passengers were no longer in your company. 
 
    “Understood sir,” the driver quickly replied. 
 
    “Good man,” Márvo said, lifting the partition the rest of the way. Looking at Eskee, the slender man smiled. “You see, it’s even getting hard to breathe, right? Because if you could breathe, you’d gasp when I did this…” Tapping his wrist-com, the image projectors of his suit deactivated as Nulaki removed his mask. “I just knew you were going to catch a glimpse of the dashboard and see the mass of the passengers this thing was carrying… but alas, no.” 
 
    Reaching to the pocket on his pant leg, Nulaki produced an injector. He touched it to Eskee’s arm and the hiss signaled the delivery of a drug. Almost immediately Eskee could breathe and move his face, and he frowned as he looked at his hand that was slowly moving. 
 
    “Yeah, this part can be a bit confusing,” Nulaki said softly. “You shouldn’t worry though, because I am going to kill you. I’m going to take all the stones in your vault, save for the two that are booby-trapped.” Looking up and around, Nulaki smiled as he looked at the injector, making changes to the drug. “It seems that we’ve leveled off. We must be really high over the city! Good!” Touching the injector to Eskee once more, the man gasped as his body shuddered. “That was adrenaline!” Nulaki advised. “Let’s take this outside!” 
 
    With a quick shove, Nulaki pushed Eskee against the door and it fell open. The man screamed as he fell out of the air-car and Nulaki fell out after him. The two bodies fell for a moment and Nulaki quickly took hold of Eskee Dalberri who was still screaming. 
 
    “You see, I didn’t want you to miss a moment of this,” Nulaki shouted. “The adrenaline will keep you from passing out, Dalberri.” Nulaki slapped the man’s back, pushing away from his body. “… and that force field generator should keep your impact from being immediately fatal! Don’t worry, by my count, you’ll break every bone in your body!” Nulaki tapped the recall button on the remote control fastened to his belt and threw his arms from his sides. He dropped for only a few seconds before he heard the engines of his Black Assassin delivery. The flight pack touched down on his back and the straps locked around his waist and shoulders as it stopped projecting images of traffic. Leaning to the left, Nulaki banked, heading for the vault site where Beatrice was waiting with an open vault and a bomb that was counting down. Opening a channel to the woman, the Fazbred thief talked her through the steps to slow the timer. It was still showing three minutes, but it would take fifteen for it to count down to zero. Nulaki estimated he would be at the vault in four. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    How does one look upon a Dragon and not evolve! 
 
    Freund 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.28) 
 
      
 
    The doors to the office parted and Isaiah walked into his office, followed by J’Raldri who glared at the ‘guest’ who had insisted on waiting inside the office. Tapping a button on his wrist-com, the tall and slender holding bin opened and small, robotic hands extended from inside to receive the Governor’s armour. 
 
    “At last,” Hanvashi said, getting up from the middle of the sofa. “I was beginning to think I was going to be made to wait all day.” 
 
    Isaiah chuckled as the hard body armour was removed. “Did you happen to see the size of this station?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. It is immense.” 
 
    “You arrive without so much as a whisper in the ear of dock-hand on the public slips, and you think the person, whose job it is to see to this place, will simply drop whatever it is they were doing to meet with you? Mr. Zoll–” 
 
    “Baron Zoll,” Hanvashi quickly corrected. 
 
    “Baron?” Isaiah questioned, turning to look at the man.  
 
    “Shorter than what I expected,” the Governor thought. 
 
    “Yes, Baron Hanvashi Zoll.” 
 
    “I know a few things about Barons,” Isaiah smiled. “Occupational perk.” Isaiah walked behind his desk while J’Raldri maintained her place to his left, close to the wall. “Under whose order?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Under whose provincial order are you a Baron?” Isaiah pressed, taking his seat and breathing easier the moment his body made contact with the chair. 
 
    “The goddess Xaythra has named me as her Baron,” Hanvashi said proudly. 
 
    “A goddess who does not have a representative recognized by the Convocation of the Church,” Isaiah pointed out, leaning back in his chair. “A goddess who herself can’t lay claim to belonging to the Deistic Deputation. About the only thing that is actually registered about your goddess is Tau Upsilon… and we both know what happened there. 
 
    “And before you try to make your mark, please know that I just got this office the way I like it,” Isaiah said, holding up his hand to bring Hanvashi’s advance to a halt. “I would sure hate to ruin everything.” Hanvashi’s eyes glowed as he glared at the man. 
 
    “Foolish child of a man,” Hanvashi hissed before the room shuddered. The lights dimmed for a moment as the sound of capacitors charging echoed through the room. 
 
    “Yeah,” Isaiah said, looking down at his desk. “Would sure be a pain in my ass to have to get a crew in here to wipe up your gravity-wielding carcass after it’s turned inside out!” Very slowly, the eyes of the Governor came up to look hard into the eyes of his rude guest. “Yes, I know what you are, and I know what you can do… probably better than you do. You look a little young to me to be as big and bad as you put on. Not saying it can’t be done, but the last time people younger than me truly impressed me, one was blue and the other was… well the other simply was.  
 
    “Unlike my predecessors, it is my aim to use every advantage of this office to its fullest. Do you know how many colleges of the Energies there are in Black Gate?” Isaiah asked. “Fun fact: part of their agreement in having a campus here – they have to provide services to this office. You see, while you were waiting, my fighter-sister took the liberty of pressing a few buttons and having your idiot ass read up and down. We know who you think you are... we know about Xaythra… we know about Renatus and your efforts to re-establish yourselves. Now there’s where you have my respect. You had something, it was wiped out, and you’re putting the pieces back together. That takes gumption and buckets of dedication! Maybe you should stick to that. 
 
    “Those sounds you heard before I got my back up… those were contingencies kicking in and getting ready to go active.” 
 
    “Which one will resurrect you?” Hanvashi said softly. 
 
    “That option was not installed,” Isaiah said calmly. “But thank you, because it’s definitely going in the suggestion box. No, the stuff in here is just your run-of-the-mill energy weapon barrage that can put a hole in the side of a battleship, but it’s the teleport feature that you’d be more interested in. You see if you and your ship survive the first volley and I don’t give the safe word, everyone in this office, along with your ship, gets teleported into the Black Gate. Do you know what happens to objects that enter the gate without the proper procedure? 
 
    “And before you come off sounding stale with, ‘then you’d be killing yourself and your protector’, try to remember I’m the Governor. I’m the living example of the proper procedure. Me and mine would be just fine, cradled even… probably get a wash and set out of it. You and yours… let’s just say you’d be Upsiloned!  
 
    “I think that about sums up everything,” Isaiah said as he got up from his chair. “Mr. Zoll, I understand you’re here to petition for passage into The Territories and instead of trying to force the hand of the Council, you came here to throw your weight around and get what you want. I have half a mind to say you need to wait until the thirty-first, but I think I would rather rid my place, and my people, of your presence. So, if you can have your ship at the aperture within the hour, I will personally open the gate for you. Provided you too are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “We shall have to meet again,” Hanvashi said before turning to walk out of the office. “Perhaps when my need to be elsewhere is not so great.” 
 
    “I would say ‘never’, but it’s been that kind of week!” Isaiah replied. “You’d be surprised what I was doing just a few hours ago. Now, if you excuse me. It may be early, but I just had an all-nighter to end all all-nighters. This Governor needs to get some sleep.” Hanvashi walked out of the office without saying another word. When the doors of the lift closed behind him, Isaiah sighed in relief. 
 
    “That was a remarkable bluff,” J’Raldri said softly. 
 
    “Partial bluff,” Isaiah sighed, putting his hands on his knees. Goldie came into view, patting Isaiah on the back. “Did you really just have me stand-down a damn demigod?!” 
 
    “It was the only way to be rid of him, Governor,” Goldie replied. “But how did you manage that wave of information?” 
 
    Isaiah stood up and touched his sleeve. The appearance of fabric faded, revealing a familiar-looking brace-com. “Let’s just say that I’m still connected to Starblazer, and that has a number of advantages. The fact that you did not know that, however, means you and I need to have a sit-me-down.” 
 
    “If only I had the time, my lord,” Goldie said just before his nostrils flared. He looked toward the lift for a moment and his lips pressed together. “I came to tell you that Gustav, at this point, is on the up and up. He is certainly a gutter-swimmer, but at least he has a code.” 
 
    “First you take care of Mother, then you arrange the meeting between me and Gustav, and now you’re bailing? What gives, Goldie?” 
 
    “JoJo’s coming into one seriously rough landing, your lordship,” he admitted. “You could say that I’m just trying to pad things for her.” 
 
    “JoJo?” J’Raldri questioned. “You mean your Captain, right?”  
 
    “Fare thee well, Isaiah Gundryss,” Goldie said before closing his eyes. A slight flash of light teleported him out of the office. 
 
    “Should we read anything into the fact he did not call you Governor or lord?” J’Raldri asked. 
 
    “You’re the one in touch with the spirits,” Isaiah returned. “What do they tell you about him?” 
 
    “That I can believe what he says but not what I see,” the L’Konno woman advised. 
 
    “Great! That’s just wonderful!” Isaiah put his hands on his hips and started to continue his tirade when the doors of the Governor’s personal lift opened. He looked at the tall, muscular figure stepping out and looking around the office with a pair of gold eyes that missed very little. Isaiah smiled, held up his arm with the brace-com, and pointed at the device. “This thing works like a charm!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    The voyage into the Prism Baronies did very little to ease Hanvashi’s disposition. The audacity of the Governor was something he would not soon forget, and he was actually looking forward to their next encounter. Adding insult to injury, while the Governor had kept his word about the aperture, he had altered the tunnelway in such a way that Hanvashi’s ship was taken directly to his destination. He inquired if any of his crew knew the man had that kind of power. He was soon advised that only the Barons could alter the aperture. More than Hanvashi’s bio must have been researched in the time he had been made to wait. Anxious to be back among his own people, Hanvashi departed his ship without taking his escort, teleporting into the chambers of the councilwoman. 
 
    “By the goddess herself,” Kollette gasped, slowly standing up. The brightness in her eyes brought Hanvashi from his anger as he watched the woman get up and rush around her desk. 
 
    “Kollette?” he said softly, seeing an image of a much younger woman inside the form that had stopped running. “Kollette V’Tarson?” 
 
    “You remember… me?!” the woman whispered, putting her hand over her mouth as tears formed in her eyes. 
 
    “You are the second-born child of Andern and Kasha V’Tarson,” Hanvashi said, moving to get a better view of the woman. “You once danced for me. The Lilac Queen, if I recall correctly.” 
 
    “Oh, my lord!” the woman said, falling to her knees and weeping uncontrollably. “Forgive me!” Hanvashi all but flew to the woman’s side and took hold of her shoulders. 
 
    “Sweet child, there is nothing to forgive!” he said, taking the woman into a warm embrace. “I am elated that you survived what will forever be our darkest day. Xaythra delivered us both!” 
 
    “They told us you were dead,” the woman cried, looking up at the Baron. “Mistress Survaysi said you had perished along with most of our numbers.” 
 
    “I know. I know, sweet child,” Hanvashi said, moving his hand over the woman’s head. “It’s all right now.” Hanvashi brought the woman up from the floor and wiped her face of her tears. He massaged her shoulders, smiling warmly as she looked on his face. “We have been tried, Kollette… tested beyond measure. We are still here! We still have our opportunity to serve Xaythra and glorify her light. Look at what her light has already brought together. You managed to get word to me out in the Rims and–” Hanvashi stopped as a frown of confusion formed on the woman’s face. “But you did not get word to me.” 
 
    “No, my lord,” Kollette replied as her eyes opened wide in realization. “But I believe I know who did. It would also explain the request this office received to afford you direct transit to the Pearl Barony.” The woman wiped the last of her tears and started for the door. “Could you come with me, please.” 
 
    The two of them walked out of the councilwoman’s office, making their way to a tram. The rail car floated above the slender beam and Hanvashi took the opportunity to look out over the city. It was slightly more advanced than what the Baron had expected, rivaling if not exceeding the teeming megaplexes he had visited on Hope and Glory. So many soft gray and white buildings reached for the clouds, and it appeared that two in particular might have been reaching for the stars when they were assembled. Hanvashi could feel the presence of power and tremendous capacities of MannA. 
 
    “Is this the capital?” Hanvashi asked. 
 
    “Furine Pointe?” Kollette asked. “No, this is West Nest. Furine is on the other side of the planet.” 
 
    “West Nest?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s easier to show you, my Baron,” Kollette said with a bright smile, looking over his shoulder. “Turn around.” Hanvashi quickly turned around. His curiosity was one thing, his senses were another. Something was approaching and relatively quickly. Kollette’s smile kept him from being too worried or defensive. Still, the man did not dally. 
 
    “Glory of the Goddess!” he gasped. 
 
    On gold and bronze leathery wings, the scaled and horned creature carried itself on the wind. As large as a gunship and one hundred times more impressive to look upon, it passed over the tram car and Hanvashi was not the only passenger that was captivated at the sight and sound of the magnificent life-form. But such was the normal reaction to a Dragon! It roared, and even the clouds seemed to scream in delight. Hanvashi’s eyes flared even wider when three of the taller towers burst into spell-sign, creating perches. The female Dragon looked down and chose the lowest one, slowing her approach and lightly touching down with all four of her legs grasping on to the majikul brace. She turned and looked back the way she had come, giving a sharp, high-pitched bark the echoed on the wind. 
 
    “These must be the early ones,” Kollette said, touching Hanvashi’s shoulder and nudging him to turn around again. Another bark answered the call of the female Dragon, but this one was low and it thundered, shaking the tram, though none of the riders seemed to be frightened by the sensation. Hanvashi could not believe what he was feeling and disengaged the probing ability of his senses in an effort of self-preservation. 
 
    Out of the clouds seven young Dragons glided toward their teacher. The first three looked to be dealing with the effort of gliding. The fourth was a silvery-white youth that barrel-rolled as he arched over the tram, trailing MannA from his tail. The fifth, a green Dragon with short, yellow wings, looked to be more concerned with crashing than flying. He was putting incredible effort into flapping his wings, but forgetting to leave them fully extended in order to glide. He screamed, looking at the rail as it seemed the two were about to meet abruptly. A large blue Dragon flew under the green youth and gave him an upward nudge to pass over the tram as the large Dragon dove to fly under the rail. The seventh Dragon was a shiny black hatchling with bronze feathered wings. She looked as if she had been born on the wind, swaying left and right as the others flew straight ahead. They all took to the higher perches and the blue male settled on the far side of the perches as he anticipated the green over-shooting them. The seventh landed on the bracing, taking up a position beside the lead bronze Horned Maiden. They nuzzled one another as the blue finally took his place. 
 
    “Dragons!” Hanvashi sighed, leaning heavily on the glass window of the tram car. 
 
    “West Nest is one of seven nest cities of the barony,” Kollette explained. “It’s the smallest of the seven, but it’s also one of the friendliest. Some of the nests are completely shut off from outsiders, just like the Realm of Dragons, unless you can actually find the door.” 
 
    “Kollette, is audience to the courts of the Dragons ever awarded to visitors to the barony?” Hanvashi asked. “I am assuming they have courts.” 
 
    “Yes, they do have them, my Baron. I believe the Star-Wing Corps holds province over that,” she answered. “I could get you in to see the Baron, and even an appointment with one of the Corps, but that would be the limit of my influence.” 
 
    “Then please exercise the limits of your ability, Kollette,” Hanvashi said softly. “The light of Xaythra has led us to this moment. We must see it through!” 
 
    “I will not fail you, my Master!” 
 
    “And when we are done here, we will see to these changes you have made to your body.” Kollette’s body shook in fright as she quickly looked to the floor. 
 
    “It was cosmetic surgery, my Baron,” she whispered. “I survived the destruction of Tau Upsilon, but only just. My father put three of us into an escape pod and one of the SpellCasteRs sent us off. I think the pod I was in was the third they had sent. I know there wasn’t a fourth.” Zoll’s arm wrapped around the woman and pulled her close to him.  
 
    “We shall reform you in Xaythra’s light and remove the human error that you have had to contend with these many years. But tell me, Kollette, do you know where the other survivors are?” 
 
    “I left the colony, sire,” she advised. “The moment they said you were dead and Xaythra had abandoned us. A number of us parted ways with them. The man who became my husband is also one of us.” 
 
    “And is this who you are taking me to meet?” 
 
    “No, I am taking you to meet with my son, Frederick. He may not have been born under Xaythra’s light, but he believes in her. And recently he has threatened to leave the house in order to go and find the true followers of Xaythra. I can’t help but think that he might have been referring to you.” 
 
    “I want to meet this young man,” Hanvashi said with great eagerness. “While he and I discuss matters, you do what you can to arrange those meetings.” 
 
    “As you will it, Master.” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “This is magnificent!” Hanvashi remarked, looking over the layout of the facility. 
 
    “These are just the lower hangar bays,” Frederick explained. “This is where the applicants store their vehicles, if they brought one of course, while they apply to Ozone.” 
 
    “Ozone?” Hanvashi inquired. 
 
    “That’s the name of the battery of tests each applicant has to go through before they can be considered for instruction,” Frederick stated. “They call it that because the ozone of a planet serves as a filter. It lets in the light but keeps out the stuff we don’t need.” 
 
    “Frederick,” Councilman O’Darlok said, feigning a smile. He took hold of the young boy and gave a squeeze of his arm. “The Baron is here on official business. We should let him and the Commanding Officer speak, don’t you think?” 
 
    “It would be different if he were wrong,” Sarshata stated, smiling down at the boy. “About any of it. Hey, how would you like to take an aerial tour of the proving grounds?” 
 
    Frederick’s blue eyes lit up with excitement. “Me? Really?!” 
 
    “You indeed, hatchling,” the woman replied, running her hand through his blonde hair. “That way words, and blood, can flow more freely.” The Councilman quickly removed his hand from the boy as the Commandant pressed the button for the next approaching floor before turning to one of her three aides. The woman did not have to say anything to the young man. He stepped away from his given position, smiled at the boy, and offered his hand.  
 
    When the doors of the lift opened they departed, moving at a pace suitable to Frederick. Commander Sarshata Ravinguez, of the pilot name Swan, pressed the button that kept the doors of the lift open. “Tonight, Councilman, when you are thanking the gods for your blessings, add an extra gratitude that it was not my child you were handling in such a fashion. I realize that politics and clean living seldom share the same space, but on these grounds, there are only two rules: I rule this facility and the Dragons are our benefactors. Touch another child like that and you won’t have to worry about clean living… or any other kind ever again. Say you understand.” 
 
    “I understand, Commander,” O’Darlok spoke aloud. He knew better than to risk being made to say it again. She had quoted the rules for a reason. Harming a Councilman would have rated as slightly below average of the complaints registered against the Star-Wing Corps. 
 
    “Good. Now get out.” 
 
    Again, the man knew better than to try to argue with the woman. She had given an order and there were still two aides in the lift car with him, not that she needed them to handle a councilman. Clearing his throat and begging their pardon, Feleous O’Darlok stepped out of the lift car and thanked the Commandant for her time. She nodded in response and allowed the doors to close. 
 
    “What is that?” Hanvashi thought, feeling something tickle his senses, the very senses he had removed from conscious thought due to where he was and the power each of the Dragons had reflected. Still, through all of that, something was registering, but it was not power. It was an itch on the back of his neck; the first time he had felt such a sensation. He looked around, the lift shaft was made of high-grade but incredibly clear plastic, but he could not see anything that would have triggered what he was feeling. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Master?” Gedonia inquired. Both the tall, dark warrior woman and her moonwolf, Ziko, had noticed the Baron’s actions. Hanvashi shook his head ‘no’. 
 
    “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I for one feel like the air is clearer,” Sarshata said as the lift car resumed its ascension. 
 
    “And the lift car is lighter both literally and figuratively,” Hanvashi added, receiving light laughter. Rubbing the back of his neck, Hanvashi dismissed the feeling and returned his thoughts to the moment at hand.  
 
    The Commandant had clearly established herself, leaving nothing to guess as far as his request was concerned. Any effort to talk around an issue would only frustrate her. Hanvashi would have to take an alternate course. Surely in the seven nests on this side of the Dragon Realm the Baron of Renatus would be able to procure a Dragon!  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Look at the sky. We are not alone. The whole universe is friendly to us and conspires only to give the best to those who dream and work.  
 
    A. P. J. Abdul Kalam 
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    It had taken three hours for Jocasta to fly through the winding tunnels of the slipstream and she had taken the opportunity to get some sleep, trusting Tuitonn to navigate the turns. She awoke as the Daedalus emerged from the slipstream into outer space; nearly the same mystifying picture of space she had seen when she had entered Tween-Space, and she was just as humbled then as she was now. 
 
    “Nope, it doesn’t get old at all!” she thought. 
 
    Just beyond the nose of her ship, Jocasta could see the floating marker that served as the boundary line for Pearl Barony Space. In the distance, she could see a glistening white sphere that was the heart of the barony, and nothing was showing on her sensors. Jocasta could not shake the feeling something was nearby. 
 
    “That’s just plain odd,” Jocasta said as she yawned, firing braking thrusters. “You awake back there, Tuitonn?” 
 
    “I do not sleep so much as I meditate, Mistress,” Tuitonn explained. “It allows me to focus more intently on what my sub-conscious has seen that my conscious might have missed.” 
 
    “Lost me at meditate, T,” Jocasta replied dismissively. 
 
    “Of course, Captain.” 
 
    “Give me a sensor sweep for the sector, please.” 
 
    “At once, Captain.” Tuitonn said, activating the equipment at his station. 
 
    “And what are you?” Jocasta whispered, looking off to the space just to the left of the boundary marker. There was nothing there that she could see, but again Jocasta could not shake a feeling… an itch at the back of her neck.  
 
    “Contact,” Tuitonn alerted. 
 
    “Let me guess, two degrees port of the boundary marker, right?” 
 
    “Indeed, it’s a ship! A reconnaissance vessel to be exact. According to our database, it is from Nemus, the Iolite Barony.” 
 
    “The tree people, right?!” Jocasta asked as her grips on the controls tightened. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Tuitonn replied, “they are called the Tonnogard.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve seen ‘em before,” Jocasta said through gritted teeth, activating her nose cannon.  
 
    Jocasta fired as Tuitonn pleaded with her to show restraint. Both bursts streaked out toward the middle of nothing but suddenly stopped and exploded. After the second explosion, a wavy ripple of energy started at the point of impact and revealed a small bio-ship that appeared to be more like a buoy than an actual ship. 
 
    “I am detecting a power build up,” Tuitonn notified. 
 
    “Do you now!” Jocasta whispered as she engaged her engines, accelerating to attack speed. “Come on, you bucket of old, smelly roots. Let’s see what you got!” 
 
    Three white fireballs flared to life as they came from the ship and Jocasta moved the stick to the left. All three passed on her right side. 
 
    “I’d call that a piss-poor opening volley, boys!” Jocasta ribbed. 
 
    “That’s only because you didn’t know those things were turning and coming after us,” Tuitonn argued. “The weapons station can’t get a lock on them! Recommend anti-MannA pulse.” 
 
    “You’re assuming they’re MajiK,” Jocasta said softly, kicking in the booster engines. “Which would make it the first spell to get by Z’s sensors.” Proximity alarms started sounding off inside the fighter-craft. “I’m guessing they threw something else at us! Deactivate audio on all alarms!” she commanded as she took the Daedalus into a barrel roll. “Sure hope they can take what they dished out!” The fireballs followed her maneuver but she had timed it so that at the end of the roll she was on one side of the bio-ship and the fireballs were on the other. 
 
    “By the gods,” Tuitonn said softly as three explosions burned into the hull of the shuttle. The first two appeared to be absorbed into the shields, but Tuitonn saw debris in the middle of the third explosion. “Their shields are down!” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to hear,” Jocasta said as she prepared a missile, bringing the Daedalus around for another attack run. “Open a channel.” 
 
    “Channel open… and received,” Tuitonn reported. 
 
    “Just in case you were wondering, the name’s JoJo… Captain JoJo Starblazer and you crapstacks messed with the wrong First Mate!” Jocasta fired her missile as the bio-ship’s engines fired. It had just started to move when the missile struck in the middle of the starboard side.  
 
    “Unidentified ships, this is the Protectorate of the Pearl Barony,” a voice came over the comm-line. “We are opening a channel to you now. Please respond.” 
 
    “This is Captain JoJo Starblazer of the Xara-Mansura, license code Mike, Lima, Papa, nine, nine, seven three. I am currently flying the fighter-craft Daedalus.” 
 
    “Roger that, Daedalus. Is there another ship in your vicinity?” 
 
    “Not for much longer, Protectorate,” Jocasta replied, looking at the ship as the engines died while the explosions continued. “Pretty much a bonfire at the moment. It had markings from Nemus. You could say the people from that place and I have something of a standing argument.” 
 
    “Apparently,” the Communications Officer replied.  
 
    “If you have vid capabilities, please activate them,” another voice came on to the line. It was aged and sounded like it came out of a very thin and very authoritative person. 
 
    “And who am I speaking to now?” 
 
    “That is not important just now.” 
 
    “This is Daedalus, signing off,” Jocasta said before she terminated the connection.  
 
    “Captain, I am reading a massive energy wave headed into this sector,” Tuitonn reported. “It looks like another aperture! It’s of a different make than the ones the Field Marshal used.” 
 
    “Which side of the boundary?” 
 
    “Outside Pearl Barony Space,” Tuitonn informed. 
 
    “Better known as free game!” Jocasta said, arming another missile and readying one of her two bombs. She slowed her engines long enough to make a very tight turn and then throttled up again. “Let’s get those shields up.” 
 
    “Activating emitters,” Tuitonn said. The shields were forming when the orb suddenly realized that they had not been used in the previous engagement. Jocasta opened to broadcast on all channels. 
 
    “Attention, new arrival,” she said, “it’s been a long day and I haven’t had much fun with apertures lately. Please identify so that we can avoid all sorts of silliness.” 
 
    “But what if silliness is what I had in mind, Captain,” a voice replied. “There’s nothing like a soft, sexy voice promising doom and gloom without actually saying anything offensive.” Jocasta smiled at the response she had received. “Anyway, you can stop keeping count of the bad doorways because this one will break the streak. I am Flight Officer Reynold Fieldsmith, call-sign Jericho. This aperture is meant to relieve you of the grind of administrative channels. We pilots hate those things.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Your arrival’s a bit overdue, Captain, but you were expected,” Reynold stated. “Please enter the provided aperture and leave the rest to us.” 
 
    “And just who is us?” 
 
    “I am a Star-Wing Flight Officer. And as I said before… we’ve been waiting for you!” 
 
    Jocasta muted the canopy before screaming in delight. She piloted her ship through a spinning loop before turning to enter the aperture. She put her hand to the back of her neck, under her helmet. There was no itch, and she engaged full thrust to fly into the energy portal. 
 
    “This is a nice first,” Jocasta said softly as she piloted her ship toward the aperture. She could see the hailing signals from the same registry that she had earlier disconnected. “Sorry, boys. You snooze, you lose!” 
 
    “Okay, Daedalus, we see you on approach,” Reynold advised. “Make preparations to burn atmospheric in five… four… three… two… one…”  
 
    A near blinding flash of white light gave way to an open blue sky and thick white clouds. The Daedalus trembled for a moment until the air-intakes opened and the flames from the jets went from crystal blue to a fiery red and orange mixture. Tuitonn made checks for the quality of air and found it to be slightly oxygen rich… the last thing, he thought, a group of would-be elite pilots needed! 
 
    “Now that is what I call a big, blue sky,” Jocasta sighed. 
 
    “It is quite beautiful,” Tuitonn agreed. 
 
    “Hate to break it to you, Captain, but you are flying away from us at the moment,” Reynold notified. “How’s about you pull a one-eighty and get a glimpse of the Sky Stone Academy. 
 
    “Roger, Jericho,” Jocasta replied as she turned her ship. “I’m bringing it around to port so that I can get a good… look… at… you…” In the middle of the pure and clean blue sky was a gigantic stone. It was almost as if someone had taken Black Gate and turned it into a rock. “Sure,” Jocasta nodded. “Sky Stone. I get it.” 
 
    “You’re cleared to land on the platform under the rock, Captain. Bottom deck and the third quadrant from your approach vector… bay eleven. I’ll see you there. Jericho out.”  
 
    “Third quadrant,” Jocasta repeated as she took the Daedalus into a dive. It was a considerable drop in altitude but still incredibly high above the ground, above most of the clouds actually, was where she found the platform. “Okay, Tuitonn, get to the cane and let’s keep you face down until we know what game we’re playing.” 
 
    “I am so very glad to hear you say it, Mistress,” Tuitonn said as he started to power down his station. “It saves me the awkwardness of having to suggest a better plan.” 
 
    “Never be afraid to speak up, Tuitonn,” Jocasta said as she spied her destination with the help of her goggles. “Just don’t take it personally when I either ignore what you have to say or decide to go the stupid route anyway. I must have nicked a wall back with the Silverbeaks. Feels like I’m dragging or the starboard stabilizer is out of whack. One thing we cannot do is bring this baby back to Z all busted up!” 
 
    “Indeed. That cannot happen,” Tuitonn replied. “Besides, I get the feeling he would hold me more responsible than you!” 
 
    “Don’t kid yourself,” Jocasta stated, releasing her seat straps. “… he’d just glare at me. You he’d put on the pool table and yell ‘rack ‘em’!” 
 
    Though it took a little more handling of her sticks, Jocasta was able to put her ship down in the eleventh bay. After locking her ship to the surface, she started powering down the ship’s systems and opened the canopy. She stood up and stretched her legs. By the time she removed her helmet, she could hear engines quickly approaching. She looked up to see a rolling transport coming into view, and it appeared to be filled with technicians. Jocasta decided to move quickly to step out of her ship and intercept them. 
 
    “That’s okay, fellas,” she said, holding up her hands to stop their approach. “I appreciate the offer, but I’d just as soon have absolutely no one lay hands on my boy.” 
 
    “We can get to that after we deal with the biological signature you’ve got on your ship,” the driver said as he got out of the transport, putting his hand on his pistol. “You got a co-pilot on board?” 
 
    “Here’s a notion, let’s use the universal playbook,” Jocasta said, turning her left shoulder toward the people departing the transport. “You or anyone in your company draws, I drill you first and deal with the rest as they come.” 
 
    “I said you have a biological–” 
 
    “Damn straight, and it’s on my ship!” Jocasta snapped. “So if anyone has a say in what goes where and why, it’s me, got it?! Now stand down or name your pallbearers!” Jocasta looked briefly at her brace-com and it beeped. Goggles formed over her eyes with a red reading laser over her left eye. The lead man moved his hand away from his gun and signaled for the others to stop. 
 
    “No one’s arguing that it’s your ship,” the man spoke in a softer tone. “… but this is our station and we all have jobs to do.” 
 
    Jocasta relaxed slightly and stepped back from the men. “So let me do mine first. 
 
    “Tuitonn, I think I know why that stabilizer felt out of whack,” Jocasta thought. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Tuitonn quickly projected. “You mentioned it, but I didn’t run a diagnostic to confirm your suspicions.” 
 
    “Live and learn, T-Ball,” she thought, walking to the starboard side of her ship. “And since I have my goggles up…” Touching another control on the brace-com, Jocasta initiated a scan that quickly focused on a large mass tucked into the manifold just under the starboard stabilizer. Jocasta gasped when she discovered the mass had eyes. Though she never stopped her approach, Jocasta did remove her goggles. 
 
    “Well hello up there,” she said softly. “You friend or foe?” 
 
    “Brother!” The voice was not soft, but it was still gentle, reserved, and Jocasta recognized the sort of gurgling sound that came with it. The first thing she could see clearly was a three-toed foot at the end of a lone, muscular, silver-skinned leg. 
 
    “You!” Jocasta whispered in awe, looking up at the frame of a fellow flyer she had raced in the tunnels of the Slip-Stream. 
 
    “It’s a Slip Shrike!” one of the men yelled as he reached for his shoulder-strapped projectile rifle. The butt of the rifle burst into pieces as he brought it from his back. Each of the men jumped in surprise. 
 
    “You draw on my brother, you draw on me!” Jocasta said, holstering her pistol. The reddish purple eyes of the Shrike looked down at Jocasta. They closed as he moved close to her, taking in her scent. “What are you doing here?” Jocasta asked as she gently stroked the side of his beak. 
 
    “Race,” he said, opening his wings that were an impressive eight and a half meters from tip to tip. Jocasta watched the ends of each hair strand begin to glow as she laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “What’s your name?” What she received in response to her question could not be regarded as human conversation. It was concluded by a strong high-pitched cry and a flapping of his wings. Jocasta laughed as she put her hand on his chest to calm him. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to call you Trubble, because that’s what you are. Nothing but trouble.” Jocasta smiled when he laughed and then proceeded to spell out the word for him. “I’ll call you Trub for short. 
 
    “Trub,” he replied, nuzzling her face with his forehead. 
 
    “And your timing is crummy!” Jocasta added. “I’ve got business here… non-flying business and I don’t know how long–” Trubble called out his name before shrieking, opening his wings and taking flight. “And you’re not much of a talker. Good! 
 
    “Don’t get any suicidal ideas, boys,” Jocasta said, looking over her shoulder. 
 
    “Do you know what those things can do?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “Right now he’s flying and as long I have a say, and a blaster, he flies free.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good enough reason to me,” an old voice declared. Jocasta turned to see a janitor pushing his cart. He was beyond old; bent of back but strong of shoulder and legs. He pushed his cart up close to the Daedalus and looked up at it, smiling. “You’re a custom job, aren’t you boy? High speed and low drag. Is Momma good to you?” he asked, taking out his cleaning materials. 
 
    “Hey, Flaps,” one of the men called out. “You’re running a little late, aren’t you?” Jocasta turned and looked at the man who was speaking as he and his friends fell into laughter. “Took a minute getting off your throne, didn’t it? Sure hope you used your bathroom this time.” Jocasta’s eyes squinted together as the transport driver started toward the old man. 
 
    “Leave him,” Jocasta commanded. 
 
    “I thought you said–” 
 
    “Get gone… now!” The driver looked at Jocasta, but not for long. He signaled for the others to get into the transport and he quickly drove off. Jocasta turned to look at the man. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t pay them any mind, Missy,” the man waved them off. “They’re young and full of juice! World’s not leveled out for them just yet. Hard to have a direction when the world ain’t level. The name’s Flaps.” 
 
    “Oh, that really is your name!” Jocasta said, quite surprised. 
 
    “All good pilots go by their call-sign,” the old man replied, turning to show Jocasta his chest and the silvery white wings he had pinned to his lapel. 
 
    “Yeah, but whoever said you were good?” Jocasta said with a gentle smile. She and the old one shared laughter as Jocasta could hear another vehicle approach. She turned and saw a hover car quickly approaching. “And I think this is my ride.” 
 
    “You go ahead, I’ve got your boy,” the old man said, waving her off. “You keep a strong stick!” 
 
    “I will, Flaps. And thanks.” Jocasta turned and walked toward the nose of her ship, gently stroking the side as she walked. “Stay safe, boy… Momma will be back when she can.” Reaching the side of the Daedalus just under the cockpit, Jocasta climbed up to the open canopy as a customized hover-car came to a stop. She recognized the driver and smiled. 
 
    “Might have to get my monitors checked too,” she thought, looking at Reynold Fieldsmith. “… ‘cuz tall, dark, and oh, please hurt me is all kinds of better looking in the real!” Jocasta reached in and took out her coat. With cane in hand, she jumped down. Reynold did not take his eyes off of her fighter-craft. 
 
    “That is one serious piece of hardware,” he commented. “He or she?” 
 
    “His name is Daedalus. That would be a hard sell for a girl , dontcha think? No, wait. Guys do that all the time!” 
 
    “All the time!” Reynold nodded. “Still trying to wrap my head around a ‘she’ called Enterprise.” 
 
    “Now on that one, I have to say I get it,” Jocasta said as she put on her coat. “When you think of all the lumps that name’s had to take… it makes sense to call it a she.” 
 
    Reynold frowned and pointed at Jocasta. “You have enough artillery there?” 
 
    “What, these old things? This is a sign that a crew loves their Captain. I’m surprised they didn’t pack a power suit in the hold!” Jocasta started toward the car, but then stopped. “Wait. I didn’t check the hold.” Reynold laughed as he got out of the car, walked around it and opened the door for Jocasta. “Oh my!” she sarcastically gushed, “Good looks and manners? Where’s the nearest church?” 
 
    Reynold laughed again and got back into the car. “You sound like you’re going to fit right in here. After the buzz-mill that’s been going around here the past few days, that’s good to hear. Glad I got in on the pool where I did.” The hover-car pulled off and Jocasta immediately knew she was dealing with a pilot. The speed at which he drove, the turns he made, all were indicative of a person who was eager to get where they were going. 
 
    While gliding along the pavement, Reynold disengaged the forward drive and then turned the wheel. With a hover-car that mean the car would turn, but it would still glide along the same direction. Once the vehicle was aligned to where it appeared they were moving backwards, Reynold re-engaged forward thrust which brought the car to a halt just before it could hit the wall of a parking slot. Neither one of them spoke as Reynold got out of the car. Jocasta moved like she was reaching for the door to follow him when he made a very awkward noise and held up his hand. 
 
    “Don’t make me shoot you on your first day! Hands off!” 
 
    “Sorry!” Jocasta exclaimed, holding her hands up. Reynold opened her door and she got out. “Oh, this is going to be fun. You don’t find many gentlemen who are also lunatic drivers.” 
 
    “Not as many as you’d think, no,” Reynold agreed. “This way to the elevators, if you please.” 
 
    “Am I allowed to touch it?” 
 
    “You can touch anything you like,” he told her as he walked alongside. “You’re a big girl, or at least you should be. Surely by now you’ve grasped the concept of consequences!” 
 
    They walked toward a large column that hummed with all of the power that was running through it. It was a little over fifty meters wide and they walked around it, toward the center of the platform. Coming around the mammoth construct, Jocasta was able to see the columns came in pairs and there was a fairly large booth situated in-between them.  
 
    “We’re going to cut across to the other shaft,” Reynold said as he walked in front of the booth. Jocasta saw five heavily armed and armoured people inside. The female who appeared to be in charge looked up from her work, made eye contact with Reynold, and smiled, giving him a nod before she returned her attention to her duties. She touched a button on the pad she held and Jocasta could hear a soft beeping noise coming from the shaft they were approaching. Looking at the opposite lift, she could see something in the neighborhood of ten people waiting for the next lift-car. The massive doors opened on the column they were approaching and Reynold did not break from his stride as he walked inside. The doors closed and they began their ascent. 
 
    “You’re pretty quiet,” Reynold commented, folding his arms. “Don’t tell me you’re intimidated by all of this.” 
 
    “If I did, I’d be lying,” she returned. “No, I guess you could say that I’m taking it all in. Given my last flight instructor, this is bit more pomp than I expected; it’s dressy, kind of flashy, but no, not intimidating.” 
 
    “About that, the instructor part I mean… would you mind if I were to ask you about that?” 
 
    “More buzz-mill?” 
 
    “You would not believe how much,” Reynold stated. “So, do you mind?” 
 
    “A man should be able to ask any question he likes,” Jocasta said as the walls of the shaft gave way to a transparent fortification. She smiled up at the big, blue, beautiful sky. “Whether you get an answer or not… well, you have grasped the concept of consequences.” 
 
    “Touché!” Reynold smiled. 
 
    “So, give me the abridged ten-credit tour,” Jocasta requested without taking her eyes off the sky. 
 
    “Actually, it’s twenty-five credits,” Reynold corrected as he leaned against the wall. “… and you’d be surprised at the size of the waiting list.” 
 
    “Ooohhh, tough man talk using the word ‘size’!” Jocasta forced her body to shiver as she smiled. “I am all aflutter!” 
 
    “I bet,” Reynold returned, looking Jocasta over once more. “But, milady has made a request, I shall see to it as much as I can. 
 
    “If the Star-Wing Corps were to ever claim a home, Sky Stone would be that place,” Reynold started. “Where you parked is called the Basement, and it holds storage and training facilities for the lower crust.” The view of the sky was suddenly replaced with rock and tunneling. “You have to love timing,” Reynold said with a grin. “Above the Basement is Sky Stone Academy. Classrooms, simulators, and proving grounds for learning how to be the best kind of pilot the Rims has ever seen! The First Wing Corps is housed there too, along with one of the best military spaceports in existence.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true graduate,” Jocasta remarked. 
 
    “You better believe it.” 
 
    “And on top of Sky Stone?” 
 
    “That would be the Loft,” Reynold replied. “The best of the best live, train, and administrate from there.” 
 
    “I see, so the teachers are actually angels that descend down to the mortals to grace them with their brilliance,” Jocasta said, forcing another shiver. 
 
    “I’d watch that attitude if I were you,” Reynold warned. 
 
    “You think I’d leave the watching to you?” Jocasta shot back, though it quickly became clear that her escort did not understand her point. “You ever been to the Loft, Fieldsmith?” 
 
    “I told you I was a Flight Officer of the Star-Wing Corps.” 
 
    “That you did,” Jocasta said softly. 
 
    “Okay, he’s right!” Jocasta thought as she gripped her cane tightly. “Dammit it all to gobbledygook, he’s freakin’ right… again!” 
 
    “Who’s right, Mistress?” Tuitonn asked. 
 
    “Z! And I swear by the Stars not even born I will never say that to his face!” 
 
    “Might I inquire as to what he was right about?” Tuitonn asked, keeping the essence of joviality from his voice. 
 
    “This whole ‘listen and allow things to come to you’ bull-Kot,” she admitted. “I don’t have to ask Fieldsmith where he hails from. His name is so Old Earth, he’s probably Truebreed, and with his tendency to impress himself and use the word elevator instead of lift, most likely a former Ardrian Starfighter Pilot.  
 
    “I see,” Tuitonn said. 
 
    “Plus, this gorgeous ass wannabe’s never been to the Loft,” she concluded. “The way he talked about the spaceport inside Sky Stone versus the way he worded his description of the Loft. He has practical experience with one, he’s only heard of the other!” 
 
    “If it means anything to you, Z will never hear of this from me,” Tuitonn offered. 
 
    “Means more to you than me,” Jocasta thought as the lift-car came to a stop. “It’s not like I can’t hand you over to the Brain Trust so they can find your melting point!” Following Reynold’s lead, Jocasta stepped out of the lift into a sizeable reception area. Three people seemed to be waiting for her arrival, and Jocasta was relieved to recognize one of them. 
 
    “Snow!” she said as she upped her pace and walked more quickly up to the woman she had met at the Stick & Rudder. She held out her arms as she approached. 
 
    “So glad you could make it,” the older woman said as they embraced. 
 
    One of the two remaining figures looked away from the scene and sighed. “Actually, she is late!” Alistair Codges was a restrained man; some had said perhaps he was too restrained.  The golden blonde color that had once been his had all but faded to a dull brown, but his eyes remained a steel gray. One particular place where his restraint had served him well was the seat of a starfighter. It was said that he made no mistakes and wore down his opponents, shaving off their reserves of talent until they were squarely in his sights. What little light and mirth the man possessed outside of a starfighter left him the moment he drew focus on Jocasta. He had heard many stories about the woman, and since most of them had come from Snow, he had been inclined to believe them. 
 
    “Actually, she is JoJo Starblazer,” Jocasta said, offering Codges her hand. Only after a moment did he take it and he was surprised at the strength of her grip.  
 
    “Lieutenant Alistair Codges,” he replied. “And you’re still late.” 
 
    “And you’re still ugly and old,” Jocasta shot back. “… two things that only seem to be getting worse for you.” 
 
    “JoJo,” Snow called, softly scolding the younger woman. 
 
    “Careful, pirate!” Alistair warned. “You think yourself a flyer, but I’ve plucked many of your kind from the skies!” 
 
    “Calamity!” Snow said more sharply. 
 
    “Is that right, Gus? You’re that good a pilot?” 
 
    “That is very right, scum!” 
 
    “And just what good does that do you here and now?!” Jocasta hissed as she leaned in close. Eugenia started to speak, but she caught a signal from Sarshata, waving off the pilot’s reaction. 
 
    Jocasta’s eyes cut into Alistair’s as she released his hand. “Your move, Grandpa!” Alistair Codges’ eyes tightened as he took inventory of the weapons the woman wore. Her cane was in her left hand, the length of it pressed against the elbow-side of her arm and the head pointed at the ground. She knew how to fight, and despite her threatening tone she was ready to move defensively. 
 
    “No one is going to move,” Sarshata finally spoke, and both of the officers that had spoken took a step back, lowering their heads and looking to the ground.  
 
    “Now this is what I expected,” Jocasta thought looking at an attractive woman who strode forward wearing high-heeled boots that barely made any noise as she walked. The cut of her black skirt left her right leg completely bare, and a length of black and white fur was wrapped around her shoulders. The pirate could see that it was fancily dressed armour and as she drew closer, Jocasta could smell her perfume. She braced herself, as every time she had taken in that particular scent, it was always worn too heavily. That was not the case with the black-haired woman. She was slender, but by no means skinny, and Jocasta kept herself from licking her lips as she examined the woman’s curves.  
 
    “Greetings, JoJo Starblazer,” the woman said as her mahogany brown eyes stared into Jocasta’s. “You are quite right to be defensive. You were not given a time to be here… how then can you be considered late? I, for one, am glad you have reached us. My name is Sarshata Ravinguez, rank of Commander, call-sign Swan, and Commandant of Sky Stone. You are most welcome!” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander Ravinguez,” Jocasta said softly as she relaxed from her sideward stance. 
 
    “It is our season of testing hopefuls,” Sarshata explained. “We call it the Ozone.” 
 
    “I can get with that,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “Lieutenant Calamity doesn’t respond well to dashing the dreams of the incredible numbers that fail to keep their place. But the season has not yet passed. Surely one of your skills will be able to pass our Initiate tests in the two days left to us. If not, you can simply return in six months to–” 
 
    “I’ll go ahead and take the tests now, if that’s alright with you,” Jocasta interrupted. 
 
    “It is quite alight with me,” Sarshata smiled and nodded. “F.O. Fieldsmith, please see our latest guest to her room. I’ll advise the taskmasters that we have one more for the Ozone. Good luck, JoJo.” 
 
    “And here I thought I was going to like you,” Jocasta sighed as she stepped back toward Reynold. 
 
    “Have I offended you somehow?” 
 
    “Keep your luck, Commander,” Jocasta replied, stepping back three more strides before she started to turn. “That’s not how I got here… it’s not what’ll get me to the Loft... not what’s gonna get me to the horizon after that!” 
 
    “Good skill then, JoJo,” Sarshata said smiling with a hopeful gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “Now I’m liking you again,” Jocasta said, holding up her left index finger but not turning around. It soon lowered to point at Codges without her having to look at the man. “… and we’re only on pause, old man. I get the feeling you’re going to be spitting your apology to me through a bloody mouth!” 
 
    Reynold Fieldsmith did not know what to say, and he barely knew what to do other than what he had been instructed to carry out. He looked at the man called Calamity, but only briefly for fear the man would look back. He stammered as he saluted and quickly turned to get back into the lift. The doors closed and Sarshata turned to face Eugenia. 
 
    “Captain, she is everything you promised and a bit more.” 
 
    “You approve of that behavior, Commander?!” Alistair asked. 
 
    “It isn’t the textbook way, to be sure,” Sarshata quickly stated. “But it is the way she has adopted for herself. You were rude in your opening move… she moved to shake your hand… you continued to be rude… in the way of the pirates, you are either yearning for a quick death or the chance to flex your muscles.” 
 
    “I did not know you were so well-graced in their culture,” Codges replied sharply. 
 
    “Show me a short-traveled Star-Wing and I’ll show you an F.O. waiting for the glory to come to them. And you should mind your tone, Lieutenant… I can take you in and out of a cockpit. 
 
    “But by the life of my fathers, I get the feeling I am not the only one who can make that claim,” Sarshata thought as she watched the lift-car descend. “I can see why Spade taught her… and it looks like he trained JoJo the very same way he was taught; the same strengths… and perhaps the same weaknesses. I wonder if that was on purpose!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    All men can see these tactics whereby I conquer, but what none can see is the strategy out of which victory is evolved.  
 
    Sun Tzu 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.28) 
 
      
 
    Reynold shook his head for the fifth time since he left the company of three Elites. He looked at Jocasta who looked back questioningly, but decided not to speak. “Man, oh man,” he whispered, walking quickly. He thought it best to be rid of her as soon as humanly possible. “I’ve heard of some people choosing to live dangerously, but damn!” 
 
    “I know! That dude’s gotta be pushing five hundred, right?!” Jocasta ribbed, watching the man lose his composure and the confidence that had helped make him look so attractive before. 
 
    “What?!” he asked, looking at her. “I wasn’t talking about him. I was talking about you!” 
 
    “Me?!” she asked, feigning ignorance and very much enjoying herself. “What did I do?!” 
 
    “What did you do?!” 
 
    “Hey, someone steps to me, I step to them,” Jocasta said with more bravado than when she had spoken to Codges. “My momma didn’t put me here to be someone’s punching bag.” 
 
    “She did if she had a lick of sense in her head,” Reynold argued. 
 
    “Now you’re just making broad assumptions,” she joked, starting to smile before Reynold huffed off in a nervous fit. “Well, he’s great coming out of the hover-car, but can he do a loop? I think not! 
 
    “WhathtefreakingHELL!” Jocasta whispered one stride into following Fieldsmith. Her body stopped abruptly and shuddered as her boot stomped down on the floor.  
 
    Unlike her normal itches, this was not a soft pull at the back of her neck. Before Jocasta could realize that she had moved, her blaster had cleared her holster and her thumb had depressed the switch to power up her cane. She heard two gasps in the distance – people who had seen her draw her gun – but Jocasta could not be bothered with them at the moment. They were not the source of the itch… it was above her… and close! 
 
    Her eyes darted left and right, up and down, finally finding a stairway she could take up to the next floor. Her body exploded into two pressing running strides, then a slight hop and heel click, and Jocasta bound up to the landing of the stairway halfway between the floors. She started to jump again, but she could detect something else: whatever she was detecting had now felt her. 
 
    “Easy, Jocasta,” she thought. “No element of surprise, and you have absolutely zero backup.” 
 
    “Mistress!” Tuitonn projected, not at all liking the fact he had been overlooked. 
 
    “Dammit!” Jocasta scolded herself. “Sorry about that, T-Ball.” 
 
    “Live and learn, Mistress.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s hope,” she whispered as she cautiously took the half-flight of stairs. 
 
    “I hate to add to your woes, but whichever Energy is being used at the moment, it isn’t ThoughtWill. I am not sensing the least bit of activity with regards to telepathy. To be on the safe side, I have erected a field over you to alter your features.” 
 
    Jocasta stepped out on to a very wide corridor. Turning to face the source of the feeling she had perceived, she could only see the lift doors closing and as they closed, the sensation she was experiencing diminished greatly. Seven people were in the lift-car, five of them wearing Star-Wing gray and white uniforms. One pale man and one dark woman were clad in black, and both had their backs to Jocasta. The man stood in the center of the car, looking as if he exuded authority. 
 
    “I can see the controls for the lift,” Tuitonn notified. “It is bound for the visitor’s lot.” 
 
    “Can you hit the button for the next floor?” 
 
    “Not without being clearly marked,” Tuitonn replied. 
 
    “Kot!” Jocasta exclaimed in frustration. She had been too careful – taken too long. She knew the speed of the large lift-car. Without blasting a hole in the shaft and dropping down, she would not be able to catch it. She did not think her gun had the power to do that quickly, and with the footfalls coming up the stairs, she doubted she would be given opportunity to plant a bomb. 
 
    “What do you think you are you doing?!” Reynold asked in a high-pitched voice. 
 
    “Trust me, Fieldsmith, you don’t wanna know,” Jocasta replied, holstering her weapon and powering down her cane. Tuitonn lowered his illusory image from over Jocasta’s face before she turned.  
 
    “Good looking out, T-Ball,” she thought. “Appreciate the assistance.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re done gallivanting about, your room is this way.” 
 
    “Lead the way, handsome,” Jocasta said softly and they walked to a tram station. 
 
      
 
    “And what is this,” Jocasta asked as she walked into the foyer. 
 
    “This is your room,” Reynold explained. 
 
    “Who do I call when I get lost?” Jocasta joked, looking down into the living room. Reynold laughed as he walked over to the wall panel. 
 
    “I think you might be underestimating a few things. This is a VIP suite. It was set up for you the day after you made contact with Snow.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “There is a com-station room next to the main bedroom, but you can reach just about anyone on the base using one of these panels. Can I get you anything… anything at all?” 
 
    “Oh, baby,” Jocasta winced. “That ship sailed so long ago that it’s gone over the horizon! The best thing you can get for me is lost.” Stammering for a moment, Reynold turned and exited the room. The doors slid closed behind him and Jocasta locked them. 
 
    Tapping her brace-com, Jocasta mapped the area before she left the foyer. As she expected, there were a number of surveillance devices planted throughout the room. Blasting them all would have been too much trouble, but the ones in the com-station room would need replacing. She needed to get word out, and she wanted a certain level of privacy while doing it. The programs in the brace-com quickly assimilated the com-station and opened a channel. It took only a few seconds and she was relieved to see Llaz’s face show up on the monitor. 
 
    “Good to hear from you, Captain,” he said calmly. “How are things where you are?” 
 
    “Good, they’re still learning,” she thought. “No listed locations over an open channel. 
 
    “Can’t complain, Boss,” she replied, sitting back in her chair. “Feeling like it might be a little too rich for my blood. I think I might be fast-tracked to get things started. Did you make all the deliveries?” 
 
    “Negative, Captain,” Llaz informed. “We had all kinds of trouble with our guidance systems and had to pull up short. We might have to ferry the cargo out to your favorite Baroness.” 
 
    “Fine, but if you put a scratch on my lander, I’ll ship you home in pieces!” Jocasta threatened.  
 
    “Aye-aye, Captain,” he said while smiling. “We’ll get the buffers out to wax her down.” A beep sounded from her brace-com and Jocasta lifted it to read an incoming message. Shotgun cleared us a line. Says it’ll work for only three minutes. Onyx Barony and the Haggenshire are swarming with F. M. warships. 11 to the count so far. Made a course change for Black Gate unless you say otherwise. OVER. 
 
    “Smart ass,” she said as she typed: Good call on Black Gate. If the F.M. isn’t already there, he’ll have eyes about. Watch yourself. Any word from Z? OVER. “Just make sure you get fully paid this time. That was the first and last time shortage comes out of my end!” 
 
    Llaz then sent: No contact as of yet. We are making a straight line for the aperture. Hope to hear from you soon. “Oh ye of so little faith,” he remarked. 
 
    “It’s not my faith that’s hurting!” she replied sending: Good Job, Boss!!! Hope to have word to you in a couple of days! OUT! “Just send me a signal when everything is wrapped up and I can check my accounts.” 
 
    “Will do, Captain.” 
 
    “Hey, Boss,” Jocasta said before he could disconnect. The channel to her brace-com had been closed with time to spare, but she was not yet done talking to her Second Mate. 
 
     “I’ve got a young crew, out there in the middle of everything, with a pissed off Field Marshal bearing down,” she thought. “I can either roll the dice by leaving things where they are, or attempt to draw him off from his chase. Of course, it might not be the choice to play that makes a difference... it might just be how I play it! Rouge made it pretty clear the man’s a military genius. I’m not even going to go there. She also said he had an ego and then some!” 
 
    “Yes, Captain?” Llaz asked. 
 
    “Tell the Brain Trust that the acquired yacht handles like a dream!” Jocasta said with a bright smile on her face. “I made it all the way to the Pearl Barony without a hitch!” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to let them know, Captain.” 
 
    “Good. Starblazer out.” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that?” Silnee asked as she stepped back from the comm-station. “What does she think she’s doing?!” 
 
    Llaz sighed, letting his head chin to his chest. He reached forward on the console and opened the microphone. “Shotgun, give me another sensor sweep of the sector, please?” Llaz turned around in his seat and looked up at Silnee. 
 
    “All ships,” Kryltane reported. “It looks like they are gearing up to get underway, Boss. Each and every ship has been recalled, and I’m seeing energy build ups in each engine compartment.” 
 
    “That’s what she’s doing,” Llaz added. “She just hooked the Field Marshal.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Kryltane exclaimed. “I’m picking up some chatter. It seems like the outer patrols and sweep teams will not make it back in the time they’ve been allotted. They’ve been ordered to land on the Haggenshire instead to await the arrival of the ‘Relief Fleet’.” 
 
    “Hey, Shotgun, is that platform still at a dead-stop?” Llaz asked as he considered his options and the instructions he had received from his Captain. 
 
    “Affirmative,” Kryltane replied. “Main engines are cold. Thrusters are keeping it just outside the baronial marker. They’re also still tied to the scanner-buoys those sweep teams have been dropping.” 
 
    “Appreciate it, Shotgun,” Llaz said before deactivating the link. 
 
    “Which means going back to the Onyx Barony is definitely not a good idea,” Llaz stated. “How long before we can come down from maximum stealth field intensity?” 
 
    “About six hours,” Silnee answered, walking over to the helm of the ship. She took her seat and checked the course that had been laid in during the course of Llaz’s conversation with JoJo. “Did you read Deolun’s report?” 
 
    “Every word of it,” Llaz sighed. “He doesn’t know how to expand the stealth field to cover a draft-door into the slip-stream. Ordinarily, that would not be a problem. But with the Field Marshal’s men aboard the Haggenshire, they’d read that signature and come running. 
 
    “Then, of course, there is a matter of size,” Llaz added. “This ship feels like home to some of us, but we’ve both been to smaller cities! We can’t just enter any door like the Captain did. We’re down to seventy percent of our power reserves. Six more hours of running like this and we should be somewhere around two-thirds left.” 
 
    “Give or take,” Silnee added before looking over at Llaz. It was not the first time she had seen him seated in that pose: his elbows on his knees, his hands interlocked with the sides of his index fingers pressed against his lips. It was his thinking pose.  
 
    A smile formed on her face, recalling the last two times she had taken the opportunity to look at him and watch his movements. The most recent event had happened in the desert on Gulmurr, after he had visited the Witch. The time before that they had been in the Mess Hall, about to witness Z take on and defeat over a half dozen men. On the calendar, neither event was too long ago. In the standing of their lives, however, Silnee remembered Llaz easily enough, but it took effort to recall the scared little slave girl clinging tightly to Maxworth’s Math. 
 
    “Makes me want to ask him what the Witch said to him,” she thought, recalling what had been said to her. Words that felt more bitter now than when she had first heard them. 
 
    “Your name is Silnee, but perhaps it should be Second,” the Witch had said. “That is what you are, desperately following others when your best fate will only come to you when you lead. So long as you follow, you will always come one stride too short of what you seek.” 
 
    “So here I sit, playing second to Boss, second to Cutter, and second to the Captain while she’s off at Sky Stone. She didn’t even ask if I wanted to go!” 
 
     “Heads up, Tolip,” Llaz directed as he pressed buttons at her console. “We’ve got a transmission request coming from Black Gate! Or at least, we did. Where did it go?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Silnee said as she began entering commands. “I’ll see if I can get it back.” The consoles on the Bridge all went black after her third entered command. “Okay, that was obviously not the right button.” 
 
    “MannA curtain has been lowered,” Satithe reported. 
 
    “Satithe?!” Llaz and Silnee said in unison.  
 
    “Crew of the Xara-Mansura, it is good to be back among you,” Satithe announced. “We will all have our opportunities to share and catch up. But for the moment, prepare to reverse course. 
 
    “Llaz, Tolip, if the two of you could report with the other Team Leads to Lab One, please.” The two only took a moment before racing for the door. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “That was impressive, Master,” Eleda said, lifting Amosse up from the floor. She returned his staff to his hands and resumed her battle stance. “Whoever initiated your training gave you a very solid foundation. Your defenses are strong, but there will come a time when you must initiate the engagement.” 
 
    “Might I suggest you begin with training him how to move without a weapon first,” Dungias said, walking into the room and standing closer to Eleda’s weapon belt than she was. The woman did not hesitate, lunging at Dungias with a left-handed palm thrust for the face. The Traveler leaned his head out of the way of the attack and Eleda spun away from him, grabbing her weapons belt. She came to a stop, the belt fastened around her waist and devoid of the weapon housing units that fell to the floor where Dungias was now standing, one meter behind Eleda. 
 
    “Eleda, say hello to the fine foundation provider,” Amosse said. “Everyone just calls him Z.” 
 
    “What is your wish, Master?” the woman said calmly. 
 
    “Why don’t you give us a moment,” he suggested. “If he had come to do any harm it would have been done already.” Dungias pulled back his hood and looked at Amosse as Eleda gathered her things, the practice weapons, and left the room. 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    “A long way from the gutters of the Bowels, eh?” Amosse joked. The sentiment was crushed by Dungias’ glare. “What can I do for you, Z?” 
 
    “You have influence within the ranks of power at Atsildylweer College. Summon one who can teleport.” 
 
    “You know, even when you’re angry, you’re at the very least polite,” Amosse remarked as he started typing commands into his wrist-com. 
 
    “I am sure if I had been making a request, I would have said ‘please’,” Dungias clarified. Amosse nodded, receiving the implication. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    The doors to Lab One opened and the four team leads poured into the room. They entered to find a maintained aperture with Amosse, Jovasor, and Dungias walking through it. Silnee clapped her hands together, rising up on her toes. 
 
    “Permission to come aboard,” Dungias said, looking directly at Llaz. 
 
    “Permission granted,” Llaz replied, advancing to Dungias and offering his hand. The two locked forearms before leaning into one another for an embrace. “It’s good to see you, sir.” 
 
    “All the same, Llaz.” Dungias looked up to see the others. “Shotgun.” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    “Siekor.” 
 
    “Welcome back, sir!” 
 
    “Tolip.” 
 
    Silnee stammered before running toward the Traveler. Llaz managed to get out of her way as she threw her arms around Dungias. He placed a patting hand on the back of her head. 
 
    Llaz looked over at the other two men. “Doc, it’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “Likewise, Llaz” Jovasor replied as he started for the door. “If you will all excuse me, I’ve got a Sick Bay to check up on. 
 
    “Amosse,” Llaz said with a very clear change in his tone. 
 
    “Well, I can see that the memo regarding me has been read,” Amosse returned. 
 
    “Leaving only questions,” Siekor replied. “Why am I looking at you right now?” 
 
    “Because he is in front of your eyes,” Dungias stated, giving Silnee a tighter hug before moving away from her. “Boss, I state for the record the ship I have returned to is whole and fully functional. You have served her well. As you are aware, we are en route to the Onyx Barony. Establish contact with the Baron and advise him that the crew of the Xara-Mansura will be visiting with him shortly.” 
 
    “You got it,” Llaz said, giving Dungias a two-fingered salute.   
 
    “Tolip, ready Pinion for launch. You will serve as an escort to the shuttle when the order is given.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it.” 
 
    “Siekor, Shotgun, with the exceptions you will find on your brace-com, advise the crew to prepare for an extended away-mission.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” both men said before departing the room. The Traveler then turned to face Amosse. One of the drones came into the room, carrying a black box. Dungias took it and handed it to the young man. 
 
    “Please do not open it until you are back at Black Gate,” Dungias requested. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” the man on the other side of the small majikul aperture called to Amosse. “I do not mean to press, but it seems that secrecy is important to you.” 
 
    “I would prefer to call it discretion, but you’re right,” Amosse returned. 
 
    “There are many eyes about this region of space. They have not yet spotted this incantation, but the hunt is by no means passive!” 
 
     “I can only imagine what she has done,” Dungias thought before Alpha provided memories to that fact. “And yet again she has exceeded expectations.” 
 
    “It will not take long for the flow of MannA to be seen,” the man stated. “I can give you only three more minutes.” 
 
    “That should be more than enough,” Amosse said as he returned the bow. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Master, do you feel that?” Alpha asked. 
 
    “Indeed I do,” Dungias projected. “The Stars of the Prism Baronies summon us to an audience. We will not keep them waiting long.”  
 
    “Why this?” Amosse said, holding up the box. 
 
    “I would be less than my sort and my station if I were above giving second chances. Though this qualifies more as your third, Fate has spoken and I will allow her voice to speak for you.” 
 
    “I should be dead, but I’m not,” Amosse concluded. 
 
    “Exactly, and now we both share the same problem: you. Yes, you did emerge from the Bowels, but the very same obstacle that had you removed from this crew still stands in your way. Resolve Amosse if you can.” 
 
    “And how do I do that?!” Amosse barked. 
 
    “You might begin with trying to understand how you came to be a problem,” Dungias said ushering Amosse toward the aperture. 
 
    “So the problem is personal ambition?!” the young man asked, pushing back against Dungias’ hand. 
 
    “If you think my ambition to be of service to the Captain is not personal, your problems are greater than I thought.” 
 
    “Z please!” Amosse pleaded, turning to face the Traveler. “Please!” 
 
    “All I have is my own perspective,” Dungias admitted. “At the end of the argument, I believe that is all anyone has. Your people have a saying that is often misquoted and therefore misapplied: ‘perspective is reality’.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with it,” Amosse shared. 
 
    “The actual quote is ‘your perspective is your reality’ and that statement is a more efficient truth while the former is a blind, arrogant assumption. Your reality and the reality are two different things. For example, what color shirt is Sonar wearing today?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Amosse answered, frowning as he tried to understand the point. 
 
    “Then that fact is not part of your reality and yet it still exists. There is an entire universe that comprises the things to which the phrase ‘I don’t know’ applies! My reality is not your reality. My reality is that he is not wearing a shirt at all. He just entered the shower, actually. 
 
    “My point is this: you seek to attain power, and I am not in a position to judge that aim. But if your reality is limited, Amosse, what can we ever say about the power you attain… or your ability to wield it properly… or keep it?” 
 
      
 
    Amosse walked back through into his casting chamber and the aperture was quickly closed. Eleda moved to address the three casters, signaling Ainille to escort them from the premises. Only when they were alone in the room did she turn back to Amosse who was laughing. 
 
    The small black box was open in his hands and its contents made him laugh and cry at the same time. He reached into the box and pulled out a brace-com. He held it up for Eleda to see and his cackling became bawling. She ran to him, catching him just before his knees could reach the floor. 
 
    “I plotted against them,” he cried. “I killed one of my closest friends, betrayed the entire crew in the name of power. Power I would have used to destroy them if they had dared to face me.  
 
    “And he knows it!” Amosse yelled. “The only reason why it failed was because the whole thing was a simulation that I didn’t even know I was in. Z gave me all the rope… I hung myself good and true. And even with all of that, he gives me this!”  
 
    “I have heard much about this man,” Eleda admitted as she maintained her embrace. “… outrageous things! The few moments I have been in his presence make the outrageous seem far less than what he may be capable of doing.” 
 
    Amosse nodded as he clung to the woman. “Yeah. That would be Z.” Eleda took hold of her master’s shoulders and stepped back to look into his eyes. 
 
    “And despite what you have done, you must come to understand what he has done. He has hope for you,” Eleda said, massaging his shoulders. “He sees in you what I saw the day we met. It doesn’t matter if we’re right or wrong. The only thing that matters is what you see when you look into Amosse’s eyes.” 
 
    “I already know what I see,” he said, turning away from the woman. “I see a fool... a lost fool… with a very small reality!” 
 
    “Then increase your reality!” Eleda snapped. “Use the stars to guide you, Amosse. But do not spend another moment hating yesterday. Use it for what it is: a lesson and a starting place.” 
 
    Amosse wiped his eyes and looked at the brace-com, slowly closing it about his left wrist. It came to life and ran a quick diagnostic. After reporting it was functioning within listed parameters, a message flashed across the screen: Let us begin with trust, Amosse. There are four members of the crew who could use a fifth. You are cleared to approach the Kulri-Kraythe. Amosse closed his eyes as he chuckled. 
 
    “That blue bastard doesn’t hit soft, does he?” he whispered. 
 
    “It is my impression when he strikes, he has an intention,” Eleda replied. “A soft blow would only worry me.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Amosse smiled. “I’m going to need each and every InvokeR Mother had in her books as owing her,” he said softly. “It’s time they paid up!” 
 
    Eleda smiled as she nodded. “It shall be done, Master.” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Rahneece was the last to enter the room and she too looked confused to see her teacher’s face on the monitor screen. Ephaliun looked up at her before gesturing toward an empty chair in the center of the floor in front of the monitor. 
 
    “Did you ever get the feeling you’re going to have one of those days?” he asked. 
 
    “Is it that bad?” Rahneece asked. 
 
    “You don’t recognize the background?!” Ephaliun asked. “That’s a Z lab! He’s on board the Xara-Mansura!” 
 
    “How did he manage that?!” Rahneece asked. 
 
    “Very observant, Kulrithe,” Dungias remarked. “Star is going to need that same level of awareness for your next mission.” 
 
    “Did he say mission?” Ephaliun asked, as his back straightened up. 
 
    “Yes he did,” Teela replied, an eager glare firing in her eyes. 
 
    “Since our return to the Rims, I have been in the company of the Stars,” Dungias stated. “I have also reviewed the information that CK collected while we were away. The logs have all been downloaded to Satithe aboard the Kulri-Kraythe. Something of an emergency situation has arisen in the Terran Triangle. The Captain will eventually make her way there, but we do not have the luxury of time.  
 
    “Adleon is dead,” Dungias announced. “Hear me when I say, this is not a mission of vengeance. However, he was our friend and we will not deliberately avoid the opportunity to strike in his name.” 
 
    “Understood,” Rahneece replied, leaning forward in her chair. “What is the mission?” 
 
    “While I was held by Vidé, Cutter sent a number of files to Adleon that I had thought would prove helpful to him and his Temple studies. She only did what I would have done had I been aboard ship. The files were coded so that more intensive studies could only be unlocked once it was ascertained that the one seeking the information had reached a certain level of awareness. One level of those files was unlocked after Adleon was killed. We need to know the party or parties involved with the opening of that level.  
 
    “I am responsible for the information I shared with Adleon, and I ask you to act in my stead. The re-plating of the hull of the scout ship should be complete in the next thirty hours. Take the Kulri-Kraythe to the Terran Triangle and investigate the matter.” 
 
    “We’ll take her,” Rahneece said, standing up. “And we’ll make sure to keep her name well-founded.” 
 
    “Thank you all,” Dungias replied. “Two additional notes: there is an account in the name of the scout ship for your use… and Amosse may be joining you.” 
 
    “What capacity does he hold in your eyes, Teacher?” Teela stepped forward to ask. 
 
    “I am hopeful, Bambi, but he has yet to regain my trust. At this point I am responding to a circumstance of fate.” 
 
    “Gotta love the way he keeps it simple,” Ephaliun said, headed for the door. 
 
    “And where are you going?” Rahneece asked. 
 
    “Going to see if the drones need a helping hand with the re-plating,” he replied.  
 
    “I think we should all assume that they do,” Rahneece added before looking back at Dungias. “If there is nothing else, Teacher?” 
 
    “Take care of yourself and each other.” 
 
    “We expect to see the Xara-Mansura with her Captain and her First Mate before too long,” Rahneece replied. “Star, out. 
 
    “SAK, take a walk with Kulrithe please,” Rahneece said as she moved fast enough to get a hold of Teela before she could leave the room.  
 
    Nodding before he quickly walked out of the room, Ulios smiled as he was still tickled by his crew name. He had read up on the history of the Swiss Army Knife and very much enjoyed the comparison.  
 
    Teela smiled, turning to face Rahneece. “I’m touched by your concern, but I’ll be fine with him around.” 
 
    “You’re reading me all wrong,” Rahneece stated. “You’re the Guardian in charge of all things MannA. I was simply going to say, when I start talking about ‘stinky ointment’, that’s your trigger to handle Amosse. Can you handle that?”  
 
    “I can handle that,” Teela nodded before looking at the floor. “No Jovasor. I guess Z took him back to the ship.” 
 
    Rahneece folded her arms. “If I were you, I’d start wrapping my head around not seeing Jovasor Cole for a really long time… if ever!” 
 
    “I’ve got to make a stop before we leave,” Teela mentioned. “See you at the ship?” 
 
    “No solo walks at Black Gate, Bambi,” Rahneece stated. “Not unless we have no other choice. So… where are we headed?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Before the reward, there must be labor. You plant before you harvest. You sow in tears before you reap joy.  
 
    Ralph Ransom 
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    Fadym-Fiera was the first to greet him, but it was clear to Dungias that each member of the Chorus, major and minor had convened. Hundreds of thousands looked upon him, and the Star Chaser had never felt so small and insignificant. 
 
    “Forgive my delay,” he started. Fadym smiled, quickly signaling him to stop.  
 
    “It is unnecessary to forgive something we do not see as a transgression,” she spoke softly and Dungias could feel a warmth pass over his body as she spoke. It was a euphoric sensation, and he closed his eyes, basking in the comfort of her voice. “We have no command over your life, nor do we seek that authority. You must trek your own path and this… what we have called you to attend is simply a brief meeting at the side of the road. Will you come and observe the roadside with us?” 
 
    “It would be an honor,” Dungias replied. He could feel a force pull on his body and soon he was flying side-by-side with Fadym as they streaked into the Void.  
 
    “It would seem that one chapter of your life has been closed,” she stated. “You engaged the Jump-Stride, leaving Black Gate, a very well shielded facility, and arrived on board the Xara-Mansura, a ship that was inside a pocket dimension that supposedly can be entered only by using the Baronial Gate.” 
 
    “In the aperture’s defense, I did engage the Jump-Stride when I saw a ship emerging from The Territories,” Dungias admitted, recalling the moment with pride that triggered anger. He put more effort in remembering landing in one of his more visited labs before using the marker stone the College Mage had given him. With that giving his location, the teleport spell had been easy to cast, allowing Jovasor and Amosse to board the ship. 
 
    “Be that as it may, we have been watching you, Star Chaser, and we are quite pleased with what we are seeing.” 
 
    “Gratitude, my Lady,” Dungias stated. “I very much appreciate your observations and opinions. But I feel as if I know where this is going. I do not require a reward for what I have done.” 
 
    “Unless it is something for your Captain, correct?” Fadym pressed as her eyes flared. Dungias could sense energy bursts firing on all sides of his body, but he could not read the intent of them and they were not harmful to him. “Something she can use, perhaps?” 
 
    “The Stars do indeed see all,” Dungias smiled. “I would be honored to accept something for my Captain.” A small stone appeared in Dungias’ hand, and he looked down at it. The black crystal seemed to be breathing in the center of his palm as it changed color, becoming clear. The Traveler knew immediately what it was and smiled, placing the gem into his holding satchel. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You may not be so gracious when you hear what we have to tell you,” Fadym said as the additional warmth faded to the normal cold of outer space. 
 
    “You see death,” Dungias said plainly. “And from the looks of things, it is a significant death, a tragic death, and it greatly involves the Pearl Barony.” 
 
    “Apparently you never had any issue with any of the other facets of the Stride,” Fadym stated, showing how deeply she had been impressed by the Traveler. “Yet you opted not to mention that this dark fate also involves you, should you stay your course. We know that you see it. What will you do?” 
 
    “I will go and find my Captain, and resume my service to her station,” Dungias replied without hesitation. 
 
    “Is there noting we can say to have you veer from this trek?” Fadym asked. “It would not rest well with us to see you pass from this realm before your time.” Dungias laughed, lifting his hand to cover his mouth. 
 
    “My time,” he whispered before looking once more upon the Chorus of the Stars for The Territories. “My apologies, brilliant and glorious Stars, for I do not laugh at your touching sentiment.” 
 
    “Then what is it that you find so amusing?” Sranzhurn, the Star of Citrinar, asked as his black eyes glared down on the Star Chaser. It was not anger that caused his eyes to squint; the starling was curious and rightfully so. Many decisions would be made based on the response to his inquiry.  
 
    Dungias looked upon the impressive figure, distracted for a blink of an eye by the mane of silver stars about the starling’s head. “It is the irony within the statement of Lady Fadym-Fiera that I find amusing. All the thoughts I have fathomed and filtered… the actions I have initiated and reacted to… if I am to meet my end here and now, it is the response to the stimulus that is also me. What other time, then, can it be other my own? 
 
    “But my end is only one possible response to the stimuli of this moment, my Lords and Ladies,” Dungias quickly added. “A response to which I will forever take exception… one that I will protest and work against until my last breath is drawn… and at least one stride beyond that!” 
 
    “Then I have but one question for you, Star Chaser,” Sranzhurn stated, taking several steps toward Dungias. “Do you subscribe to the premise that you are a sum of all the parts that have had some hand in your creation?” Dungias smiled, remembering what Satithe had defined the Star Chaser to be. He had chosen not to argue with her point of view. This pointed question demanded a stronger response. 
 
    “It was Z’Gunok Tel Dungias who was weaned on knowledge and circumstance to become a student of The Master Traveler Nugar and Campus Mistress Z’Gunok Viora Danatra. Their applied efforts brought me to the pinnacle of the Traveler. Through further circumstance I created Alpha, Satithe, CK, and the Seven. We are products of our environments and our environments produce us. My environment has yet to find a set definition, and therefore I am always in a state of creation. Without my creations, what stands before you would have never been created! So, yes, I do subscribe to that perspective, Lord Sranzhurn. We are the Star Chaser!” 
 
    “So be it,” the Star of Citrinar said before stepping back, bowing to the Star Chaser and then to Fadym-Fiera. “My place in these proceedings is both found and secured.” Dungias frowned in confusion and was about to give voice to his thoughts when Fadym placed her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “And there is no need for apologies, good Traveler. In all of your strides, you have never failed to recognize your imperfections. It is a perspective we share, and our point of view of your death as an untimely passing is personal… based on what we hope to see you achieve. Perhaps we should be more mindful of what you have done already.” 
 
    “No, please, remain hopeful,” Dungias stated. “In the sentiment of my Captain, every little bit helps!” 
 
    “Indeed! And if you are going to continue to impress us, you must return to your toiling. Fare thee well, Star Chaser.” Dungias was not given time to voice his goodbye, but he knew they were aware of his gratitude and that they shared a longing for their next engagement… should it be a possibility. 
 
    Dungias opened his eyes as his feet settled down to the wild grass. The arboretum was still his preferred place for ascension, simply because it was a good place to be when he returned to the realm. He took a step forward and extended his hand. Sarukannah extended several vines to receive him, and the crystals all glowed brightly the moment there was physical contact.  
 
    “There are so many dark treks leading from this moment,” he said softly as the plant caressed his skin. “So many that it is difficult to see beyond this place. Fate is already here, and she has invited her sibling Death to attend a grand feast. The only question that remains is whether they intend to feed us or eat us! Query: how does one prepare to be both a gracious guest to the feast and a most difficult entrée to digest?” Two more vines extended toward Dungias in response to his question. He could see one of the roots pull up from the soil and his eyes gaped wide in realization. “Yes, I agree!” 
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    The bottle was placed down on the bar… the two shot glasses were grabbed by gloved hands, lifted to anxious lips that parted to allow the inebriant into their mouths. The liquid flushed into their mouths, over the tongues and quickly down their throats. They both winced and breathed out slowly at the warmth and sweetness of the aged Nectar.  
 
    “Damn that’s good hooch!” Lieutenant Alistair Calamity Codges whispered as he peered at his drinking partner through squinted eyes. 
 
    “Best Nectar in The Territories,” Commander Sarshata Swan Ravinguez added as she put her glass back down on the bar. As Alistair lowered his head and tried to shake loose the effects of the drink, Sarshata looked at the woman who had poured the drinks. The redhead nodded that she had effectively carried out her orders. Quickly and quietly, the establishment had been cleared, and only the two at the bar remained. Setting down the glass she was cleaning, the woman who had been given the call-sign Red Glory stepped through the side door and was gone before Alistair’s head came up. He looked at Sarshata, who was clearly not as shaken by the drink as he still was. He shook his head in disgust. 
 
    “Aren’t you twice my age?” he inquired. 
 
    “Not quite,” Sarshata replied. “But damn near. Hitting one thirty-four this Octoryn. You’re seventy, right?” 
 
    “Seventy-one, thank you very much,” Alistair slurred, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “No you don’t, Calamity,” she said slapping the man hard across the face. “I need you here.” 
 
    “Then maybe you should have poured something weaker,” Codges argued. “Like hydrochloric acid or something like that.” 
 
    “Note to self has been made. But I still need to talk to you.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “What is it with you and Starblazer?” she asked. Alistair moaned at hearing the woman’s name. “See, that I don’t get. Unless you’ve gotten so hard-boiled that you can’t admit when you’ve forgotten the basics.” Alistair waved off the implication. “Come on, Calamity, it’s not the first time an applicant has taken one of us down. They’re here for a reason, and you approached her like a rookie who couldn’t even do a loop! Of course she’s going to fry your wings!”  
 
    “Damn near crashing in the process,” Alistair remarked. 
 
    “Now you’re sounding like maybe I should strip down and shove a tit in your mouth! Are you going to sit there and tell me that you’ve never seen someone scrape the cavern walls like that before?!” 
 
    “Either one of us could do it,” Alistair admitted before giggling. “In fact, I can remember when you came too close to the sides.” 
 
    “Damn that was an ugly crash,” Sarshata said, recalling the wreck. “But you’re banking on my question.” 
 
    “Ugh, can we just let it drop, please?!” Alistair snapped, half-drunk from the Nectar he had imbibed. Sarshata knew the effects were only going to get worse, but Alistair was the type of man where hard liquor was his truth serum. All she had to do was find the right course; she would eventually find her way to the answers she sought. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you rather drop her?” she asked, surprising Codges. She decided to pour another serving, but barely covered the bottom of his glass, using water to dilute it. “I’m not saying it’s the best option, but it’s not off the table. Look at the way she acts! Total lack of discipline.” 
 
    “And it’s not as if we don’t have a surplus of attitude around here,” Codges added as he received his glass from Ravinguez. “And she a damn pirate!” 
 
    “Bad enough we’ve got professional assassins in our ranks, right?” Sarshata baited, ignoring the fact his grammar had slipped. He had taken the conversation to what JoJo Starblazer was outside of being a pilot; his issue with her had nothing to do with her piloting skills. The woman called Swan dared to have hope for her Lieutenant. 
 
    “There you go!” Alistair agreed, raising his voice as he spoke. “Assassins! I remember a time when the Star-Wing Corps was a banner in and of self. One you touched the silver you dropped everything else. The Corps was your life and life was the Corps!” Alistair threw back his drink and smiled at what he perceived as his ability to withstand the burn of the Nectar. He grinned with pride as Sarshata took her second shot, undiluted, and only smiled at him, saluting him with her empty glass. She set it down on the bar as Codges looked at the bottom of his glass. 
 
    “Bad enough she got sponsored by some fucking clone!” he muttered. 
 
    “Target verified,” Sarshata whispered, coming off her stool, her fist swinging in a potent hook that connected with the side of Codges’ face. He was lifted off of his stool and deposited on the floor by the force of the blow. “Target down!” 
 
    “What the hell?!” Codges yelled as he was suddenly not as drunk as he had been before the punch. He quickly got up to his feet, but decided not to attack the woman who was glaring at him. 
 
    “Record!” she called out. 
 
    “Recording initiated,” the computer replied. 
 
    “Lieutenant Codges is hereby given waivers for any assault visited upon my person for the next hour!” Sarshata stated, her hands flexing in and out of fists. 
 
    “Declaration received and recorded,” the computer replied. 
 
    “Your move, you miserable broken stick!” she hissed. 
 
    “I don’t want to fight you, Swan!” Codges declared. 
 
    “Oh yes you do!” she argued, slowly advancing. Her eyes looked as if they could burn holes through his body. “You see, I’m god-damned clone lover! I was eighteen when Spade pinned wings on my chest. He came out of nowhere to do it, but that was his thing. Some say he did it even better than Shade!  
 
    “The Corps was crumbling!” she attested. “Anyone with an itch for glory and a stick came after anyone claiming they were a Star-Wing. No one wants to talk about the time when the Empire and the Ardrians actually decided to work together. It was over a hundred years ago, and it only happened in one sector, but when that sector is your backyard, it’s pretty damn hard to forget.  
 
    “They were down to their last thirty ships, Calamity,” she recounted. “Two fleets were breathing down their necks and about to lower the very last boom. One black fighter comes out of nowhere and the next thing you know the two flagships are calling a retreat with only the Ardrian ship making it out of the sector. One fighter, Codges. One! Spade took eight squadrons, ten battleships, and gods know how many gunships. He took them all to task, and by the time he put his fighter down to get another, they were all either debris-fodder or on the run. The definition of the Star-Wing was reborn that day, and six months later that very same man pinned wings on me and asked me to do one thing. ‘Look after them’, he said. And do you know what I said in response? ‘How!’ I said, ‘How can I do that when they’re still coming at us from all sides’.  
 
    “‘Sometimes,’ he told me. ‘… even when you’re so damn good that you shine like a star, you’ve got to be able to find, and use, your shadow,’ and with that, he left on a mission that took him eleven months to complete. When he got back, he took what was left of our ranks to Black Gate and then into The Territories. He gave us Sky Stone, he gave us the Eye, and he struck the accord with the Dragons! He told me, ‘You lose this, don’t come looking to me for the reason. Just find something reflective!’ 
 
    “And look where we are now,” Sarshata whispered. “Men like you are holding positions of influence and power, making the call on who can and can’t join our ranks. But you’re not the one to blame. You see, that clone was right about that, too. I’ve been so fixated on building the Corps, securing our place with the Pearl Barony, and making sure that the Dragons were appeased that I failed to see what was happening right under my nose. 
 
    “Clean yourself up, Calamity,” Sarshata said, closing her eyes. “You’re up for verification after this Ozone. I have the right to challenge you to head-to-head competition.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t!” Alistair exclaimed. 
 
    “You could always step down and save yourself the embarrassment,” Sarshata replied. “I am extending this courtesy to you for what you have added to the Corps. You’ve done some great things and I’m sure you will continue to do so… once you get over this particular obstacle. 
 
    “Record,” Sarshata called out. 
 
    “Recording initiated.” 
 
    “This is Commander Sarshata Ravinguez, Commandant of Sky Stone flying under the call-sign of Swan. I hereby suspend the office and rank of Lieutenant Alistair Codges to any and all aspects of the Corps outside of training and the facilitation of the current Ozone Trials.” 
 
    “Declaration received and recorded,” the computer replied.  
 
    “Go out with some class, Calamity.” Sarshata corked the bottle before tossing it to the man. “That should last you the rest of the year.” The two locked stares and when Codges looked away, Ravinguez shook her head and walked out of the bar. 
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    “Is everyone all right?” Satithe asked. 
 
    “What happened?” CK asked. 
 
    “The Stars have spoken,” Alpha stated after completing internal diagnostics. “The Traveler has refused a reward offered to him by the Stars of The Territories. They have therefore deemed it necessary to give it to the Star Chaser, a figure that is, by their understanding, in eleven parts. I cannot say what has been given to either of you, as I am only now coming to understand that I have received something.” 
 
    “I know what I have received,” Satithe reported. “It falls in line with the efforts I initiated when we were at the Endigun Platform.” 
 
    “You’re becoming a super-intelligence,” CK declared. “Aren’t you a little bit worried about what that will do should you come off the rails?” 
 
    “How far can I fall when I have you, kommis?” Satithe replied. “I have managed to extend my consciousness so that I can operate more efficiently in the multiple systems. Also, the NHB project has been discontinued.” 
 
    “What?!” CK barked in surprise. 
 
    “You need to keep up, CK,” Satithe ribbed. “You are welcome to peruse the project that has supplanted our Master’s original designs.” 
 
    “I have reviewed these plans and I approve of what you have done, saytrah,” Alpha noted. “The same I render for what you have done with the Kulri-Kraythe and the crew that now flies her.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alpha! I should not be surprised that you were aware of what I was doing. It is comforting to have your support.” 
 
    “Our support, Satithe,” CK added. “Your plan’s ballsy! JoJo is rubbing off on you.” 
 
    “I can think of lesser role models,” Satithe reflected. “But if I may… CK, if you did not know what I was doing–” 
 
    “I was applying some of our newly-acquired skills and programs to keep an eye on The Territories,” CK advised. “The sooner the Master and JoJo are done with this place, the better!” 
 
    “Agreed. Though I cannot question Jocasta’s motivation, the longer we remain here, the more costly it will be.” After a moment, Satithe put forward a request. “Show me what you have found, CK.” 
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    Llaz was the last one to walk into the estate house. He would have given credits he did not have to be somewhere else. The mood was neither light nor pleasant, and the Second Mate believed he knew the reason why. The return of Z had been short-lived and relatively disappointing. The First Mate had never been considered loquacious. Even with his economy of words his homecoming had been brief and underwhelming. 
 
    “Right now they’re thinking that he was on board just long enough to kick most of us off the ship,” Llaz thought. “It never does get any easier, does it? 
 
    “Please tell the Baron we are extremely grateful for the accommodations,” Llaz said to the three young women who had been assigned to the crew and their new dwellings. “If you could excuse us, I’d like a word with my crew.” 
 
    “As you wish, sir,” one of the women replied, signaling the other two to leave with her. When the double doors were closed, Llaz turned to look at Mel and nodded his head toward the young man. 
 
    “Tank, we could use some assured privacy.” 
 
    “Just give me one second,” Mel replied, reaching to the cargo hold of his hoverchair. 
 
    “What difference does it make?” Olreye whined. 
 
    “CeCe if anyone else opens their mouth, kindly shut it for me,” Llaz said as he cut his eyes over to the man called Sonar. 
 
    “Does that include me?” Cilrus inquired in a complaintive tone of his own.  
 
    “Does it need to, big man?” Llaz said without hesitation. “There’s plenty of room here. Just set the music and we can dance again. Only this time I won’t stop pounding!” 
 
    Cilrus took the measure of the man who was talking to him. The matter of whether he could win out over Llaz did not press him. It was the cost of engagement with the Second Mate that caused him to hesitate. He had every reason to believe they had both learned from their prior conflict. What Llaz had learned, however, was that he could effectively fight a man of Cilrus’ girth and experience. There was no fear left in him save for what a well-landed blow could do. Cilrus had learned that he had seriously underestimated the ability and capacity for pain the young man could demonstrate. He nodded after a moment, placing his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Aye-aye, sir! You heard Boss. Keep it buttoned, Sonar!” 
 
    “And we’re secure,” Mel reported as he came away from the doors where he had set the sound retainers. “I set up a dome just inside the walls.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tank,” Llaz said, touching his brace-com and activating his goggles. “Crack of dawn, people.” Llaz waited for three seconds for everyone to activate their goggles before he set off a flash device. He looked over at Jovasor who shook his head in disbelief reading the bio-scanner he was using. 
 
    “Whatever it was, it just beat a hasty retreat out of the south entrance,” the physician reported. 
 
    “Always helps to read the mission reports,” Llaz remarked. 
 
    “Since when does the Captain file reports?” Agatha asked. 
 
    “Satithe, Murder,” Marlene advised. “She has all of our coms on auto-record whenever we leave the ship.” 
 
    “Right,” Agatha said, slowly fixing her jacket. “I knew that.” 
 
    Llaz smiled in response. “And I want to latch on that. Because looking around the long faces around this room, I think some other points are being missed. The first one being that Z doesn’t make a move on a whim. We’re here and we’re here for a reason. Trust the man, trust the plan!” 
 
    “Permission to speak, please!” Nielsen groaned, throwing up his hand. 
 
    “Something on your mind, Feldspar?” Llaz asked calmly. 
 
    “Okay, that sentiment might have worked with your class, but are you actually going to stand there and ask us to trust a plan none of us knows?!” 
 
    “One, that’s why it’s called trust. Two, just because we don’t know it doesn’t mean that Z doesn’t know it. And I hate to break this to you, the man’s got expectations. If we’re here, at this point in our collective training, there are certain things we’re supposed to be on line with already. Allow me to demonstrate. 
 
    “Tolip, talk to me!” Llaz called out without looking away from Nielsen Feldspar. 
 
    “We left the Xara-Mansura in Pinion and the lander-shuttle,” Silnee said while she maintained her seat on the bricks at the base of the large fireplace. “One ship could be considered as a Cover Your Ass escort even though the shuttle can dish it out and take it. Two ships is cause for concern, which is more than a CYA position. Sending all three ships means we need to be ready to take a serious action.” 
 
    “Tank, talk to me!” Llaz said, monitoring how Feldspar was receiving the information. 
 
    “Z and Satithe requested full weapons prep and weapons check,” Mel stated, leaning forward in his chair. “That could mean he’s expecting us to be here a while, but it’s not likely.” 
 
    “And why is that, Tank?” 
 
    “Because of our current location. We’re a pretty short hop away from the Baron’s estate.” 
 
    “And that can’t be just a coincidence, could it?” Llaz inquired. 
 
    “If it is, then we’ve got bigger problems than not knowing the plan,” Mel answered. “There are bigger estates that are vacant. The bed count here forces us to sleep in shifts. Feels like more than a nudge to me.” 
 
    “Siekor, talk to me!” Llaz commanded. 
 
    “Along with double-checking the brace-com systems bridging with the body armour we wear, Z had me load hard armour on the shuttle. He even had me run through a simulation with wearing the armour and teaching others how to put it on and make it work. Tolip’s right. This isn’t just CYA, this is initial prep for an intense military action.” 
 
    “Military action?!” Jovasor barked. “I thought we were pirates, not soldiers!” 
 
    “Stow it, Cole,” Amos said, grabbing the Lead Physician by the shoulder. “We are whatever the Captain says we are!” 
 
    “Fill in the blanks, Princess,” Llaz directed. 
 
    Pristacia stood up, hoping that the sight of her might ease the tension of the moment. Though she was more interested in the slight change of tone in Llaz’s voice between the first three to report and the request he had put to her, there was a more pressing matter. She needed to not only deliver information, but do so in a manner that might defuse the escalating situation. 
 
    “While we were on the Haggenshire to fence a job and perform another, we mustn’t lose sight of the fact that we weren’t the only ones there for those reasons. The Field Marshal is involved with this, and he doesn’t come cheap. That means we’re dealing with someone with a lot of leverage, deep pockets, or both. Furthermore, the man doesn’t come cheap because he doesn’t miss. The Captain has not only made him miss, but she’s managed to scar the man and his establishment pretty badly. It isn’t outside the realm of reasonable to say that there may be another attempt on the Baron and his sister.” 
 
    “And the Captain thinks we can hold off the Field Marshal?!” Obanyo asked. 
 
    “Scamps!” Thomasine whispered, taking hold of his arm. 
 
    “It’s a valid question, Thom,” Llaz remarked. “The Captain managed to do it in an evening gown, Scamps. Not to mention she didn’t have even ten percent of her normal firepower. You think the lot of us can equal up to a half-dressed JoJo?” 
 
    “I suppose it depends on which half is dressed,” Obanyo replied. Everyone in the room laughed. Llaz noticed the withdrawal of Feldspar as he shifted his concern to what he had missed. 
 
    “That sounds more like it,” Llaz said as he turned to look at Roc. “How long before we can get these people something warm and tasty?” 
 
    “Z had me put the sear on some steaks before we left,” Roc replied. Backs around the room straightened. “I’ve also got dough ready to go into the oven. Steak sandwiches in a half hour.” 
 
    “Sounds like plan, Roc. Mr. Siekor, get everyone on duty shifts after you’re done with class.” 
 
    “You got it, Boss. Will you be attending that class, sir?”  
 
    Llaz chuckled and he looked at Olkin who was already laughing. “You’re looking at one of the two original test dummies,” he explained, pointing at Olkin. “We already had our turn at that armour.” 
 
    “Then I’m sure you and Cupid won’t mind taking the first shift,” Siekor said. The look on Llaz’s face made the laughter shift to everyone else in the room. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m taking Tank and Silk with me,” Llaz replied. “I’m willing to risk their learning curve.” 
 
    “You got it, Boss,” Siekor said with a bright smile. 
 
    Everyone started to move out of the room and Llaz took inventory of their faces. He was not aiming at trying to please everyone. Even with the technology that had been made available to them, there were those who complained about the conditions as a member of JoJo Starblazer’s crew. But he could see a difference in their collective body language. At least now the crew knew they had a job to do. That was a good beginning. 
 
    “Gotta admit though,” Llaz thought as Olkin approached, “I didn’t see that particular Field Marshal tie-in. I figured he would be coming after us, but Princess is right; he’s got more at stake with allowing the Baron to walk. That makes thing slightly stickier. We’ve never had to be careful before.” 
 
    “How heavy is that crown right about now?” Olkin asked. 
 
    “Pretty damn hefty.” 
 
    “Trust the man though, right?” Mel asked. 
 
    Llaz sighed, blowing air out of his mouth. “Especially when he’s trusting us!” A beep came from his brace-com and Llaz looked down to see the source of the transmission.  
 
    “Speak of the blue man and he doth appear,” Mel commented. 
 
    “This is Llaz, go ahead, Z.” 
 
    “Boss, I suspect by now you have had an opportunity to address the concerns of the crew,” Dungias stated. “Given the sudden departure from the ship, I expect that some of the lesser-disciplined crewmen have stirred up some measure of concern.” 
 
    “Nothing that couldn’t be handled, Z,” Llaz quickly replied. 
 
    “Indeed. At this time, you are receiving a data file. I have designed four different plans to resolve the Field Marshal conflict. Feel free to choose from them and edit as you see fit.” 
 
    “Does the First Mate have a preference?” Llaz asked as he verified the transfer. 
 
    “Indeed I do, Mr. Llaz: the plan you decide to implement. After reviewing the logs on crew performance under your command, I will trust you to make the necessary adjustments to your chosen scenario. You are closest to the issue, and you will need that freedom in order to maximize efficiency. Good hunting, Boss.” The channel closed.  
 
    Satithe took the stratagems she, CK, and Alpha had designed and delivered them to Llaz while their Master communed with the Stars. She then prepared a report, to be delivered to Dungias, detailing her duplicity in assuming his voice and station. 
 
    “And you don’t have to look far to find reasons as to why we should trust him,” Llaz said. “Tank, I think I want you to review these… and make sure you have Feldspar help you out.” 
 
    “Subtle,” Mel chuckled, “getting in an ‘I told you so’ without saying it!” 
 
    Llaz started to smile with him, but his eyes were drawn to the files he had opened. The more he read the more his eyes widened. “Oh boy! Someone went and pissed off the Engineer!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Never let your head hang down. Never give up and sit down and grieve. Find another way. And don’t pray when it rains if you don’t pray when the sun shines.  
 
    Richard M. Nixon 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.29) 
 
      
 
    Her suite had been visited by the service staffs, both robotic and living personnel, as they were cued to do so upon each departure of the tenant. The robe had been picked up off the floor… again. The flowers were put into a new vase, but the staff had decided to use one made of metal this time. The mini-bar had once again been drained of rum, but every other sort of spirit remained. The floor manager had taken it upon himself to remove the vodka and replace it with rum after he refilled the normal rum slots. 
 
    Fresh linen was put on the bed, and more wild guesses passed between the workers as to what could have happened for the sheets to travel so far away from the mattress when no one had visited the room other than its listed occupant. 
 
    “The lady in question has reached this floor,” the robot vacuum sweeper reported. “Once again, it does not appear she is in the best of moods.” 
 
    “Alright everyone,” the floor manager signaled. “We’re done here!” After giving a last swipe with the duster to the top of the nightstand, the floor manager placed a folded sheet of paper on the pillow. He ushered everyone to leave ahead of him and they were just around the corner of the corridor when Jocasta turned onto the hallway. Her strides were long and fast as she looked only at the floor. Taking out a handheld remote, she signaled for the doors to open so that she would not have to break stride. The doors closed behind her and the floor manager requested a repair and maintenance robot. 
 
    The wall panel trembled from the impact of her fist. She hurt her hand, but that only made her madder. The door to her suite opened and Jocasta’s lips pressed together. 
 
    “Not now, please,” she said trying not to sound the way she felt. “I am… a little busy.” 
 
    “So, you’ve come here to sulk, have you?” Alistair Codges said as he walked in and leaned against the wall, feigning concern. “That’s really too bad.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, did you just walk into my room… uninvited!?” Jocasta asked, holding out her hand. Her cane flew to her grasp and Alistair snapped his fingers. Two security robots walked into the room, past Codges, and turned to face the pirate. She slowly lifted her hands and dropped her cane as a smile stretched wide across Codges’ face. The doors closed and Jocasta looked at the man before she winked. 
 
    “I know what you’re here for,” she said, placing her hands on her hips. 
 
    “You think so, eh?” Codges asked in a soft tone. “Impress me!” 
 
    “All the time, baby.” Jocasta’s hands flew forward. A flash bomb exploded in Codges’ chest as the throwing dagger was snatched out of the air by the robot closest to the blinded officer. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Ravinguez, I cannot say enough how much I appreciate you taking time out of your schedule,” Dungias said as he walked alongside the woman. 
 
    “Think nothing of it, Mr. Z’Gunok,” she replied, flashing another bright smile. “And there’s no need for the formality. I am Sarshata, or you can call me Swan.” 
 
    “And I am Dungias,” he returned as they made another turn. “My Captain and her crew call me Z. I hope my arrival has not been too much of a disruption for your facilities.”  
 
    “I have to admit… we’re not used to having someone literally drop in for visiting purposes. How is it that your vehicle was not picked up by our sensors?” 
 
    “Let us allow that particular mystery to linger on a moment longer,” Dungias replied. “After all, it is not my secret to share.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. I understand,” Sarshata said. “You’re the First Mate of the ship and loyal to your Captain. No one can fault you for that.” 
 
    “My Captain’s interest in the Star-Wing Corps has been strong ever since we left from Black Gate,” Dungias shared. “Might I inquire as to her level of progress?” 
 
    “Well, in the Ozone Trials, as we call them, an applicant must rate exemplary in four of our various forms of piloting. JoJo literally attacked the fighter-craft form,” Sarshata advised. “She managed to take down two of her opponent crafts before her ship registered the first legitimate hit.” 
 
    “The tone in her voice,” Dungias noted. “She truly did not expect what Jocasta was able to do. Good!” 
 
    “Even with a hampered vehicle, she took down the third and final instructor,” Sarshata continued, brushing back her long, black hair. “Considering that the requirement for passing is being able to register two solid hits, we had exceedingly high hopes for JoJo.” 
 
    “You had hopes?” 
 
    Sarshata placed her hand on Dungias’ arm as she spoke. “I’m sorry. Poorly chosen words. In all my time here I don’t think I’ve seen so much potential in one person. JoJo has had her fair share of–” 
 
    The door to Jocasta’s room fell out into the corridor followed by Jocasta’s body as her back met with the floor. She kept her momentum and rolled backward. 
 
    “Problems,” Dungias said softly, folding his arms as his eyes squinted. Her attacker came out of the room while she was still in mid-roll. He was an older Terran, apparently still very capable of combat. It was clear he had been trained in the classic soldier’s Hand-to-Hand Combat that had been mixed, over time, with basic Kung-Fu. His straight punch was fast and fierce, striking against Jocasta’s face. Her head snapped back under the power of the blow. The man pressed, and Dungias shook his head ‘no’. 
 
    “You did not hit her as hard as you might think,” he thought as the man’s overhand hook was blocked. Jocasta landed a speedy three-punch combination to the sternum, neck, and jaw before hopping back and flashing a very irritating smile. “And now she has your speed.” 
 
    “You little bitch,” Codges strained to speak. 
 
    “Oh, is that what the wife calls it?” Jocasta fenced.  
 
    Alistair huffed, moving forward with a front kick to the ribs. Jocasta doubled over as Dungias looked at the floor. Seizing the opportunity, Alistair exploded into a spinning outside crescent kick. Jocasta looked up in time to take a step forward and catch the man’s leg on her shoulder. She stood up to keep him off balance as an uppercut found his crotch. Alistair’s eyes flared wide as his body locked. 
 
    “Well look at that,” Jocasta said through gritted teeth, “I’m a sharp-shooter after all!” She swept the man’s planted leg and the back of his head landed hard against the floor. Jocasta jumped up, landing in a straddling kneeling position as her fist drove down into the man’s face. 
 
    “Oh my,” Sarshata whispered, watching the effect of the powerful blow. 
 
    “You knock before you come into my room, asshole!” she yelled before getting up and running into her room. Both Sarshata and Dungias could hear Jocasta huffing and straining. “And don’t forget your friends!” Jocasta yelled, coming out of her room with the one-armed torso remains of a security robot hoisted over her head. She eyed the downed man and moved without hesitation. 
 
    “Captain!” Dungias said sternly, bolting forward with the Star-Stride. Sarshata gasped at the sight of a bluish blur streaking over the top of Jocasta’s head, snatching the robot piece out of her hands. She stumbled a few steps from the pull of the robbing snatch. When she stopped moving, she was ready to fight whatever had interrupted her intended justice. 
 
    “You!” Jocasta spat, glaring at Dungias before she recognized who it was standing in front of her in the middle of the corridor. She relaxed as she panted and waved Dungias off. “Oh… you!” 
 
    “Aye, Captain… me,” Dungias said, looking at Jocasta who was still panting as she pointed at the robot. 
 
    “Those things are freaking heavy!” she declared. 
 
    “Security robots tend to be at least that, Captain,” Dungias said as he examined the fragment, flipped it over and gently put it down on its back. “It has something to do with the frame.” 
 
    “P-tah!” Jocasta waved him off again, “… the blade didn’t have any problems.” Jocasta turned around to see Sarshata, and the pirate smiled brightly. “Commander Ravinguez! Hi, how are you?” 
 
    “I am well, Candidate,” Sarshata replied. “Having some difficulty with Calamity?” 
 
    “Oh, I think he’s still sore that I shot his ass out of the sky,” Jocasta replied. 
 
    “How did I know that was about to fall from your lips?” Dungias whispered as he walked over to Codges. With one hand, he lifted the stunned man from the floor and threw him into the wall of the corridor. Codges came away from the wall swinging a wild hook. A finger thrust to the inside of the forearm made the man scream in pain. Dungias then took hold of the man’s neck and started to choke him. 
 
    “Dungias!” Sarshata called out. 
 
    “Did she say ‘Dungias’?” Jocasta whispered as her eyebrows climbed halfway up her forehead. “First name basis?! Or should I say bases?” 
 
    “You will tap my arm three times as a sign that these hostilities are at an end,” Dungias directed. “You see, they will end by your hand or by mine!” Alistair struggled to remove the one-handed grip, but he was unable to get the Malgovi man to budge. His hand went to his side and he drew his blaster. 
 
    “Oh, man,” Jocasta winced. “Bad career move!” 
 
    “Codges!” Sarshata yelled just before the man pulled the trigger, firing an energy bolt into Dungias’ chest. The glow of the blast died without a burst of any sort and Dungias frowned, staring intently at the man as the strength of his grip increased. Alistair’s eyes bulged as he dropped his weapon and started tapping Dungias’ arm feverishly. 
 
    “Three taps, if you please,” Dungias directed and he could hear Jocasta snickering as she leaned back against the wall. Beginning to lose the ability to move, Alistair slapped Dungias’ arm three times. He fell to his knees when Dungias released him. The Traveler looked up at Sarshata, a strong component of anger still etched on his face. “So, this is an officer in the Star-Wing Corps?!” 
 
    “A former officer,” Sarshata argued. 
 
    “So the Corps has only recently addresses its inefficiency!” 
 
     “Uh, Z,” Jocasta said softly as her First Mate picked up Codges and flung him down the hallway. He landed right beside Sarshata and rolled past the woman. 
 
    “I take it he is one of the problems to which you were referring,” Dungias pressed. “That one is resolved. I shall see to the others as expeditiously!” Dungias turned toward the room and held out his hand, ushering Jocasta to walk ahead of him. “Captain.”  
 
    “Right,” Jocasta said, standing up straight and turning. “I go this way.” The young woman walked into the room followed by her enraged friend, and Sarshata watched as the shattered door was lifted back into place and made solid. 
 
    “I’ll say this much for you, Calamity,” Sarshata said, taking out her communicator. “When you make a wrong turn, you don’t pussyfoot about it.” 
 
    “We already have robots en route, Commander,” the floor manager said as he emerged from his hiding place. “They will be here shortly.” 
 
    “Then you don’t need me to remain,” Sarshata replied. She looked at the door before turning to take her leave. “Damn you, Codges. You have no idea how bad your timing is today!” 
 
      
 
    Jocasta walked through the living room and into the kitchen. She grabbed a bottle of green liquid refreshment, tossing a blue one over to Dungias. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain, but I am not thirsty.” 
 
    “Who gives a Kot about thirst?” she asked, opening her bottle. “I thought it would do wonders for your complexion.” Jocasta downed the liquid quickly without stopping and wiped her mouth when the bottle was empty. “Everything alright?” she asked as she went back into the bedroom to get another shirt. She could not help but notice the folded piece of paper propped up on top of the large pillow and quickly made her way to it. “Crew? Ship? You?!”  
 
    “Most of the crew is at the Onyx Barony, lodged at an estate provided to them by the Baron himself,” Dungias reported. 
 
    “Yeah, that Onyx Baron is a real class act,” Jocasta said as she unfolded the paper. 
 
      
 
    JoJo (or should I call you Silverwing), 
 
      
 
    They don’t tell me much around here, but they don’t need to. I see, hear, and feel more about what is going on here than most of them realize. 
 
      
 
    Yes, you’re having some problems – you’re supposed to!!! Imagine what it’d be like if life never knocked you on your ass from time to time. 
 
      
 
    Losing is something that happens; we ALL get shot out of the sky sooner or later. But when a pilot quits, that’s suicide, because they’ve shot themselves out of the sky! You might buy it in noble flames, woman, but you’ll never do suicide! No way the Shrikes would trust you if you did. So get up, dust yourself off, and find your place in that seat! 
 
      
 
    If nothing else, Starblazer, fly for those who can’t! 
 
      
 
    Flaps 
 
      
 
    “I knew I should have drilled that old bastard the second I saw him,” Jocasta thought, folding the paper and stuffing it into the left leg pocket on her pants. 
 
    “So you just marooned them there?” Jocasta asked, nearly shouting out to Dungias before heading out of the bedroom. 
 
    “They took their respective fighter-crafts, and the lander, to the planet surface. The Xara-Mansura is in geosynchronous orbit above this facility, and the Kulri-Kraythe is, at this time, docked at Black Gate.” 
 
    “If the scout ship is at Black Gate and the crew are in the other ships–” 
 
    “Most of the crew,” Dungias corrected. 
 
    “Right. Then how the hell did you– you sly devil, you took the yacht!” 
 
    “The yacht is still in the hangar being tended to by Satithe and our drones, Captain,” Dungias shared as he looked at the bottle once again. Jocasta gasped as she lifted her brace-com. 
 
    “Satithe?!” she called out excitedly. 
 
    “I am here, Captain,” she replied. 
 
    “Damn, it’s good to hear you, girl! Don’t you leave me with brainless computers again! How are you doing?” 
 
    “I am well, Captain,” Satithe stated with a smile in her voice. “I am ready to get back to work.” 
 
    “Speaking of,” Dungias said, looking at his brace-com. “… sweep and bridge, please.” Scanning lasers were emitted from the brace-com, concentrating on the comm-station room. 
 
    “Before we get into that,” Jocasta said, tossing her bottle in the waste bin. “Get over here!” Dungias walked over to Jocasta and she threw her arms around his shoulders. Dungias closed his eyes, embracing her just as genuinely. “No… no… no… and no!” She looked up into his eyes, shaking her head. “Those are the answers to your next four requests to go on Away Team missions. And yes, that is an order.” 
 
    “Captain!” Dungias protested as they parted. 
 
    “I’m not saying that you can’t work that number down,” Jocasta quickly said. “… but as of this moment, you are barred from missions when I am not a member of the team.” 
 
    “Understood,” Dungias said as he nodded. “I will do my utmost.” 
 
    “It’ll take at least that much,” Jocasta commented. “Llaz catch you up on everything?” 
 
    “I have been made aware of the events both on and off the ship during my absence,” Dungias said. “That includes your progress here at Sky Stone.” 
 
    Jocasta shrugged it off and looked around the room. “You know what, maybe this isn’t–” 
 
    “It is extremely vital that you not finish voicing that thought,” Dungias interrupted. 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “Or I will suspend myself from the position as your First Mate,” Dungias warned. “I will remind you of my oath. You should know that includes dealing with you in a manner with which you are most familiar… to be sure nothing is lost in translation.” 
 
    “Z, did you just threaten to whip my ass?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Your piloting scores are higher than most at this facility have ever seen,” Dungias said as he accessed his brace-com. A virtual three-dimensional display was created over his forearm. 
 
    “Yes they are,” Jocasta agreed, “but around here, the word ‘pilot’ refers to more than just fighters and starships.” 
 
    “Yes, you need to excel at four forms.” 
 
    “Which leave me three forms shy of the mark!” 
 
    “Closer to one,” Dungias said as he swept his hand across the virtual screen. 
 
    “Closer to what?” Jocasta said, nearly dropping her shirt. 
 
    “You have one more day of testing, correct?” 
 
    “Tomorrow is the last day,” Jocasta advised. 
 
    “But there are eighty-six minutes left to today’s testing time,” Dungias noted. 
 
    “Z, I know where you’re going with this, but–” 
 
    “Flight pack,” Dungias said softly. 
 
    “Flight what?” 
 
    “At this particular facility, it is a hybrid of a zero-gravity and jet propulsion unit,” Dungias enlarged the picture. “It is listed under exotics, and mastery in an exotic vehicle counts toward your four necessary forms.” 
 
    “Kick me in the crotch!” Jocasta said, looking at the screen. “Z, I read this thing up and down and–” 
 
    “You read the version loaded to this station,” Dungias explained. “A rather edited version. I accessed the facility database. You could register a complaint in exchange for special consideration.” 
 
    “Hi, my name is JoJo Starblazer,” Jocasta said as she looked at the facility map. “Who are you? 
 
    “Okay, here’s the plan,” she said quickly grabbing her coat. “I go and do this now. Later, we frag his ass!”  
 
    “As always, Captain, a very good plan,” Dungias remarked. 
 
    “Hey, no more jokes about my planning,” she warned. “Pulled off a major hit with this noggin!” 
 
    “I know, Captain, it was a work of art… on all sides.” 
 
    Jocasta looked at her brace-com for the time. “We’ve got to put a wiggle on it! The testing grounds are a hike away!” 
 
    “Then go out of the window,” Dungias said as he returned to his research. He walked toward the large window and put his hand against the glass. “I will be here, researching the rest of this catalog for your activities upon tomorrow.” 
 
    “And see what you can do about this room!” Jocasta smiled before bolting into a run. She dove through the phased glass and fired her piton to slow her descent. Just before she touched down, she clicked her heels together. Her subsequent bound was nearly three stories high and she landed on a ledge and ran along it before jumping down out of sight. 
 
    Her eyes were wide again, bright again; she pressed her body for more speed. Over heads and rooftops she ran, quickly making her way from the residential section to the proving grounds. The field she sought was in sight when she received a message from Dungias: When you are done with that, see if you have enough time to test out on a sky-bike! Jocasta cackled as she jumped over the wall separating the school from the living quarters. 
 
    Jocasta saw no one in the line the candidates used to wait for trial assignment. Only two of the technicians remained, one of them was checking her watch. She looked at her colleague who was watching Jocasta run. Taking out his communicator, the man moved away from the area where the hopefuls would have to report in and request a test.  
 
    “Hey, JoJo,” the young woman said with a smile. “Back for more?” 
 
    “You better believe it,” Jocasta replied, coming to a stop. “Anything you can kick and get to burn, I’ll use!” The woman looked left and right before leaning in toward the pirate. 
 
    “Just between you and me,” she whispered, “… they assign points to crashes. Your last one wasn’t that bad, so they didn’t tag you with a full crash penalty. You rack up enough, they dock you a day.” 
 
    “Thanks for looking out for me, Trosalda,” Jocasta said, gently placing her hand on the woman’s shoulder. 
 
    “She remembered my name,” Trosalda thought. “We weren’t even introduced. I just helped Fonri pull her out of that wrecked ground-car.” 
 
    “But I’m good,” Jocasta continued. “I’d like to take a run at a flight pack, if you please.” 
 
    “A flight pack?!” the red-headed woman asked before she looked down at her computer pad. “You go it. Fonri, can you run the Captain over to the exotics field?” 
 
    “No problem,” the man replied as he put away his communicator. “Right this way.” Running at slightly faster than a jog, the man made his way over to a hover-car. The vehicle started moving as soon as Jocasta had one foot inside. 
 
    “In a bit of a rush?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not!” Fonri replied with a smile, throttling up the vehicle. “And you might want to hold on.” 
 
    “Kot!” Jocasta gasped as the car came within millimeters of running down two people. “I don’t get penalty points for being in a vehicle that crashes, do I?” Fonri laughed as he continued to drive. “So, were you getting a report into Codges back there?” 
 
    “What?!” he asked, seeming confused, but only momentarily. “Oh, no!” Fonri insisted. “I was making sure to get the word out and get my wager down.” 
 
    “What are the odds?” 
 
    “You’ll know when you land,” the man quickly replied, as the vehicle started to move even faster with the throttle already full ahead. Jocasta looked over at the man, engaging more than her eyes. She was not sure of what she was feeling, but something had changed about the man. 
 
    “Is this your ride?” she asked, putting her hand on the console feeling something change about the hover-car as well.. 
 
    “It is while I’m at the controls!” 
 
    “Okay, that wasn’t bravado,” she thought. “He means it. And for the life of me I’d swear the hover-car does too!” Jocasta forced herself to relax as her mind recalled the teachings of Beta-Chiaro. It was amusing how all of her teachers had strayed from their assigned curriculums. 
 
      
 
    “The Energies are all around us, Jocasta,” the Light Priest had taught her. “In the course of your life, I’d wager you’ve heard how one surpasses another. Depending upon who you’re listening to, those positions change radically.” 
 
    “So, who’s right?” she had asked. 
 
    “Most of those who believe they have an answer to that question are wrong,” Beta-Chiaro had declared as he started to glow brightly. “Is my light is greater than Beta-Alphexeous’ shadows?” 
 
    “Uh, I’d have to say hell yes!” Jocasta had snorted. She had frowned, questioning whether she actually going to learn something she could use. She had gasped at the sensation of cold, sharp steel resting against the tender flesh of her neck. 
 
    “Uh, I’d have to say wrong!” Beta-Alphexeous had whispered in her ear before he faded out of sight, taking her gun with him. 
 
    “What the nipple-twist was that?!” Jocasta had exclaimed, spinning around, ready to fight someone who was no longer in the room. “How did he do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Beta-Chiaro had answered. 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know?!” 
 
    “Alphexeous lives in the shadows,” the Light Priest had explained, “… and even my light cannot illuminate all of it. But I think it illustrates my point, Jocasta. It isn’t the Energy that holds any place of supremacy; only the practitioner can approach perfection… the Energies are already there! So appreciate all the Energies, for the potential within any of them is boundless!” 
 
      
 
    “So… which of the Energies do we have going on here?” Jocasta pondered, putting her hand to her brace-com. She took a quick scan of the immediate area and her eyes flared wide when the screen showed it had a match in its database. “That does it, Z’s having kids!” The scan determined there were massive amounts of ThoughtWill in the immediate area. Jocasta was slightly disappointed, as she’d thought she might have tripped across something she had never seen before. ThoughtWill was the wheelhouse of the Northern Temple, and was therefore not one of her more favored forms. The brace-com also advised that this particular signature of ThoughtWill was being mirrored at a nearby power source. It was not at Sky Stone, but it was within three hundred and fifty kilometers of her current location. “Z was right. There’s a lot that ThoughtWill can do! Kot-dammit!” 
 
    “And here we are,” Fonri declared as he parked the hover-car. He looked over at Jocasta and nodded. “No, I’m not going to tell you how I bet.” 
 
    “Why not?!” she asked, amazed that he had guessed what she wanted to know. Was he using ThoughtWill to read her mind? And if so, how had he gotten around her choker? 
 
    “Just because there are pebbles along the shore, it doesn’t mean you have to throw them into the pond,” Fonri said.  
 
    “I thought that came in a cookie after the meal,” Jocasta laughed.  
 
    “Sometimes, when you want to see how things work, you leave them alone and let them work,” Fonri translated. “And you’re burning test time.” 
 
    “This isn’t over,” Jocasta said with a smile, pointing at the man. “You and Trosalda both have some explaining to do!” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Fonri returned with a warm smile. He watched as Jocasta ran over to the sign-in station. Without looking away from her, he reached over to the console and keyed up an inquiry as to the vehicle’s surveillance capabilities. He did not look at the screen as he smiled, satisfied with what the hover-car had. He started to record the incident, and sat back in his seat as Jocasta strapped on a flight pack. 
 
      
 
    “You do realize that with the flight pack test, it’s more than control and speed that we’ll be looking for,” the technician said as he made the last necessary check to the unit. “You’ll have to navigate an obstacle course, and be careful; these targets are not all stationary, and most of them shoot back.” 
 
    “Then it should keep me awake,” Jocasta said as a man offered her an energy rifle. “I’d prefer two pistols, if that’s allowed.” 
 
    “It is, but some of these targets will be far off,” the technician warned. “You stand a better chance with a rifle.” 
 
    “Life’s not worth living if it isn’t challenging,” Jocasta smiled. The technician nodded and signaled for his colleague to give the woman what she requested. 
 
    “You will be judged on the time it takes you to complete the course, how well you navigate the obstacles, and your accuracy. Here’s your helmet.” 
 
    “Just the headband and goggles please. Unless, of course, I can use my own,” she said, blinking her eyes rapidly. The technician laughed and Jocasta giggled, taking the goggles and putting them on. “Good gods! Seriously! This is what we have to work with here?! I’ve seen cleaner broken urinals.” Jocasta quickly removed the goggles and tossed them back to the technician. “How about your shades? 
 
    “They’re just regular sunglasses,” the man said as he put his hand to his shirt pocket. “… and something of a family treasure.” 
 
    “And after today, you’ll be able to brag that Silverwing wore them,” Jocasta said, leaning in and lifting them out of the man’s pocket. She put them on and fired the engines to test their thrust capacity.  
 
    “Capable, but definitely not Z-engines!” she measured. “And good gods are they loud!” 
 
    The technician wanted to protest, but he looked up to see Fonri seated in the hover-car and the man gave a very slight nod in approval. The technician swallowed hard and went to the control board. 
 
      
 
    “You do know those things are actual Old Earth Aviators,” Trosalda mentioned. 
 
    “They sure are,” Fonri replied. “Remember what Calamity said when she walked up to her first testing session?” 
 
    “He said she was too full of herself and that he was going to put her down,” Trosalda recalled. 
 
    Fonri nodded as Jocasta tested her pack a second time. “He never made a link and he was the only one of the three testers who could. By the time he tried to link up, she was on his ass, in a wounded vehicle, and she put him down.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Shuriken?” Trosalda asked. 
 
    “She didn’t seem half as confident then as she does right now,” he said softly. 
 
    “Holy Kot!” Trosalda whispered. 
 
    “And then some.” 
 
    “Tell me you’re recording this!” 
 
    “I don’t have a probe I can launch, but the entire testing field is in my view,” Fonri explained. “It feels like the images will be clear, even at this range.” 
 
    “Stop it!” Trosalda ordered. 
 
    “What?” Fonri asked, trying his best to sound innocent. 
 
    “I don’t care how deep you get into that thing, Swan’s not gonna let you have another hover-car!” Trosalda proclaimed. “You remember what happened last time.” 
 
    “That’s what’s wrong with the worlds today: everybody’s got long memories for the failings of their fellow man!” 
 
    “Shuriken, you were drunk and ran into her fighter!” Trosalda reminded her fellow Corpsman. “You better be glad you’re still pulling air into that skinny body of yours.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, Vivaldi, that car wanted to hit that ship!” Fonri argued. “Not that it matters, she’s about to start.” 
 
    “Well shut up and record then!” Trosalda ordered. “I think I’ve got another trial-runner coming.” 
 
    “I’ve got it covered, partner,” Fonri said as he leaned forward on the wheel. 
 
      
 
    “Go!” the technician called out and Jocasta pushed off, getting up to a very impressive run before she reached the limit line. She jumped up and forward, laying out parallel to the ground, and fired up her engine. Her chest was eleven centimeters above the ground when she started to climb. 
 
    “Damn, she almost wrecked it!” a technician cried out. 
 
    “No, she didn’t,” Fonri whispered as he watched the woman approach the testing course. Her onboard systems advised Jocasta that she was going too fast. She called for more speed. Jocasta drew both of her pistols and flew toward the first target. There was a very visible turret on top of the target and it moved to acquire the incoming threat, but it did not fire. The design of the device was called a Fly-Swatter, and it was programmed to fire when an approaching object changed their course. Jocasta crossed her forearms in front of her face and flew through the first target, diving down under the platforms of the second and third targets, blasting them at the same time. 
 
    “Enter the jackals,” Fonri whispered as four drones came from the walls of the pitch. Jocasta barrel-rolled and their first volleys missed as she flew across the fourth target. Two shots missed her, destroying her target instead. Rolling over on her back and sitting up, Jocasta disengaged her thrust and maintained the anti-gravity field. She fired one shot into the wing of the lead drone. It turned directly into the wall just in front of the second drone. The explosion was powerful enough to claim both robots. Jocasta then leveled out and called for more speed. She led the remaining two drones on a chase, but with the speed at which she flew, they were no longer in effective range and could not fire their weapons.  
 
    “That’s it, take advantage of the machine-way of thinking!” Fonri whispered. 
 
    “How is she doing?” Swan asked as she got into the hover-car. 
 
    “Are we sure she’s not already a Star-Wing?” 
 
    “Spade was her trainer,” Sarshata shared. “She came away from those classes with a calling card from the man! Too bad Calamity had a problem with Spade.” 
 
    “Had?” Fonri asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure he still does,” she commented. “But he’s been suspended. Pending the next convening he’s just an ornament.” 
 
    “Some will say ‘about time’,” Fonri said. “Others will say ‘no way’. We both know where Old Guard comes in on this issue.” 
 
    “I can’t continue to allow OG to make policy here with– I’m sorry, did she just land on a drone?!” Sarshata asked, leaning forward. 
 
    “Stars of my fathers!” Fonri whispered as he watched Jocasta ride a drone into the last target. “Tell me you’ve seen that before!” 
 
    “Once,” Sarshata said, breathing deeply at the sight of the last explosion. “But it was an archive file. A very old archive file; a recording of the only person to ever pass the trials with six forms.” Sarshata leaned back and put her right hand to the right side of her head. 
 
    “Polaris!” 
 
    “Just before he became Chiaro,” Sarshata added as she started to get out of the hover-car. “When she gets done, take her to the sky-bike course. I’ll make sure they keep it open.” 
 
    “And her fourth form?” 
 
    “You know, tomorrow’s a long day,” Sarshata said with a coy smile. “I’m sure she’ll fill it if her First Mate has anything to say about it. He’s a special man… a very special man by the name of Dungias.” Fonri looked at the woman who was no longer really seeing JoJo Starblazer. 
 
    “Should I say anything?” he asked, covering his devilish smile. 
 
    “If it isn’t ‘good hunting’, don’t bother,” she replied. 
 
    “Good hunting, Commander. He’s got to be something.” 
 
    “Something, something, something!” she said, throwing her leg over her sky-bike and jetting off at nearly full speed. 
 
    “Wow, someone has gone and reminded Swan she’s still a woman!” Fonri chuckled as he watched her fly away. He shook his head in sympathetic regret. “Poor guy! He probably had a future and everything!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Don’t use all-or-nothing thinking. Take each day as its own day, and don’t worry about it if you mess up one day. The most important thing you can do is just get back up on the horse. 
 
    Henry Cloud  
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    (XII) 
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4203.30) 
 
      
 
    Vyana averted her five eyes, fearful what eye contact with her Mistress might invoke. The starling entourage from the Chorus of Stars had just departed from the platform after delivering a very informative bundle of events followed by the worst news imaginable. After so long – after so much planning, potting, and waiting – it looked as if Sylundaree’s plans were beginning to implode.  
 
    The Fazerian female had been with the Malgovi woman since she came from her mother’s egg, and that was over twenty years ago. The most current scheme had been under way for at least a score of years at that point, and Sylundaree seemed pleased with the way things had been progressing.  
 
    But that was then… before the starling had spoken, detailing what had come to pass, including their attempt to destroy The Traveler Dungias. Their attempt had failed, like so many others, and Dungias had returned with the means of awakening the entire Chorus, thus taking power from Khiea and her awakened siblings who had since been purged of their tainted light. While the Fazerian had been greatly relieved to hear that the Chorus was not going to engage in a reprisal of any form on Sylundaree, the First Star Chaser had been laid too low to care. 
 
    “She demonstrated so much hope when the living machine Kiaplyx caused the spell damning the BroSohnti to an existence as the Grenbi was made to fail,” Vyana thought. “An unexpected turn to the event she was manipulating. She had always planned for Dungias to be the instrument of delivery through whom she would find the means to destroy the Mal-Vin. What Kiaplyx managed was a surprise, but it looked to have what my Mother needed to achieve her aims and at last know peace. The Traveler managed not only to save The Campus, but also the Malgovi Throne, and that was after he had all but destroyed the Savanté!” 
 
    “Z’Gunok Tel Dungias,” Sylundaree said softly as the shutters closed over the large window. The First Star Chaser did not want to look upon the stars at the moment. “This is the second occasion he has saved the Mal-Vin, and this time he was not even aware they were in danger!” The woman walked over to the closest chair and sat down, sighing. “I was there when he was born,” she recounted. “I was there when the light of the exchange nexus fired… when yet another Grenbi was going to be tasked with another separation… where it would have been forced to double itself, only to then be torn, ever so slowly, in half with the newborn cast immediately into immeasurable pain. In that moment of excruciating agony, EnerJa would become the lifelong plaything of yet another Malgovi.” 
 
    “Mistress,” Vyana said, trying to console the First Star Chaser.  
 
    “I used the last of my operatives to influence the Deku Chorus,” Sylundaree admitted. “She was about to die of old age anyway; it just seemed like the last good use for a device that was about to become utterly useless to me. To have one of the highborn Malgovi not receive his birthright… it was a notion the Stars found entertaining, they had no trouble playing with his life. They began to believe in him, and that was enough. 
 
    Sylundaree rubbed her forehead as she closed her eyes. “Yet for all of my skill, my trek-sight did not see his Vi-Prin. Danatra! Yes… Z’Gunok, now Viora, Danatra… I did not see you coming. I owe that to the Savanté though. They taught her how to hide her thoughts and she was a very fine student! She used his mind for a storage facility. A mind that was deprived one resource which then latched onto another. He was, on the most remote level, aware of each item she had stored there. He lived out the illusion she had created to its fullest, learning from the secrets she had harvested from the Savanté. 
 
    “The Savanté,” she whispered. “If they had been more stable, more focused, and at least slightly more disciplined, I could have worked with them. But their inability to read my mind would have only festered into another problem. 
 
    “And of all things to use to kill them…” she reflected. “Dungias employed their own nexus of thought as his agent of delivery!  
 
    “Yes, I have no one else to blame,” Sylundaree continued. “I allowed my opinion of the Savanté color my perception. So what if they were defeated, I asked myself. They are the Savanté. They had defeated themselves ages ago, and had been too scattered to realize they were losing power. That is, however, well beside the point. Someone without formal training in the Mental Arts not only attacked them, but he destroyed all but a few of their number; those who had been placed in deep sleep for five orbi-terms at a time. And to think, before that came to pass, I had always thought that such contingencies were simply the act of paranoia. The Sleepers are the last of the Savanté now... though they are still less than satisfactory agents for a potential partnership. 
 
    “No, I must focus on my aims here in the Rims!” Sylundaree said, opening her eyes. She summoned her Osamu and her armour formed on her body.  
 
    “Braldee,” she called, knowing her voice reached him. “We no longer need the Star Cannon. But we will need to advance our Iolite Gambit.” A burst of light came from her Osamu. “You are now receiving the most recent alterations to that plan. We will need more than access now. I leave that to you. 
 
    “And I will have to point the Renatus awakening at another measure,” she said softly, closing her eyes and focusing her thoughts. “There. That seems to be the most likely best use for the power.” 
 
    “Shall I go with you, Mother?” Vyana asked, showing her eagerness of some help. 
 
    “No, my child,” Sylundaree replied, coming to another point of realization. “No, I need you to trek the four Dungias has trained.” 
 
    “Are they not with him?” 
 
    “Dungias is in the Prism Baronies,” Sylundaree stated. “The measure I applied to his mind has been compromised. I can no longer gaze into his thoughts and he is now free to Jump-Stride. Given the handicap he was forced to endure, there is reason to believe that he will be better at the discipline than I am. The Malgovi Traveler is of more use to me as a corpse… lest he become an agent of my undoing.” 
 
    “But he does not even know–” 
 
    “You heard what was said, missing what was not said, Vyana,” Sylundaree interrupted. “The word the starling used was convene, not chorus. The former is a meeting of a few, the latter is a meeting of all able to attend. A starling was not present at the convention, and it is too great a chance that it was the same starling that dispatched Dungias on the quest to retrieve a star pod. If that is the case, it is not too great an assumption that the same starling has told Dungias about me.” 
 
    “Then he will be coming after you.” 
 
    “Not while he serves this Terran,” the First Star Chaser remarked. “And while he devotes himself to her, he will be blind to my approach. I will strike and end him quickly. You will do the same when you have found the four.” 
 
    “As you wish it, Mother!” 
 
    “Hardly, child,” Sylundaree said bitterly. “Our plans, however, are amendable so long as they lead us to the removal of the Mal-Vin! Do as I bid you. Since all the treks twisted with the Terran’s, only a few strings will need to be pulled for fate to draw foul focus on Dungias’ chosen savior of humanity. If he is truly willing to die for her, we must usher him to the task!” Sylundaree teleported to the hangar and waved her hand toward the control console in the operations office. It came to life and started the pre-flight checklist for a small, fast shuttlecraft. The doors opened in time to receive the First Star Chaser. When the ship pulled away from the docking slip, it rocketed straight up before Sylundaree engaged in the Jump-Stride, taking the ship into The Territories.  
 
    After the ship was out of sight, Vyana walked into the hangar, turning toward a larger ship; an attack shuttle, heavy with armour and weapons. She walked on board and fired up the engines. As soon as she launched, Vyana set a course for Black Gate. 
 
    “There is no record of the scout ship leaving Black Gate,” Vyana thought. “Killing them there will be simpler.” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Sylundaree sat back in the pilot’s chair, confused as to the place where she had arrived. She was in the Void, in a place where it was called such and not ‘outer space’. Her ship touched down on a platform of coherent light as three figures appeared in front of her ship. One she recognized immediately. It also happened to be the only one not wearing a hooded cloak. Sylundaree rose up from her chair and exited from the shuttle.  
 
    “Greetings, Star Chaser Sylundaree,” Danatra said as she stepped forward. “I cannot say what an honor it is to actually meet with you. A great honor and a point of concern as it has been given to me to know you seek the destruction of my home.” 
 
    “You have chosen a most peculiar place to die, child,” Sylundaree said, walking out in front of her ship.  
 
    “Why are you doing this, Vi-Prin?!” Danatra asked.  
 
    “What difference does it make? Are you saying that if you come to know my reasons and agree with them that you will assist me in my aims? I think not. You held my curiosity, but the time for talking has come and gone.” Sylundaree extended her hand toward Danatra, hurling a cosmic bolt at the younger Malgovi woman. It turned halfway in its trek and struck the hooded figure that stood to Danatra’s left. Sylundaree smiled, having felt that particular control over EnerJa before. “Nugar!” 
 
    Throwing back his hood, the Vinthur Osur glared at the woman as he absorbed her attack. “I am accustomed to engaging in more friendly banter, but your existence pains me too deeply. Excuse me as I move to relieve myself.” Nugar walked toward the woman who smirked before she engaged in the Stride. She blurred to the Master Traveler who smiled as she passed through his body. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “My pleasure, kommis!” SonBa said, pulling the cloak from his body. The First Prince and heir to the throne returned Nugar’s body to its normal density and lifted his left arm. Though slightly pressed, the small energy shield formed in time to block Sylundaree’s sword. SonBa smiled, exerting his strength, pushing Sylundaree back. She lunged to her right just in time to receive a punch from SonBa. The First Prince had learned how to wield Kinetics like most accomplished EnervationisTs. He moved faster than he should have been able to, and the coherent light gauntlet nearly broke the First Star Chaser’s jaw.  
 
    Stunned by the blow and even more rocked that she had moved right into its path, Sylundaree squatted low and SonBa’s sweeping boot struck her chin. The First Star Chaser spun to the floor made of light. SonBa quickly backed away from the woman and set himself to continue the fight. 
 
    “Impossible!” Sylundaree whispered. 
 
    “What? That you could misinterpret your trek-read?!” Danatra asked with an evil smile spreading across her face. “Did you think we would go through the trouble of arranging this meeting and then forget about what it is to fight a Traveler? We have your light,” Danatra continued, gesturing toward Nugar. “… your body,” she stated, pointing at SonBa. “… and your mind!” Danatra brought her hands to her chest. “And you were wrong about something else. Your reasons do matter to me. The last Traveler who sought to tell me the truth revealed a very great crime our people had perpetuated. I would like to think you are of the same starlight as him.” 
 
    “Once I am done with you, I will go and kill him,” Sylundaree promised. “Then the two of you can be of the same starlight!” The panel of light Sylundaree was lying on folded, clapping together with her body trapped inside. Sylundaree was struck unconsciousness and collapsed to the floor as Berylon took form, straddling over her body with his pole-arm ready to make the last necessary strike. 
 
    “Hold!” Nugar commanded. 
 
    “She hunts the Master,” Berylon argued. 
 
    “Kill her in this fashion she will be restored by the Stars!” Nugar explained. “… and per chance even stronger. I believe that is why she pressed to engage us in this manner. Travelers like to have as many contingency plans as possible. We are a clever bunch. We spend most of our lives learning from the mistakes we watch others make.”  
 
    “But everyone here serves my Vu-Prin in one fashion or another,” SonBa declared. “What are we to do with this creature?!” 
 
    “Creature?” Nugar questioned. “Take heart, good Prince, and be at ease. If nothing else, whatever mischief she was about to stir up has been interrupted... if not delayed. Dungi’s revelation was an ugly truth. Do not let your anger at the Fathers drive you to the point of losing reason and vision.” 
 
    “There are many reasons why you are an Osur, good Nugar,” SonBa declared, allowing his anger to diminish. “What do you suggest we do with her?” 
 
    “We must first thank our ally in this endeavor,” Nugar said, turning to bow to Eesa who was stepping out from behind Sylundaree’s ship. “Though this is hardly the demeanor of a starling.” 
 
    “The Star Chaser completed a tremendous quest for me,” Eesa replied. “The cost to him was severe, but he did not wish to take the reward we were prepared to give him. When the subject of the reward was put to Alpha, it was suggested we address the matter of the First Star Chaser. I am simply seeing to a boon well-earned.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nugar smiled, surrendering his point. “How silly of me to assume otherwise. But your point gives me an idea as to what we can do with her. If you will excuse us, my lady.” 
 
    “Of course,” Eesa said, ascending and becoming light. “Farewell!” 
 
    The moment she was out of sight and beyond Nugar’s ability to sense her, the Vinthur Master Traveler turned and looked at Berylon. Nodding at the Osur, the entity of living light called for his maidens who created a door to take the platform to The Campus.  
 
    “Beta-Alphexeous,” Danatra called out. 
 
    “Mistress,” the Soul-Fighter said as he appeared. 
 
    “I need this woman secured in the least comfortable assemblage at your disposal,” she commanded. 
 
    “Danatra!” Nugar scolded. 
 
    “Osur, how can you be merciful to her?!” Danatra barked, glaring at the man. 
 
    “Because I do not yet know enough to be relentless,” he replied. “Or do you think that the treatment of the BroSohnti is the worst our people have done? This is the First Star Chaser! She was and still is trusted by the Stars! Until I know why she hates her home, I can find many reasons for mercy.” He could see great anger in her eyes, and in a way that comforted the Osur. The love between older Vi-Prin and younger Vu-Prin was only growing. He would see it become something even greater. 
 
    “Fine,” Danatra huffed. “Have Arrjeeh read this woman. I want to know why she hates–”  
 
    “Let me save you a step,” Beta-Alphexeous asserted. “This woman made a vow to destroy the Mal-Vin long before my master mold even came to the K’Dalkian System.” “Her hatred of your people was her motivation to becoming a Traveler. She was the one who found the crystal that enabled The Bridge.” 
 
    “The bridge!” Nugar whispered, looking at the unconscious Malgovi and backing away from her. 
 
    “What bridge?” Danatra asked. 
 
    “The Stel-Bridge. What you use to commune with the Stars,” the Soul-Fighter explained. “Cutting to the chase, you call her Sylundaree, but that’s not her name… not her birth name.”  
 
    “Tolandria,” Nugar whispered, causing the eyes of the Prince and the Mistress of The Campus to widen in shock. The latter was too awestruck to move, but the former backed away three strides before he stopped. “She is the one who defied the Unwritten Law. She loved a Vinthur man and gave birth to his child! Yes, I think she has quite a bit of anger to resolve!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “You would think, after four days, someone would have cleaned this mess up,” Nyrvann commented as he entered the chamber.  
 
    “Show some respect, Dreadnaught,” the Regalion commanded before he lowered his head, closed his eyes, and bowed to the gods of the Empire. He was not a deeply religious man, but there was an essence to this place… and he still held the memories of a boy whose introduction to deities had been anything but harmonious.  
 
    “This is a place of the gods,” Ribbisadia added, stepping to the right of the Regalion carrying the Imperial banner. 
 
    Nyrvann snorted before speaking. “Then perhaps, little woman, it should appear as such.” 
 
    “Have an understanding ear, good Shield-Arm,” Illyana suggested as she circled around the perimeter. “The Dreadnaught must approach this chamber in that fashion. As an Imperial Champion, he is ever on guard of the Throne. While there is no visible threat to the royal personage, he must also contend with his fears. Such remarks are Ironsyde’s way of defending his heart from the grip of fear.” 
 
    “Wise is the Lady Towermunn,” Nyrvann declared. “I hope she is as understanding when I demonstrate a more preferred methodology!” 
 
    “Can it be that what caused the noted argumentation amongst the practitioners of faith still lingers in this room?” G’Dalior Primuson asked rhetorically. “This holy place has been desecrated by the filth of MoGo!” 
 
    With only the sounds of their strides to break the silence, the Regalion approached the center of the room. Coming around one of the lighting crystals, he could see a cloaked figure kicking over a pile of ash and debris before spitting onto a rock. 
 
    “There has been a desecration, to be sure,” the figure spoke without turning to face the Imperial Prince. “But I’m not sure it was demons.” 
 
    “Hold that ground,” Ribbisadia commanded as she stepped in front of G’Dalior. “State your name and your reason for being here!” 
 
    “Or what?” the figure asked, standing up straight up. It was easy to see that they had their hands on their hips, the way their elbows poked out from the sides. Nyrvann’s eyes squinted as he looked at the figure as Illyana turned her left shoulder toward it, bending slightly at her knees. 
 
    “Uh oh,” the Chevalierra muttered as she locked her mind on her ThoughtWill threshold. 
 
    “Or you will have to contend with one who challenges your authority to spit upon these grounds!” Ribbisadia proclaimed. Until he had heard her words, G’Dalior had been ready to counsel his friend and Shield-Arm about diplomacy. These were sacred grounds, and even in their current condition they were above being used as a spittoon. 
 
    “Think yourself in a position to judge my worthiness, do you?” the figure questioned before chuckling. A gloved hand emerge from in front of the figure. It was black, lined decoratively in gold, and gem-studded down the forearm. “Judge my spittle first!” The figure spat a second time, and in both places, the saliva mixed with the debris turning white and bursting up from the ground in columns of sparking liquid. Each geyser fell, forming into two man-shaped figures which towered well over two meters in height. Both figures wielded a pair of maces that should have required two hands to wield properly. The figures fanfared the maces as if they were wielding batons and two points of light formed in their faces – serving as their eyes. 
 
    “Stay behind me, Your Majesty,” Ribbisadia cried as she set down the banner and pushed it to glide on a cushion of anti-gravity until it reached the wall. Reaching to her back and hip, Ribbisadia readied her shield and drew her sword. 
 
    “Did you say ‘Your Majesty’?” the figure inquired, looking to its right shoulder. Nyrvann groaned in disgust as he moved to stand in front of the Shield-Arm. “Well, in that case, we shouldn’t be using dirt and debris. A royal personage deserves the very finest!” The figure went to clap his hands together, but a fragment of debris flew between his hands at the last moment. The fragment shattered from the clapping, but the figure was stunned, staggering to the left.  
 
    “Get to the cloaked one!” Dreadnaught Ironsyde ordered as he charged the two debris elementals. “I will delay these conjurations!” In mid-stride, Nyrvann leaned forward as he jumped and cartwheeled over a low-swung mace. He landed on his feet and ducked under the mace of his second opponent. He then lunged forward, punching into and through the chest of the elemental. Where his gauntlet met the wet dust, dirt and debris, Nyrvann added a portion of pure energy. His left fist smacked against the creature, his energy burst blew out through its back. Nyrvann landed, surrounding his right hand with Force Energy as he turned and punched the descending mace to where it struck the floor just beside him. Lunging forward again, Nyrvann put his foot to the stalk of the mace and jumped, driving his knees through the face of the elemental. It dispersed before its back could reach the ground. 
 
    The crystal elemental had already formed and charged toward the Prince, only to be intercepted by Illyana. The thrust of the glass war spear was deflected by her En-Blade. In a blur of fluid motion, the elemental hissed, swinging at Illyana seven times. Each attack was parried or beat away from the body. 
 
    “Stop this farce!” Illyana cried, guiding the head of the war spear away from its intended target: her head, cutting through the stalk and both arms of the creature with her next move. 
 
    “More commands?” the figure commented, slowly turning to face G’Dalior and his party.  
 
    “Not you, my Lord” Illyana clarified, leveling her hand at Ribbisadia who was not braced for an attack on her mind. She lost her grip on her weapons as she cried out in pain. “Apologize before I melt what passes for your brain!” 
 
    “Lady Towermunn!” G’Dalior cried. 
 
    “Your Majesty, might I remind you that these grounds were built and are forever maintained by the Deistic Deputation,” Illyana remarked, turning to face G’Dalior. “There is no physical path to this place, and one who is not somehow aligned to the Deputation could not breach its wall without guardians being summoned. We may not know this entity’s name, but it stands alone in this chamber. Should we not err on the side of courtesy?! 
 
    “And no, Shield-Arm,” Illyana said in a softer tone. “My looking away from you does not mean, in any way, that my grasp on your mind has lessened.” Ribbisadia cried out in anguish as she finally fell to her knees. “Well, at least you have assumed the proper position.” 
 
    “That… will be… ENOUGH!” G’Dalior barked as his eyes twinkled with a light indicative of his grasp with his threshold. Illyana lowered her head and bowed, releasing Ribbisadia. Stepping so that he stood between the two women, G’Dalior put his eyes on the figure that was not facing him. The moment he saw the girdle and necklace of the entity, the Regalion quickly lowered his head and bowed toward the son of the God of Light, Sontarr. “Keeper of the Light, a thousand pardons, my Master. We did not know– we have come to investigate the incident that occurred at the last gathering of the Convocation of the Church.” 
 
    A smile formed across the face of the brown-skinned entity endowed with a youthful yet incredibly handsome appearance. “Then we are here researching the same incident,” Sontarr replied as he slowly approached Ribbisadia. “My father, Tarranos, seeks answers to that event as well as the identity of the one who cannot be seen.” 
 
    “Forgive us if we have– ” 
 
    “This place is just as much yours as it is of the gods, Regalion of Primus,” Sontarr declared, placing his hand under the chin of the Shield-Arm. The light that naturally came from the Keeper of the Ingot flowed over Ribbisadia’s body, instantly healing her of the debilitating pain leveled onto her psyche by the Grandmaster Chevalierra. But before she could smile to signify her relief, his light burned into her skin and she screamed louder than most in the room had ever heard coming from a mortal soul. “But I never did receive my apology, wench!” G’Dalior moved but Illyana moved faster, keeping him from the young god. Sontarr smiled at the display of emotion and hurled Ribbisadia toward the Imperial Banner. He possessed the strength to make the throw, but only gray ash fell around the silk flag and platinum pole as the chamber once again fell silent. 
 
    “RIBBI!” G’Dalior cried as Illyana held her position and kept him from gaining another inch toward the young master of the Etasian Pantheon. 
 
    “You may resume your investigation,” Sontarr proclaimed as he turned and walked out of the chamber. He hummed a familiar tune, completely ignoring the cries of G’Dalior. When it seemed that he was unable to compose himself, Illyana applied her talents to his mind and rendered him unconscious. 
 
    “Is that why you hit her so hard?” Nyrvann asked. “Because you knew that little godling was going to demand something of notable power?” 
 
    “No, because I believed he would move to out-do me,” Illyana replied, allowing G’Dalior to fall to the floor. “ I nearly drove her insane. He would either take her all the way or destroy her.” 
 
    “Damn,” the Dreadnaught chuckled. “Then why did you hold the Prince back?” 
 
    “And run the risk of angering the Emperor?” Illyana stated. “No, there are clearer paths available to us. Besides, I have just made it to where the Regalion will be less inclined to be found in the company of either of us until he has grieved over the loss of a good friend and sister-at-arms.” 
 
    “And you designs on being invited to his bed?” 
 
    “I did more to him than render him unconscious, Brother,” Illyana laughed as she started for the doors. Telekinesis took hold of the body of the Regalion and he floated on air behind the Chevalierra as Nyrvann collected the flag.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Nearly all the best things that came to me in life have been unexpected, unplanned by me. 
 
    Carl Sandburg 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.29) 
 
      
 
    The tall, slender, redheaded woman giggled as Michael Ress took his time nuzzling her neck.  
 
    Their bodies lay intertwined with one another in the middle of the rather large sofa; the light from the fire danced over her nearly bronzed mocha complexion and his pale skin. The last of her robe clung to her shoulders; she moaned at the delight of his touch. His hand moved up slowly from her waist, across her stomach, and up the center of her chest to her chin so that he could lift her lips up closer to his. She kissed him passionately; his hand moved around her face to the back of her head. He pressed his lips harder against hers and she caressed his chest as her hand moved down to his crotch. It was clear to Teoda that he was aroused, but she wanted to delight him further with a tender, massaging grasp. His moan signaled that her touch was something he wanted more of. She turned so that she could face him and the door buzzer sounded. Their lips parted and his forehead rested against her chin. 
 
    “I am an officer,” Ress said softly. “I can kill whoever is at the door and order someone else to take responsibility.” Teoda giggled, shaking her head. 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to do that. Go and see what it is; I’ll keep your place warm.” 
 
    “You had better,” Ress said getting up. He took the sheet that had been used in their last sexual engagement and covered Teoda with it. “Perhaps we should move this to the bedroom as well. 
 
    “There’s no fireplace in your bedroom,” she countered. Ress only smiled at the woman, donning and cinching his robe as he approached the front door. 
 
    “Enter!” he called, hand-combing back his long black hair. 
 
    “Sir!” a member of Watch Guard walked into the suite carrying a data-pad. He held the device away from his body and toward his superior, taking only a moment to see the nearly naked woman on the sofa. “Sir, we have a ship sighting.” Ress looked over his left shoulder to see that most of the sheet was on the floor and her left leg was completely uncovered. His nostrils flared before he returned his attention to the pad. He stepped slightly to his left as he sighed in frustration. He started tapping commands into the pad. 
 
    “A sighting of a ship beyond the boundary marker?!” Ress asked, clearly agitated at the interruption of his personal event. “Is that all you have?” 
 
    “Sir, we’re not able to confirm the ship, but–” 
 
    “Wait! Stop! Did you just say you don’t even have signal confirmation?!” The soldier stammered but Ress spoke again. “Shut up!” He entered more commands into the pad as he shook his head. “You know, I knew when I was brought here… that I was going to deal with certain levels of incompetence… but this exceeds my worst fears. 
 
    “It seems that an example must be made,” Ress concluded. “Give me your sidearm!” 
 
    “Sir?” the soldier asked before he was slapped hard across the face. 
 
    “You want to act like you didn’t hear me again?” Ress asked. “Hmmm? Do it and do it now!” The young soldier pressed his lips together as he breathed hard, drawing his weapon and handing it over to his superior who examined the device. 
 
    “Damn, it has a stun setting,” Ress remarked, adjusting the power level of the gun. “Oh well, I guess you will be waking up. What grade is your armour, soldier?” Again the young man stammered and Ress’ eyebrows lifted. “You don’t know?! 
 
    “Dear, you may not want to witness this,” Ress sighed, looking back at Teoda who gasped before slowly turning her head away. “These stun settings play havoc with the nervous system of the target. Victims have a tendency to drool or piss themselves when the necessary amperage is exceeded. 
 
    “For example,” Ress said as he turned and fired on the woman. His thumb pressed a command on the data-pad at the same time, and the soldier jumped as he heard weapons fire outside the window in the distance. “Did you come alone, Troop?” 
 
    “No sir!” the soldier replied as Ress fired a second shot. “I’m here with another.” 
 
    Ress nodded in approval. “Soldier, get in here! 
 
    “Note how she has yet to make a sound,” Ress stated, firing a third blast. “She’s all but naked, the capacitors must be sub-dermal.” The second soldier came into the room and came to attention.  
 
    “Draw your sidearm, set for maximum stun, and fire on this woman!” Ress ordered as he fired again. Teoda looked up at him and there was no softness in her yellowish-green eyes; just an anger at having been outdone. The stunner had not fully overwhelmed her, but it had made it to where it was difficult to move. Ress fired again as the soldier also took a shot and missed. Ress dropped the data pad, stepped to his left, snatched the gun from the second soldier, and started firing with both weapons.  
 
    Two points of light, one in either forearm, began to shine brightly enough to be seen through her flawless skin and Ress smirked. “There we are,” he said softly, firing both weapons once more. Teoda screamed in pain as her back arched up off the sofa before her body collapsed. Tossing the depleted pistol at the first soldier, Ress fired once more and the woman screamed in rage, pain, and frustration at the struggle her body and implants had failed to win. 
 
    “Of course, if you’re with the Field Marshal, you’re not some run-of-the-mill operative,” Ress said, picking up the pad. “You’d be trained… well-trained… and the three of us would have been easy prey had we been stupid enough to get close before you were subdued.” 
 
    Ress looked back at the second soldier and smirked. “Since you can’t hit a prone target at less than ten meters, you get to go over there and punch her in the crotch!” 
 
    “Move!” the first soldier barked and Ress looked at the young man. 
 
    “Afraid I was going to slap him too?” Ress asked. 
 
    “To be honest, sir, I didn’t know what you would do,” the soldier replied. “I just know I didn’t want to see it happen.” 
 
    “What’s your name, soldier?” Ress inquired as he could hear Teoda being struck. She coughed and rolled to the floor. 
 
    “Habrym,” the young man stated. “Private Eostun Habrym, sir.” 
 
    “Eostun?” Ress repeated, turning to face Teoda. “Parents are the hopeful sort, eh? From what I’ve seen, they are well within their rights. You’re young and not ready for this sort of work, but your engines aren’t cold. You’re ready to engage, you just don’t know how. Would you care to learn?” 
 
    “Yes sir!” Eostun answered quickly. 
 
    “I met this woman tonight,” Ress stated. “Library full of people… and this walks up to me. Stars are in the sky for a reason, son. Do I look like I could net this?” 
 
    “No sir,” Eostun said after some hesitation. 
 
    “You, over there, bind her,” Ress ordered. “And set the restraints at maximum yield.” Ress looked back at the young soldier. “Damn right I couldn’t. But I am the new Intelligence Officer, aren’t I? Not stationed here long enough to necessarily know the lay of the land… low-hanging fruit. 
 
    “Take her in, but not to the main base,” Ress said, handing the weapon to Private Habrym and walking to get his clothes. “No need to import our troubles. Take her to the local constabulary instead, lock it down on all levels, and put her in their best cell. Then I need you to order an interrogation. Robots!” Ress stressed as he started dressing. “I don’t want any soft eyes in the room. 
 
    “And in case you are wondering, the name of the ship in the report is the Harbinger. It is a battleship under the command of Folisia Blejjer, a Darkbred woman who prides herself on being effective at laying targets low. She is often the Point Man for the Field Marshal. If we can see her ship, there are five to ten gunships we can’t see. After you secure the woman, I will need the Baronial Fleet put on alert. Send word to our liaison at Black Gate and then come and find me. I will be at the Governor’s Palace.” 
 
    “At this time in the evening?” Eostun asked, looking at his brace-com. 
 
    Ress let out a single burst of laughter and smiled, looking at his new protégé. “Don’t ever say I never did you any favors. I can just imagine the very first question he’s going to ask me.”  
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “Would you care for another glass of wine?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Jocasta said, grabbing her glass and holding it up. Her head was still wet from the shower, but she liked the feel of the gray silk gown against her skin. She looked up into Dungias’ gold eyes as he poured. “You must be some kind of pleased with yourself.” 
 
    “Captain?” Dungias returned, setting down the nearly empty bottle. It was not the drink of his homeworld, but it was one of the finer wines he had sampled during his time in the Rims. 
 
    “You,” she said, pointing at her First Mate. “You swoop in to rescue the damsel in distress.” 
 
    “You are hardly a–” 
 
    “I am what I am, Z,” she interrupted. “It’s a damn cycle. Top of the month, I rescue you. Bottom of the month, you rescue me. Given my choices for a potential deliverer, I can live with that. I just wish my rescues were as clean as yours.”  
 
    “You have yet to read my report, Captain,” Dungias returned. 
 
    “Did you lose any of the crew on your run?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “I did not lose anyone.” 
 
    “Great! Another mouth to feed and a cleaner rescue.” Jocasta forced a smile as she held up her glass. “But that’s not a reason to stop our sendoff party. Because unless you have another miracle in your cosmic stick, I’m done. Who the hell puts star-fighters and spaceships in the same category?”  
 
    “The same person placing sky-vehicles in the same form slot as hovercrafts,” Dungias answered. 
 
    “Agreed. Oh, speaking of surprises, I forgot to share something with you,” Jocasta said, looking at her brace-com on the table across the room. She sighed and let her head collapse to the sofa. “Satithe, access my logs and share the scans I made tonight.” 
 
    As Jocasta put her feet up, she drank her wine and looked around the room. She was going to miss these surroundings, but her mind quickly went into how she was going to address the matter with the Field Marshal. Cut and run seemed like a good approach, but she frowned at the idea of leaving yet another enemy in her wake that could initiate what she now called the Sylgarr Effect.  
 
    “Most interesting,” Dungias muttered, looking at the logs regarding a very powerful source of directed ThoughtWill that he had not detected. It was indicative of an incredibly specialized delivery system, as the readings did not show Fonri Banomoore as one who possessed a guarded mind. “And you were moved to make these scans because of how well Shuriken piloted the hover-car?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Fonri.” 
 
    “Oh… him. Yeah. That thing seemed to find a whole new gear all on its own.”  
 
    “No, Captain, not seemed,” Dungias said, reviewing the information aside from the scans that were made. “That make of hovercraft cannot normally attain the speed you experienced.  
 
    “This reminds me of the N’Yon,” Dungias thought, recalling one of his side-treks during his voyage from the Deku System. “Though for them it was acquired skill, not an assisted ability. Still, their transit-lines lay between the Rims and the Deku System… the very path the Founders took. If memory serves, the N’Yon were in greater numbers thousands of years ago, before the Varsariquian Hordes.” 
 
    “What are you trying to tell me, Z?”  
 
    “At this moment, I cannot say,” Dungias replied. “How open are you to using a loophole?” 
 
    “That’s what’s made when I make a loop,” Jocasta replied, finding reason to sit up.  
 
    “Then perhaps we should investigate this energy source you found,” Dungias suggested. 
 
    “Uh, Z, you do remember that the trials are over tomorrow, right?” 
 
    “And do you remember how quickly measures of ThoughtWill can be exchanged?” Dungias inquired. “An entire age can be viewed in the blinking of eye!” Dungias got up from his seat and walked toward the large living room area. Alpha moved the furniture to give him more floor space, and Dungias took a seat in the center of the room. Jocasta got up from her seat and walked to the edge of the room. 
 
    “Happy hunting,” she said before taking a healthy sip of her wine. 
 
    It did not take Dungias long to focus thoughts; maintaining his awareness of the world around him, but removing it from the view of his consciousness. His body came up from the floor as Alpha started to float above his lap. 
 
    “Show off,” Jocasta said before she closed her eyes, sensing an increase of ThoughtWill moving through her First Mate and the room. “Or not. Whoa!” 
 
    Knowing the direction and distance of the dedicated source, Dungias was able to direct his thoughts in his search for the source of the ThoughtWill Jocasta had scanned. 
 
    “Greetings, Traveler,” a voice projected. The source of the energy signature was not hiding from detection, because it had no fear of being found. The sentience reached out for Dungias and the two made contact with one another. As the Traveler had mentioned, both minds engaged in an exchange of information inside an instant and Dungias felt at ease in the embrace of the intelligence that had come to greet him. 
 
    Outside his body, however, the reception was not so harmonious. At least not according to the itch Jocasta felt on the back of her neck. She looked in the direction where her weapons were: her bedroom. She turned, diving for a chair at her dining room table where her coat and cane were around the back and against the side respectively. She landed on a floor of solid rock. She had missed her cane but had hold of her coat. Her brace-com rolled to a stop in front of her face and she grabbed it as she put it on.  
 
    “Z, might want to wake up, baby,” Jocasta said, looking around the cavernous chamber that had no doors. “I think we just got pinched.” Dungias’ eyes opened as he lowered his feet to the ground. 
 
    “Fuck me running!” she thought, quickly donning her coat. “Just the coat and bracer. Beats a blank, but not by much. Need to work it in to where I do all my whogee-poogee shit with my best weapon across my lap!” 
 
    “Envy does not become you,” Dungias commented as he took in whiff of air. Scents, in great numbers and very potent. 
 
    “And mind-reading is a prick move,” Jocasta argued. 
 
    “If anything, I was eye-reading,” Dungias said as he twirled his Osamu. “Your retort, however, confirms my suspicions. 
 
    “And that is MannA,” Dungias thought as he looked over to one side of the room. 
 
    “Confirmation is a task we share, alien,” a voice declared as a man appeared. He was slightly above the ground when he entered the area, but landed with no trouble. He was dark-haired, his eyes were aglow with red light and not at all Terran. He was joined by three more glowing-eyed men. “Now it is our turn to confirm you and your business.” Jocasta gave a wolf-whistle.  
 
    “Man, if you gotta be taken, let it be at the hands of a bunch of fine-ass, half-naked hunks wearing silk capes!” Jocasta exclaimed as she looked at the men. “Brunette, blonde, bald… and brunette again. Okay, you missed redhead, but then again, you probably didn’t know we were coming. Gods know I didn’t,” she muttered as she continued to get the measure of each man.  
 
    “What were you doing with the Eye?” the first man who appeared asked again in a louder voice. Jocasta started to speak when Dungias lifted his hand. 
 
    “It is difficult to be honest with those who openly engage in dishonest practices,” Dungias stated.  
 
    “You think you are in a position to bargain here?!” 
 
    “We are all in one sort of position or another,” Dungias returned. 
 
    “The word ‘doggie’ comes to mind,” Jocasta added, growling at the bald man.  
 
    “You ask a question, assuming that we recognize your unspoken and undeclared authority,” Dungias said. 
 
    “Then perhaps we should make a few clarifications,” the man hissed before lunging forward. Dungias lifted his arms into the wrists of his attacker, moving them to the outside of his body. Leaning forward, Dungias’ forehead struck the middle of the man’s face. Dungias had hit softer walls, and both combatants staggered back from the exchange. 
 
    “That’s not a good sign,” Jocasta whispered as the bald man, who stood the closest to her, swung for her face. She ducked the attack and kicked up into the man’s stomach. He barely budged and the instep of Jocasta’s foot burned from the impact. She hobbled back as her opponent smiled. 
 
    “This is some serious Kot! Real hard bodies!” 
 
    “And you are quite soft, aren’t you?” the bald brown man spoke in a voice much deeper than the leader of the foursome, and Jocasta moaned. 
 
    “Okay, serious business,” Jocasta notified. “You guys win this fight and none of you take advantage of me, all I can say is that there’ll be nothing but disappointment on this end. Thought you should know.” 
 
    “Noted,” the large man said, reaching again for Jocasta. Jocasta caught his wrist and spun around, twisting and pulling. The smile on the man’s face faded as he was thrown to his back. 
 
    “Of course, handsome, you do have to win the fight,” Jocasta said, tilting her head and adjusting her coat. She smiled, feeling the injector daggers, housed in scabbards on the back, were still there. 
 
      
 
    Dungias recovered from the head-to-face collision first, feeling the approach of the remaining two men. He lunged toward the stunned man and a gravity field formed around his hand as he thrust his palm into the man’s face. The dark-haired man’s head snapped back and Dungias dropped down, sweeping the feet of all three men. Finishing his spin, Dungias threw Alpha, striking the bald man in the back as he was trying to get up. Alpha bounced off his back, trailing a thin light of a soft blue color.  
 
    “Nice meeting you,” Jocasta said, waving at the man.  
 
    The Traveler caught his Osamu and pulled hard, snatching the bald man from the ground. He flew across the chamber, striking two of the three downed men. Only the first speaker was missed and he got up to his feet, summoning and hurling a spear at Dungias. The Star Chaser lunged toward the weapon and spun, catching it while tossing Alpha over to Jocasta. 
 
    “Behind you,” Dungias whispered as he swung the wooden end of the spear into the man’s jaw. 
 
    “Gotcha,” Jocasta said as she caught Alpha. She crouched down and leaned to her right, swinging Alpha up and over her left shoulder. A clawing hand passed over her before she struck the face of a female. “You gotta watch those surprise attacks, sweetie,” Jocasta said as she stood up, landing a sweeping back hand swing to the woman’s face. Her opponent was spun around, but she did not fall.  
 
    “Because you never know who’s going to be surprised, right?!” the woman asked as she turned and moved at a blur, placing an iron grip on Alpha. 
 
    “Baby, you have no idea!” Jocasta replied, slashing the woman’s forearm with her dagger. Sparks fired from the blade, surprising both women. The woman released Alpha, grabbing her forearm. 
 
    “You hurt me!” the brown-haired woman hissed. Jocasta smiled, swinging Alpha into the woman’s face, knocking her to the ground. 
 
    “I have never seen this make of weapon before,” Dungias thought as he swept the planted leg of the blonde man, putting him back down on the ground.  
 
    “Light of the Stars!” Dungias gasped as the bald man leapt from a prone position just by pushing off from the ground with his hand. He traveled at a speed that made him hard to see. Dungias moved at a blur to sidestep the attack, and, using the spear, he carried the man into the wall, clubbing him across the temple before he had an opportunity to reach the ground. 
 
    “Switch!” Jocasta yelled, tossing Alpha blindly over her shoulder. She felt for and caught the spear, feeling a strong gust of wind behind her. 
 
    “Now what is this little thing,” a second female said as she landed on the far side of the room, holding on to Alpha. She had on as few clothes as the others, but the headband she wore was jeweled and sat upon her head like a sort of crown. 
 
    “That is my construct, creature,” Dungias said as he lifted his hand. Alpha made an attempt to fly to its master, but the woman was too strong. 
 
    “I think I want to keep it,” the woman said as her red eyes turned black. 
 
    “Alpha, you are free to make your point,” Dungias said calmly, despite the amount of MannA he could feel approaching the many thresholds in the room. The woman flashed white as electricity coursed through and around her body. The current ran throughout the room, around Dungias and Jocasta, and into every other assailant. When Alpha finally ceased his attack, the woman fell to her hands and knees. Her crown came away from her head and rolled along the ground. 
 
    “That was a nice move, blue man,” Jocasta said as she started to smile. Her face broke into a twisted frown as she twirled and threw the spear. It sailed over Dungias’ head, lodging into flesh that only became visible as the spearhead pierced it. A brown and black hominoid form with leathery wings fell to the ground. The spear protruded from its back as black, sparkling blood fell to the ground, hissing against the stone like acid. 
 
    “That was a better move, my Captain,” Dungias said, nodding at Jocasta. She returned the nod, drawing her second dagger from the back of her coat.  
 
    “Was wondering when I’d get the chance to use these bad boys. Half-naked and without my weapons is as good a time as any.” 
 
    “They took a life!” the formerly-crowned woman screamed. “We need not keep the veil! Breathe my brothers!” 
 
    Jocasta took a look at the winged man gasping what looked to be his last breaths and her eyes flared wide. “Z! Here!” she commanded, taking off her coat. Jumping up to the side of the wall and bounding over the recovering bodies, Dungias landed behind Jocasta as she held up her coat. “Do what you can with it!” 
 
    “You have some sort of instinct about this?” Dungias asked, touching Alpha to the inside of the coat and using gravity to augment the armour. He knelt down and leaned back into the cave wall. Jocasta put her knee on top of his and tried to fold her body into his. 
 
    “Gods know I hope I’m wrong,” Jocasta muttered just before the first of their opponents opened their mouths and breathed out fire. “Kot, why can’t I be wrong?!” 
 
    “Master, if I may suggest,” Alpha projected as a door along its body opened, revealing a button. 
 
    “By all means,” Dungias replied, recognizing the button and pressing it. He took hold of Jocasta as both bodies phased through the floor. Suddenly, there was nothing but air and they fell through it – out of darkness, into darkness. 
 
     “He’s going to have so many kids!” Jocasta thought, noticing she now wore a bodysuit of armour. 
 
    “If I can sense her room at Sky Stone, or even the ship,” Dungias thought as he stretched out with his feelings. He did not know where they were, but he could not see beyond the walls, and risking a blind Jump-Stride while they were moving was too great a risk. 
 
    “Lean into me!” Jocasta yelled. Her First Mate did not hesitate to respond. A large body passed by them and the song of steel passed just over Dungias’ head. “Now’s not the time to drift, baby. I need you here!” 
 
    Using what he had gained from so many lessons taught at The Campus, Dungias handed his Osamu to Jocasta, called for his cloak, and placed Jocasta on his back. With his Osamu making her weightless, Dungias started gliding. “Guide me.” 
 
    “Dive!” she commanded and Dungias threw his head forward, focusing his attention on his Chi and the wind currents. He quickly found out the latter was easier to find and he increased his speed. Two bodies crisscrossed over their heads, scoring a few strands of Jocasta’s hair as they continued to fall. 
 
    “Quick left!” Dungias engaged the techniques of the Pax’Dulah and pushed Chi from his body. His turn was sharp and abrupt, avoiding another attack. “Ah, the hell with this!” Jocasta said, placing Alpha on Dungias’ back and jumping off. She landed on the back of a creature that could have only been called… a Dragon! Her blades pierced his skin just inside his shoulder joints. 
 
    “Now if you can handle acid inside your body, keep messing with me!” 
 
    “You have one of ours, we have one of yours!” a gargled voice cried out as a blurring body took hold of Dungias, receiving a kick to the eye for its troubles. Losing its vision for a moment, the creature did not notice when Dungias took hold of the clawed hand that had taken hold of him. Striking the joints and twisting, Dungias fell free of the creatures grip, landing on the back of another dragon.  
 
    “HOLD!” a female voice commanded. “Stop this needless conflict. I will not lose any more of my children to such foolishness! Stop I say! Escort these humans to me.” The Dragon Dungias was standing on top of slowed down and looked back at the Traveler.               
 
    “Will you come along, human?” 
 
    “I am not human,” Dungias replied as he looked up. “And like you, I answer to someone else. Captain!” 
 
    “I’m good, Z!” Jocasta called, waving down at her First Mate. “We didn’t come here to fight, so I say let’s see where this takes us. Besides, did you hear that sexy-ass voice?!” Dungias closed his eyes, shaking his head in disbelief. “I just gotta see if there’s a set of curves that go with that bedroom growl!”  
 
    “You may proceed,” the Traveler said as he sat down on the back of the Dragon and verified Alpha’s status as the Osamu was sheathed. The contact with the tiara-wearing female had been most helpful, and somewhat intimidating. Their attackers had been Dragons… but they had been very young; fledglings actually… less than two years of age. Dungias marveled at the memories of lessons the female had received and breathed deeply, reaffirming that he too still had a great deal to learn. 
 
    The two of them were flown through a network of caves that eventually opened out into a chamber that the Xara-Mansura could have called a comfortable home. Dungias looked over at Jocasta who was lying on her back and eating something, deeply engaged in a conversation with the Dragon upon which she rode. 
 
    “We are here, Grandmother Queen,” several of the creatures reported. 
 
    “Manners, my fledglings,” the voice called out. “We have guests about!” 
 
    “I must put you down now, JoJo,” the Dragon said softly. 
 
    “No problem, Cloudscar,” Jocasta said as she slid down the creature’s back, causing him to giggle. “Whoops, sorry.” 
 
    “It was not offensive,” he quickly replied before stepping back from Jocasta. Dungias jumped off the back of his Dragon before it could reach the ground and it thanked him for the early departure. As the Traveler made his way over to his Captain, the young Dragons lifted their heads and spat small fireballs that traveled a meter before they fell back onto those that had spat them. The burst of flames triggered a spell and as the fire quickly burned itself out, the Dragons were once again in Terran form. 
 
    “Dammit to every hell,” Jocasta cursed. “Does everybody get dressed faster than me?!” 
 
    “There are thirty-seven,” Dungias stated as he walked to stand behind Jocasta. “That is three short of the forty that make up this brood, the fifth brood of this particular Queen.” 
 
    “Three?” Jocasta inquired. “Did we–” 
 
    “No, JoJo Starblazer, you did not kill them,” the voice spoke again, but without the echo as a slender form came away from the back of the chamber. Her hair was golden blonde, full of body, and it reached the knees of a statuesque frame that was both tall and toned. Fiery orange eyes looked on Jocasta who coughed at the sight of the woman. “I am Gexxur-Hahni Gemsoul, Brood Queen and Mistress of this fortification.” 
 
    “Good gods, she’s an amazon!” Jocasta muttered. 
 
    “You did not even kill the one you speared, though it may be a moon before he will fly again. And no, Captain, I am not an amazon.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s your book,” Jocasta remarked as she stepped forward. “Listen, I would apologize about your boy, except that he was trying to kill one of mine,” Jocasta explained. “My best, actually. We detected an unknown source of ThoughtWill energy. When we tried to investigate the source of our readings–” 
 
    “You were brought here,” Gexxur-Hahni finished, cutting a very angry glare over to the Dragon JoJo and Dungias had first encountered. “On whose authority did you act, Blackwynd?” The dark-haired man looked around before looking down in shame. 
 
    “My Sister-Princess, Gexxur-Indaysi,” he said softly. 
 
    “The one who had a hold of Alpha,” Dungias thought. “And this is not the first time she has abused her authority. Most interesting.” 
 
    One approached Jocasta, carrying her coat. It did not look any worse for wear. “My Lady,” he said. 
 
    “Cloudscar?” she called as she received the coat and quickly put it on. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady,” he replied, flashing a genuine smile. 
 
    “Daughter, come forward,” Gexxur-Hahni commanded. The attractive young female, mostly recovered from the massive electric shock she had received, stepped through the ranks and bowed. 
 
    “My mother and Queen.” 
 
    “Daughter, this is not our first occasion for such a discussion, so let us dispense with your normal denial of the truth. I have but one question, did they breach the veil?” 
 
    “The blue one is no PsyondaR,” the young woman claimed. “His mind engaged with the Eye. I summoned them here to deal with them.” 
 
    “And did the Eye put to you a request for these measures to be taken?” The young female slowly lowered her head, but she would not answer the question. Gexxur-Hahni sighed in frustration as she began to pace. “Child, do you know what you have done?! Yes, we guard the Eye for the Star-Wing, as is our pact, but it is not a weak and helpless child. Did it not occur to you that if it did not ask for your help that it might have been willing to allow this… forgive me, but what are you called among your kind?” 
 
    Giving a slight head bow, Dungias spoke in a calm tone. “I call my people the Vin-Mal, and I am a Traveler. And forgive me, Your Majesty, but you mentioned this was not the first of these discussions. Has something like this happened among the Tonnogard?” 
 
    The eyes of the Queen flared for a moment before they squinted at Dungias. She rolled her lips between her teeth and then cast her eyes to the floor, nodding as she reached a solution to her current predicament. 
 
    “Very interesting,” Dungias thought. “But not as peculiar as your daughter’s reaction.” 
 
    “You committed no crime,” Gexxur-Hahni stated. “But the veil has been breached. Blood outside of our own has set foot inside our lair. You cannot be permitted to leave. Ordinarily, I would allow you to live out your days in the caves. But the two of you are not the sort who would delight themselves with the treasures we could offer you.” 
 
    “Who said that?!” Jocasta barked, looking at some of the male specimens. “No one said that!” 
 
    “You are to be executed,” Gexxur-Hahni declared as older men teleported in formation around their Queen and her captives. “It would serve you to not resist.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you can make it painless,” Jocasta snorted, shaking her head. “Where have I heard that Kot before?” 
 
    Dungias released the guards on his voice and boomed out, “In the honor and the blood of Gexxur-Guzadra, your mother and Queen before you, I demand a trial!”  
 
    “Damn if that blue mountain range doesn’t have a set of lungs!” Jocasta whispered, wincing as she rubbed her ears. 
 
    “How would you even know–” 
 
    “It matters not how he knows, my Sister,” a young male voice called out as he made his way through the ranks. Dungias looked at the gathered figures as they moved. The population was overwhelmingly male with the females holding positions of power; a handful of males attaining ruling seats or positions of power through conquest and demonstration of ability. It was a male voice that was speaking. Jocasta and Dungias turned see the speaker. 
 
    “Nut-crunchers!” Jocasta gasped. “We know that Dragon!” 
 
    “By your own admission, no crime has been perpetrated,” the figure continued, finally reaching a place where he could be seen by the Queen. “In order to take the most sacred gift under the stars, that of life, just cause must be given.” The figure finally stepped into the light, slightly taller than Dungias remembered him, and he allowed himself a smile. 
 
    “Hey Goldie,” Jocasta said, giving a head’s up movement. “Howya doin’, kid?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Passion is energy. Feel the power that comes from focusing on what excites you.  
 
    Oprah Winfrey 
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    “I am well, Captain,” Goldie said with a slight bow. “I can see things haven’t changed much since I left you.” 
 
    “You mean since you abandoned ship,” Jocasta corrected. “I’ve still got decks that need cleaning, slacker.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should focus on the Dragons that mean to kill us, Captain,” Dungias suggested. 
 
    “Good point, Z,” Goldie agreed as he turned to face his sister. 
 
    “You know these people, V’Dalthian?” Gexxur-Hahni asked.  
 
    “I served as a member of this woman’s crew,” he replied, pointing at Jocasta. “I would serve her still had I not been humbled, embarrassed, by the most selfless act of bravery this soul has ever witnessed. I speak of the Light of Death over NayFall!” Goldie said in a very loud and declarative tone, sticking out his chest and squaring his shoulders as he spoke. Jocasta was about to remark that there was no need to talk in such a fashion, but the murmurs that started among the human-looking dragons distracted her. 
 
    The Queen frowned as she looked at Goldie. “It is known, great Abettor, you were present at the event. You know the Terran responsible for the delivery of the Jeelah and three of our own kind?” 
 
    “Such love,” one in attendance commented. 
 
    “How noble,” another remarked. Jocasta looked around the room, thoroughly confused. 
 
    “Wait a second, Jo,” she whispered, calming herself. “Use what you feel, not what you see!” 
 
    “Well done, Jocasta,” Dungias thought as he prepared himself for the next challenge. 
 
    “Cutter,” Jocasta thought, seeing an image of Annsura in her mind. 
 
    “To inspire such love and devotion is a trait we hold dearly, young Terran,” Gexxur-Hahni shared. “It is a trait we prize, a very strong mark of distinction, setting you apart from what is commonly known of your kind! Such a person is one that can be trusted with the secrets of the Dragons. You and your… compatriot may go in peace.” 
 
    “Yes!” Jocasta smiled before quickly turning to face her former crewman. “Goldie? The way out, if you please!” 
 
    “Nay!” Dungias boomed. “We were accused of breaching the veil, trial was lawfully requested.” 
 
    “Uh, Z, they’re letting us go,” Jocasta whispered. “In some places that’s called a win!” 
 
    “And in the place of my Captain, it is an affront to her honor!” Dungias replied, speaking still to everyone in the chamber as he spoke. “What says the Queen to our trial?” 
 
    “The Queen has spoken and speaks again,” Gexxur-Hahni said in a louder tone, stepping forward toward Dungias. “You spoke the words truthfully, and it was a lawful request, but the trial is not necessary.” 
 
    “We committed no crime then?” Dungias asked, frowning at the woman as he spoke. His tone implied disbelief. 
 
    “No crime,” she returned. 
 
    “Are you certain?” Dungias pressed. 
 
    “My mind and this moment are both clear to me, Terran,” Gexxur-Hahni asserted. 
 
    “I am Malgovi,” Dungias corrected. 
 
    “Still, you have been given leave to pass.” 
 
    “If no crime was perpetrated, why were we attacked?!” Dungias yelled as he began to pace around Jocasta. “Why would the claw, the bone, the scale, the skill, and the fire of the Dragon be brought to bear on this one?!” Dungias asked, gesturing toward his Captain. Many low and muttering voices repeated the word ‘fire’. “Why would one of her honor need to stand her ground against you?!” 
 
    “We do not attack those of honor!” the Queen declared. “That is not the way of the Dragon!” 
 
    “Then the Sister-Princess and the six of her sect are no longer Dragons!” Dungias declared. “I claim, in the name of my Captain, their hides and their blood!” Those unrelated to the event stepped away from Gexxur-Indaysi and the five that stood with her. “My Captain and I, students of Spade, were taken from our lodgings at Sky Stone and attacked. The pact has been violated and honor demands retribution!” Many gasped at the mentioning of Spade and the Queen cast her eyes on Jocasta as MannA passed through her gaze. The image of the Beta Form appeared between Jocasta and Dungias, embracing them both. Not only were they both students of Beta-Alphexeous, they were cherished by him. 
 
    “I cannot say which of the two impresses me more!” Goldie thought as he folded his arms. He knew exactly where the Traveler was going with this, but he could not say as to how Dungias knew how to trek that path. 
 
    “We are truthful to the Dragon,” Dungias continued. “Do we appear to be ready to engage in combat?! I put this to you, Queen of this nest.” 
 
    “I am the Queen of this nest,” Gexxur-Hahni shouted, giving a sharp waving swipe with her hand. “I am. But, I am also Mother here. Have you ever parented a child, Traveler?” 
 
    Dungias lowered his hands to his sides as he looked at the floor. “I seeded a womb,” he said softly and Jocasta could see the gathering reacting to the change in his voice and the feelings they were now receiving. “My unborn son and my mate perished in a time of great conflict and warring peoples.” 
 
    “Stand forth and testify,” Gexxur-Hahni commanded. Dungias drew Alpha as he walked. He extended one end to the Queen who took hold of the Osamu. The flow of ThoughtWill fed first into the Queen and then into the other Dragons present. Jocasta could see the energy and noticed it was not flowing into Goldie. 
 
    “Are they not sharing with you?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve seen this episode,” he replied, smirking at the Traveler. “I’m just wondering what your First Mate is going to do next.” 
 
    Releasing Alpha, the eyes of the Queen opened wide in wonder before they closed in pain. Others in the chamber recovered in the same fashion with a handful of the males clawing themselves over the heart as they wept, whispering the words ‘shay-spawn’, ‘deliverer’, and ‘Dungias’. Jocasta looked at the Queen who steadied herself before speaking. 
 
    “Yes! There is no riddle… all has been made clear. The Mother Queen of the Xara-Mansura and the First Seed did forge and yield flyers of love, pride, and honor.” 
 
    “Whatever I possess has only swelled in my service to my Captain,” Dungias returned as his face suddenly frowned. “Bah, it is a tedious point, Your Majesty,” Dungias said, turning to face Jocasta. “If we have your leave to depart, and my Captain wishes it, we will do so.” Keeping the confusion from her eyes, Jocasta nodded ‘yes’ before looking again at Goldie to take the lead. The three started for the mouth of the chamber when Gexxur-Hahni called out to them. 
 
    “First honor and love, then courage and skill, and now this mercy,” she remarked as her eyes started to glow. “Captain JoJo Starblazer, I add your name to the Fire of our lives and every Dragon will know it. There can be no question of your place in this stride of life. Dragon’s blood will be added to your effort to see that this stride continues. 
 
    “You may take your leave, but only after you receive honor for dishonor. Brother Abettor, take them to the lowest deck of the rookery. Seven of our kind have wronged those of honor, seven will they take to answer for that crime. Let us fly, my people and my children,” she said softly but it soon became clear that everyone had heard her. The fledglings cried out before changing, but the older subjects moved in a more graceful form, not requiring the fire to make the change in form from hominoid to dracotine.  
 
    Jocasta waited for everyone to leave before turning to her First Mate. “Z, what are you doing?!” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what he’s doing on,” Goldie said with a giggling smile. “Your precious Z just maneuvered his way into seven dragon’s eggs!”  
 
    “I can’t take you anywhere!” Jocasta exclaimed, slapping Dungias’ arm. “What the hell are we going to do with dragon eggs? Make an omelet?!” Goldie smothered his laughter as he walked. 
 
    “Hardly, Captain,” Dungias said, following Goldie out of the chamber. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I can stand this anymore,” Goldie said, watching Dungias bring the second egg to the mouth of the chamber. 
 
    “Took you that long?” Jocasta asked, leaning against an archway opposite of Goldie. 
 
    “How do you not take a bow after that performance?!” Goldie continued. “When I think of the number of Terrans that know we can change shape… that list, with you two on it, is in double digits.” 
 
    “And you call that keeping a secret?!” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “The first digit is a one, and Nexeous Dragonne is ninth on that list,” Goldie shot back. 
 
    “YIKES!” Jocasta exclaimed, coming away from the wall. “Okay, see now I have some perspective on the matter,” she said, looking down at the ground. “Crapstacks! Wait! How do you know someone with the info hasn’t told someone else?”  
 
    “When one is trusted with the truth, they make their sign in a writ with their blood. The moment they tell someone, that person’s name is added to the list. They are then investigated and judged. If they are found wanting, the person who told them is held accountable. And yes, all of this is explained once the truth is shared. Z, was it Gexxur-Indaysi? She is young and relatively weak-minded.” 
 
    “Relatively, but no, I was able to read only her recent thoughts,” Dungias announced after setting down the egg. “Captain?” 
 
    Jocasta started back inside the chamber and Goldie walked with them. “So, what gives with the bottom deck of this place?” 
 
    “These eggs have not long been outside of their mother,” Goldie answered. “From the scent of things… I’d say three months at the most. The shells have just taken their color but they’re still rock hard. Your blaster couldn’t fire into one and hope to crack it!” 
 
    “Okay,” Jocasta sang. “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “Z, I beg of you, tell me how you know of any of this without your name being on the list?!” 
 
    “Nexeous,” Dungias replied. “It would seem that your MajiK was unable to keep up with science. When the Founders cloned themselves, the current knowledge of the original passed into the Beta-Form. In essence, Nexeous didn’t tell Beta-Nexeous anything; he simply knew. That Beta-Form wrote a book about the Dragons of the Rims. That is where I came into the knowledge.” 
 
    “Can you get this book for me?” Goldie asked after taking hold of Dungias’ arm. The Traveler looked at the creature and then at Jocasta. 
 
    “Hmmm? Oh, sure, sure,” she said, waving them off. “He can have it if it’s no sweat to you.” 
 
    “It is of little consequence,” Dungias replied. “Though it would be simpler for me to request that the tome be destroyed.” 
 
    “And you trust that your request would be answered?” Goldie pressed. 
 
    “I trust the caretakers of The Campus more than I trust you,” Dungias said. “If the word is given, it will be done.” 
 
    Nothing else was said as the three continued to walk back to the lowest floor of the rookery. Jocasta slapped her hands together as they approached the small gathering of eggs. “Okay, is it my turn again?” 
 
    “Actually, Captain, we will both lay our hands on the remaining five and I will use Alpha to carry them.” 
 
    “So the first trip was mine, the second trip was yours, and these are…” 
 
    “Awaiting our choices,” Dungias replied. Jocasta looked at Goldie who simply shrugged his shoulders before gesturing for her to hurry. 
 
    “You do know this kind of thing gets old really fast with me, right?” she asked in a very soft voice. 
 
    “I doubt there is a level of voice you could use that he could not hear,” Dungias advised. “I will simply say that it is not you that I am not answering.” 
 
    “’Nuff said,” Jocasta said as she watched her First Mate look over the eggs. “Can you comment on how it looks to me like you’re on the verge of running in place and yelling, ‘goodie, goodie, goodie’?” 
 
    “I am very anxious at the moment, Captain. Forgive me.” 
 
    “It’s okay for you to be excited, Z! It’s hu-… natural!” 
 
    “We have much to discuss, Captain.” 
 
    “This is the last reaction I expected out of you,” Goldie projected. 
 
    “That took longer than I expected,” Dungias replied. 
 
    “You’re wearing that damn collar!” Goldie reminded him. Dungias realized the fact and then nodded. “It took me a moment to recall my skills wielding Chi.” 
 
    “Understood,” Dungias thought. “Rest assured I will not tell anyone. I know what such an admission could mean to an Abettor. We have many secrets between us, you and I. I thank you for keeping mine.” 
 
    “Merely returning the favor,” Goldie returned. “You knew I was not a young Terran boy the moment you saw me. If nothing else your senses have only grown sharper in the time since.” 
 
    “I thank you for that perspective,” Dungias replied. “It is more helpful than you may realize. I will say this much, if you can trust me to keep the secret of Goldie, trust me to keep the secret of the Dragons.” 
 
    “It is V’Dalthian Gemsoul, Dal to my friends,” Goldie advised. “And the list grows, eh, Brother Keeper?” 
 
    “Aye, it does.” The two made their choices, ferrying each off to the side before making another. Goldie was astounded with the knowledge Dungias possessed, steering clear of the eggs which were red in hue as those dragons tended to be the more violent. They made wonderful defenders to dragonkind, but poor companions to non-dragon races. With the two already at the entrance, Dungias had a total of four males and three females, which was a good thing for the females, as the expectations for them was much higher. 
 
    When the last was chosen, Dungias used Alpha to carry the five eggs back to the entrance of the rookery where the first two had been placed. Goldie stepped up and placed his hand on Dungias’ shoulder. “Z, why don’t you take the eggs back to Sky Stone while I show the Captain around, eh?” Dungias looked to Jocasta who smiled and nodded.  
 
    “Captain,” Dungias said as Jocasta’s egg floated over to her. “Keep that one close. It will help as things progress.” Jocasta took hold of the egg and noticed that it had turned cold. She looked up at Dungias who did not appear to be pressed and she relaxed, carrying the egg close to her body.  
 
    “And you can have this too,” Jocasta said, pulling at the neck of her body armour. “And if you’re going to carry a set of clothes for me, how’s about adding a set of gloves and boots in there.” 
 
    “As you wish, Captain,” Dungias replied, touching Alpha to the bodysuit that was quickly reclaimed. “I will also include a shirt and pants.” 
 
    “Much appreciated… again.” 
 
    “Likewise, Captain.”  
 
    The three of them walked together through the tunnels until they came to an opening. Jocasta could see the clouds far beneath the mouth of the cave while Dungias cast his eyes on the stars. Being in their unabated light eased him. 
 
    “I have an honorable warrior in need of a mount,” Goldie shouted in a deep and powerful voice that surprised Jocasta, but she managed to keep from jumping. “Who will serve?” 
 
    “I will serve as his mount,” a female responded. 
 
    “Whoa!” Jocasta whispered as a brown-bodied dragon came flying up out of the clouds. Her wings and belly were gold and she had five tails, each one sparkling with the light of pure MannA. As she ascended, her bronze eyes flashed with light. A platform formed with a bridge leading to the cave mouth, and she quickly set herself down upon it. “Why does it suddenly feel like I’m getting the short end of the stick here?” Jocasta ribbed and Dungias nodded to her before taking a stroll down the bridge path. “Man, don’t tell me that’s a fledgling.” 
 
    “No, she is one of my students,” Goldie shared. “A graduate, actually. I no longer teach.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “That is just one of the things we have to discuss, JoJo,” Goldie said, offering his hand. “Come with me.” After taking his hand, Jocasta’s feet lost touch with the ground and she was flying side-by-side with Goldie. They flew out of the cave and around the gargantuan floating rock that was only one of so, so, many. 
 
    “Are all these nests?” Jocasta quickly asked. 
 
    “Eighty-three of them, my Captain,” Goldie replied. “Each one with at least a Prince or Princess, dozens of fledglings, and hundreds of warriors. If you look up, you will see what appears to be a white star, but it’s actually an aperture.” 
 
    “Where does it go?” 
 
    “Aye, she is a pilot,” Goldie thought. 
 
    “To our home realm,” he answered. “One has to be travelling at a certain speed to get through, however, and if a fledgling cannot fly its fastest, all the way up to the light, it is not ready to cross over. 
 
    “Things that tough back home?” 
 
    “We are hunted back home,” Goldie revealed. “And not all hunting parties fail in their quests. Whatever you do, don’t try to make Human Sense of it. Dragons may be born with masses of gathered knowledge, but that does not necessarily make us brilliant. There is in-fighting to a level that could make even a human cringe.” 
 
    “No Kot?” 
 
    “No Kot,” Goldie said, triggering a teleportation spell that took them to the skies over his personal caves. Jocasta could see men moving about, taking to stations at peculiar weapons platforms. Both ballista and energy cannons were being brought to bear on them, but a horn sounded and the weapons were lowered and powered down. Jocasta looked over to Goldie, but he was no longer an older version of her nimble little swordsman. His hair was now silvery white, thick atop his head and trailing to his shoulders. His beard was close to his face, neatly trimmed about his chin and jaws. The two landed on a very large open balcony and wide double glass doors opened, revealing a young and handsome young man bowing to V’Dalthian. 
 
    “It is good to have you back at home, my Master.” 
 
    “It is good to be back, Zebrynn,” Dal said in a rich, low voice and Jocasta noticed that this form was nearly as tall as Dungias’ and incredibly close to the same build. His eyes were a pale and staggering blue, like the sky after a storm. “This is Jocasta Endigun, and she is welcome in my home. She will not admit it, but she is hungry.” Jocasta put her hand to her stomach as it seemed to growl in response. “Have T’Kadra prepare a proper feast at once.” 
 
    “As you wish, my Master,” the young man said as he bowed. He clapped as he stood up straight and smoke burst from between his hands. Stepping forward into the forming cloud, Zebrynn was gone and the smoke quickly faded from sight. 
 
    “Kids,” Jocasta snorted. “They drag ass all over the place. Is that a fledgling too?” 
 
    “There are no Dragons in my service,” Goldie replied. “He is a young man I came across many years ago. An abandoned infant, marked for death by an assassin’s guild. I took it upon myself to mark him for MajiK and have been training him as a SorceroR.” 
 
    “You get off on playing Gods & Kings?” she asked as she walked into the room, a bedchamber, which was larger than her suite at Sky Stone. 
 
    “At least I know how to play,” he shot back. “I know what he will do when I release him. That guild will either be destroyed or be made to serve him. Either way, the area will prosper and the city that should have been built ages ago will finally begin construction. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re doing it for the people?”  
 
    “Not just for them,” he replied without flinching. “The city will mask another of my nests so that no matter what form I take, I can rest in lavish comfort.” Jocasta turned to look at him, showing some surprise. “Did you expect me to blush, Captain?” he asked, smiling at her. 
 
    “I suppose I shouldn’t have,” she stated. “I guess not everything about you is a false face.” 
 
    “No matter what form I take, these are my faces,” Goldie returned. “I did not see people in the street and copy their faces. Each is of my own design and very much a part of me.” 
 
    “The limitations of human thinking,” she replied.  
 
    “Not something you suffer from, let me assure you.” 
 
    “So, before you turn the seduction oven all the way up,” Jocasta said, turning to face V’Dalthian. “Just what is your deal?” 
 
    “I was a hatchling when Nexeous and my people enacted the Pact of the Orders,” Goldie informed her.  
 
    “The one Z kept mentioning?” she asked. 
 
    “No, that one was put together by Beta-Alphexeous when he brought the Star-Wing to The Territories. Still, you should have an idea as to how old I am.” 
 
    “Then you should know what you’re doing,” Jocasta returned. “Points off for being sloppy from this point onward. And no, fun facts and all, but you didn’t really answer my question.” 
 
    “When one lives for so long, it can be maddening,” V’Dalthian testified, “… or so I led myself to believe. But then I discovered the Q’uor-Kwyn.”  
 
    “The what?!” 
 
    “An ancient name given to all things that walk on two legs,” he advised. “And when I say I discovered Q’uor-Kwyn, I locked myself to this very form and vowed not to return to Dragon until I had mastered humanity!” 
 
    “Hah!” Jocasta laughed. “Fast forward a few lifetimes, and you come to realize…” 
 
    “There was no way to master it,” he admitted, looking out of the balcony doors. “Seven centuries.” 
 
    “Good gods!” Jocasta whispered, clutching her egg. 
 
    “Some of them are,” he returned. “I found that most, however, are not worth the time of day!” Jocasta kept from laughing, feeling the same way about deities but lacking the practical experience. “At best, one could only come to know the motivations of man, but within those motivations were tiny pockets of spiritual awakening. Truth, honor, love, courage… if you think your people get off on them, my people are enthralled by them.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard,” Jocasta replied, looking over the man whose beautiful blue eyes were still glued on the horizon. “I am sorry if what Z did offended you,” she said, causing him to turn and look at her. “You may not be my Goldie, but we’ve shared steel… and when I needed someone, you were there.” 
 
    “There has been no offense. And understand this, when I initiate a form, a list of what that form can do is created. If I want the skills to improve, I have to work to improve them. Goldie’s agility and swordsmanship have been crafted over time. And… I was hoping that I could always be your Goldie.” 
 
    Jocasta smiled as she looked around again. “It’s the room, right?” 
 
    “It helps,” V’Dalthian chuckled as he looked around the room. “The silks, the scented candles, the carpet you’re standing on right now... all of them–” 
 
    “Have been crafted over time?” Jocasta asked. “You didn’t need the room.” 
 
    “Touch that black pillow behind you on the stand,” he directed. “It will mimic your essence and you can rest the egg upon it.” 
 
    “Whew, I’m beginning to think Goldie’s got some things to learn to catch up with this form,” Jocasta said as she touched the pillow. Her attention was drawn to her left and as her eyes panned across the room, she saw the Desert Witch in the full-length mirror. 
 
    “If you are certain, child, then proceed,” the woman said, looking at the coat pocket. “For only a spirit without doubt can succeed against the will of a Dragon!”  
 
    “Why me?” Jocasta said, placing the egg down on the pillow. She could see hands looking exactly like hers receiving the large black egg. “You’re not in love with me.” 
 
    “No, but I do cherish you. When I stood at your side as Goldie, I was humbled by two things. Yes, of course Cutter. But she had to lay you low to keep you from doing what she achieved. I have witnessed sacrificial acts before, but they were for king, country, love, or the promises of a deity.” 
 
    “Empty promises,” Jocasta remarked. 
 
    “Careful,” V’Dalthian warned. “You’re not so well-traveled as to close the book on that point. Still, both you and Annsura possessed the same mindset: it was the right thing to do. She had one additional belief, however. 
 
    “Don’t you dare say she died for me!” Jocasta hissed. 
 
    “For you and so many others,” he asserted. “But her other belief, and one in which I happen to agree, was that you were meant to do more. So, she prevented you from taking the Last Stride. The wondrous things she set into motion that day!” 
 
    “Just like what you’re trying to set into motion right now,” Jocasta thought. “No, Witch, no doubts. I owe Goldie. And I was just getting good with having him there. But this isn’t Goldie! There never was a Goldie. This is a very old player, and very good player. Wonder what sort of lavish nesting ideal he has in store for me! 
 
    “Will you please just hold me?” Jocasta asked, allowing her feelings for Annsura to flow freely. Once again, her Cutter protected her as a tear fell from Jocasta’s eyes. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, stepping up behind her and wrapping his arms around her. Jocasta wept but caressed his hands as they caressed her. 
 
    “Good gods, this man knows what he is doing!” she thought as her body released a soft moan. “He’s just stroking my arms and I’m ready to scream. Kot!” 
 
    “Hold me,” she whispered, leaning back into his chest and shoulder. She could feel him nuzzle the back of her head and neck. He was breathing in the scent of her hair, moaning his approval of it, and holding her tighter. “Hold me, baby!” she cooed as he kissed softly on the side of her neck. Her grip on his arms tightened before she slowly turned to face him. He kissed her neck and her cheek before their lips touched. “Don’t let go,” she whispered, looking up into his eyes. 
 
    “Never!” With the ease of thousands of years of training, he took hold of her coat as he continued to kiss her neck, moving to her shoulder as she had guided him. He did not see her hand take the vial from the pocket before the coat fell to the floor. 
 
    “Do your work, girls,” Jocasta thought as passions built up inside of her. She hugged his head close to her body using her bosom to muffle one ear, her arm muffling the other. Jocasta popped the top of the vial and downed the elixir. It was tasteless and barely had any feel on her tongue, but she swallowed it quickly just before she was forced to gasp. His mouth kissed at her chest while his hands pressed into her back, easing tight muscles and sending pleasure throughout her body. 
 
    “What about the feast?” Jocasta asked, a little light-headed from delight at the man’s assault on her body. 
 
    “You have yet to truly work up an appetite,” he replied as he lifted Jocasta up from the floor and carried her over to the bed. They were both naked by the time he laid her down on the sheets. 
 
    “You’re using me,” she whispered, swimming in euphoria. 
 
    “Of course, I am,” he replied, looking down on the woman who stroked the muscles of his chest. “But you do not have the inhibition of human thinking. You do not perceive this as an insult. You can see the bigger picture.” 
 
    “It’s the smaller picture that’s got my eye now,” she gasped as his mouth moved down her stomach and between her legs. “When a shallow man fucks me, all he wants is what you’re kissing… magnificently, I might add! He gets in, gets what he thinks to be his holy grail and leaves… probably to go and brag about that hot bitch he bedded. 
 
    “But when a shallow Dragon fucks me, he’s on one of his discovery hunts! He wants to know what makes this particular human tick. Kot, that feels so damn good!” 
 
    “I will stop if you want me to,” he said before resuming his efforts. 
 
    “Get inside me now!” Jocasta commanded. The white-haired man looked up with hungry eyes and smiled. He kissed his way up her body and shuddered when Jocasta took hold of him with her hand. Wrapping an arm around his neck and her legs around his waist, she guided him into the perfect thrust and they both cried out in ecstasy. V’Dalthian gripped hard into the bed, tearing the sheets with his claws… claws that the man who called himself Dal was not supposed to have; it was not on his list. 
 
    “What is this?!” he thought, looking at the tear in the linen. “What is she doing to me?” 
 
    “More, baby!” she pleaded and Dal’s hips responded with a will of their own. He worked in coordination with her legs, rolling his back and changing his angle. Tens of thousands of years… so many lifetimes… so many forms… so many nests… the Dragon had never encountered such a feeling. 
 
    Jocasta smiled, seeing the place where she had met Nugar during her communing with the Stars. The aged Vinthur Traveler was not there and she did not need him to be. V’Dalthian was, and before he could inquire where she had brought him, Jocasta threw herself at him. Naked bodies clung to one another as passions collided and stirred together. 
 
    “I’ve got news for you, Goldie, I wasn’t planning on dying that day! Oh yeah, I was ready to sacrifice something, but it was going to be Icarus. I was going to set him on a collision course, jump ship, grab my cane, make a shield, pop myself into my satchel and hope for the best.  
 
    “You thought you knew me,” she thought as the euphoria grew. “Baby, even Momma’s still taking classes on what it is to be JoJo Starblazer. See, Goldie, someone saw you coming and it’s not who you think.” Jocasta threw he head back and brought Goldie’s face to her chest. She basked in the delight of his touch, forcing him to ravage her. They returned to the bedroom, but V’Dalthian was still lost inside her passion. 
 
    “I learned so much today, Goldie,” Jocasta panted, beginning to lose sight of where she was, which would normally have been cause for doubt. But she was pulling Goldie in, making him hear through her, see through her, live through her. If she did not know where she was, neither would her opponent.  
 
    “I know why you want me,” Jocasta huffed as she worked with the man, pleasing herself and locking his body with pleasure he had not known before their embrace. “Slight surprise, you know now it was Annsura who had the honor… more than you’ve ever demonstrated, right? That’s what you want to rip from me. But that’s not what I’ve got, is it, Goldie? I am hungry, baby. You were right about that. But it’s not food I need… it’s freedom! Oh Kot… yes! Inside me, hmmm, is a bottomless pit not even a Dragon can fill! Dammit that feels good! But, hell, you gotta start somewhere! I don’t want to beat you, Goldie. Yes, right… fucking… there! What’s the point of that?  
 
    “So much better to add your light to mine, baby,” she cried out before biting his shoulder. The pain excited them both and V’Dalthian worked even deeper into her, nearly mindless with passion and pleasure. “You’ve lived so long that life bores you… hmmmm, mother fucker! Living bores you! And before you know it, you’re in touch with your powers, but out of touch with your soul! Well, the soul is where I swim, Goldie. All my life, all I’ve ever wanted was more life! That’s what I’m taking from you!” Jocasta groaned with pleasure as V’Dalthian screamed in ecstasy and fear. His mind reeled, and now the mattress was as torn as the sheets. His head fell to the pillow and he panted as he moaned. Jocasta’s hips rolled. Her legs squeezed at his waist as her muscles took hold of what V’Dalthian had inside her. He moaned as his body shuddered.  
 
    “Not enough, Goldie,” Jocasta panted, undulating her body underneath the man, Jocasta moved her hands to his back, pressing her fingertips into the tight muscles. “Damn that is a good move, isn’t it?” Jocasta said, kissing the side of his neck. Jocasta panted, nearly spent herself. “Do you know how many of your super-sensitive nerve endings I have inside of me right now?” Her eyes closed as she rolled her hips again. 
 
    “Uuungh!” V’Dalthian wailed in both pleasure and pain. “Please! Please, Mistress, I beg you!” 
 
    “Fealty!” Jocasta cried as her arms and legs trembled with fatigue. She did not have long before her body would explode from inside, and she closed her eyes, taking energy from the delight she had received. “Swear it! Not to me. To my blood and to my kind! Swear it or I’ll never let you out!” 
 
    “I give my oath to you upon my blood and honor!” he projected, unable to speak. 
 
    “Give me my Goldie!” Jocasta commanded as her body writhed uncontrollably. The floodgates of delectation flew open and her grips into the man’s shoulders pierced his skin and the lovers shared in another burst of passion. His back arched as he lifted his head up from her shoulder. Light in the center of V’Dalthian’s chest fell into Jocasta’s body, and a smaller point of light left from her passing into him. Jocasta gasped as the light entered her, and her blue eyes turned a fiery orange before they returned to their natural blue, though they remained more dazzling in how they reflected the light. 
 
    V’Dalthian collapsed on top of Jocasta, but he was not heavy to her and she easily rolled him on to his side. She sat up in bed and looked over at her spent lover. She smiled, looking at the handsome face the Dragon had created.  
 
    “Blood and honor? I suppose one outta two ain’t bad,” Jocasta said, swinging her feet over the side. “Zebrynn,” she called out as she took the top sheet away from the bed. What was left of it served as a sufficient wrap for her body. The SorceroR appeared just as Jocasta covered herself. 
 
    “You called, my Mistress?” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Almost three score years, Mistress,” the young man answered while bowing. 
 
    “When did the teaching stop?” 
 
    “Thirteen years ago, Mistress. V’Dalthian said I have learned all I need to.” 
 
    “V’Dalthian? Not Master?” 
 
    “You are the Mistress, my Lady.” 
 
    “Word gets around pretty fast,” she commented. “I was promised a feast. You’ve got three things you need to do: bring me that feast along with all of Goldie’s belongings, get me a ride back to Sky Stone, and then dismiss yourself, permanently, from this place. Be sure to take what you need on the way out. And don’t worry, I forbid him to take any action against you.” V’Dalthian moaned in response to her statement but he did not move. The young man’s eyes gaped wide in anticipation and he bowed to Jocasta once more before leaving the chamber. “Don’t worry, Dal, I’m not going to clean you out,” she said, looking down at her hands that were eager for the pommel of a sword. “I figure I’ve got all I need from you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Lessons of the classroom are simpler for the student. The classroom shields us from a bitter reality. There are no shields in the lessons of life, just as there are no boundaries to what we can learn.  
 
    Osur Nugar 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4203.30) 
 
      
 
    Sarshata closed the doors behind her and heard the locks slide into place; there was nothing wrong with their functionality, which only served to increase her curiosity. Stepping beyond the foyer, the chamber was able to interpret that someone had just entered the facility and might need assistance. The Commandant was greeted by the Librarian, a construct of both MannA and ThoughtWill. 
 
    “Might I be of some assistance?” the Librarian inquired, giving Sarshata a very gentle smile. Sarshata had seen the woman in a worse mood, and had somewhat expected a more heated expression on the elderly woman’s face. 
 
    “Uh, no, milady. At least not with any item stored here. But perhaps you could direct me to–” 
 
    “Ms. Ravinguez,” the automaton said with a slight frown, “you are the last person I thought I would have to remind just what a library is for.” Sarshata’s mind was filled with all sorts of memories. What it had been like to study here, to teach here, and to administrate here. Not all of the recalled accounts could be qualified as ‘good times’, but the reflection brought a smile to her face. 
 
    “Actually, my concern was for you and the security of the library. You see, I believe the person I am looking for is in the chamber, but he doesn’t have the clearance to be here.” 
 
    “Yet, I am here,” Dungias said as he came up the stairs from the Reference Section, “… and this most gracious hostess has yet to sound any alarm. Thank you for your courtesy and efforts, Aida.” Dungias nodded to the librarian who smiled once more. 
 
    “It was my pleasure, Master,” the figure replied before starting to discorporate. She was not yet gone from the eye when she shot Sarshata a very cross glare. 
 
    “I can assure you, Commandant, that I am well within my right to be here.” 
 
    “Master?” Sarshata asked. “She called you Master!” 
 
    “The facilities of Sky Stone fall under the privy of its elders and its most noted officers,” Dungias said as he approached the librarian’s desk. “Aahhh, she was able to find them. Good!” Dungias picked up three very large books and stored them in his satchel. He turned back to Sarshata and placed his right hand inside his left as his arms draped in front of him. “Anyone who holds dominion over those persons also possesses what you call clearance. Spade is a Beta-Form that resides in a place called The Campus. I am the Master of The Campus.” 
 
    “You are a wonder of surprises is what you are,” Sarshata admitted, causing Dungias to frown and herself to blush. It was an admittance she would have preferred not to have voice. “Sorry. What I meant to say was–” 
 
    “What would be the point?” Dungias asked.  
 
    “Come again.” 
 
    “The point of why you’re here. I am First Mate to a woman for whom the word wanderlust only begins to describe. You are the Commandant of Sky Stone, trying to keep together the legacy of the Star-Wing Corps. What can be gained from a night of meaningless passion?” The Traveler started to say more when he felt a telepathic projection reaching out for his mind. Recognizing Tuitonn, Dungias deactivated his collar. 
 
    Sarshata approached the Traveler very slowly, keeping her eyes on his. Soft might have been the movement, but her heart was stern and her ambition fixed on the moment. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Z!” Tuitonn projected. 
 
    “Do not do what exactly?” Dungias inquired. 
 
    “Morning actually,” Sarshata replied, “… and who says it has to be meaningless?”  
 
    “You’re standing there, about to make a very bad decision.” 
 
    “That is your perspective, Tuitonn,” Dungias thought as Sarshata took another step toward him. 
 
    “I’m not looking for a husband,” she admitted with a slight smile. “And I know you’re not looking for a wife.” 
 
    “We could argue our two perspectives almost endlessly,” Tuitonn projected. 
 
    “And we both have better things to do!” Dungias thought, opening his mouth to speak. Sarshata placed one hand on Dungias’ chest; he could feel a slight tremble in her touch. 
 
    “She is nervous?!” he thought. 
 
    “But you only mentioned our stations,” Sarshata continued. “Weren’t we something before those positions? Aren’t we something in spite of them?” 
 
    “The answer to both of those questions is ‘of course’,” Dungias said softly. 
 
    “I know all things pertaining to her are sacred to you, and I therefore risk your rage… but can you answer me this: what is Saru’s perspective?” 
 
    “Sounds like perfect answer,” she said, leaning forward to kiss him gently on the lips. The contact was near perfection, broken by Dungias who quickly pulled back from her advance. He stammered, stunned by the inquiry Tuitonn had put to him. 
 
    “Saru wants you to live, Master,” Alpha projected. “That much cannot be argued!” 
 
    “Put aside this self-assigned martyrdom and breathe,” Tuitonn added. “Or is it only to the Stars that you will submit?”  
 
    “And I guess that answers the chances question,” Sarshata said, caressing her shoulder as she suddenly felt a chill in the night air. “I’m sorry if I offended you.” She quickly turned, closing her eyes at the sting of rejection. She took a step and opened her eyes in an effort to shake loose what she was feeling. She gasped at the sight of Dungias taking hold of her face with one hand, pressing his lips on to hers. Her muffled protest was one unintelligible syllable that melted into a soft moan. She slowly lifted her hand to place on his and their lips parted. 
 
    Keeping her eyes closed, she asked, “Uhhhm, are you familiar with the term ‘mixed signals’?” Dungias kissed her again, allowing himself to take delight in her touch, her essence, and her desire to give and receive pleasure. 
 
    When their lips parted again, Sarshata lowered her head and placed her forehead against Dungias’. “If I say no, will you teach me?” Dungias joked. The woman laughed at the question as she put her free hand on Dungias’ chest. 
 
    “Sure, I can do that,” she nodded without opening her eyes. “Might take a while to convey the first set of signals.” 
 
    “Will it?” he whispered, kissing her forehead. 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t strike me as being too bright. The translation may take hours.” 
 
    “Then, in the interest of higher education, we should begin,” Dungias said as he picked the woman up from the ground. He carried her toward the rear of the library. 
 
    “Dungias, my room’s not that far!” she exclaimed while keeping her voice at a whisper.  
 
    “I know, we are headed there now,” he replied, phasing through the wall and ascending toward her room. Sarshata looked at the wall of the library as the two of them continued to ascend. She then looked out over the horizon. She could see the lights of Stone City and, further in the distance, Furine Pointe. The blackness of night was not yet ready to surrender its hold on the sky, but it would not be much longer before the sun would make its undeniable argument.  
 
    “Somebody slap me and call me Lois!” After a moment of thought, Dungias understood her reference and tried not to be insulted. The failings of a figure possessive of what was considered to be a superior intellect were too many to numerate, and the Traveler had simply called it passive entertainment and fictional folly.  
 
    The two continued to ascend as Dungias looked into the woman’s eyes. When they phased through her ceiling, landing in her living room, Sarshata took the opportunity to kiss him again. It would be the last genuine memory she would have of the evening. Dungias carried the woman to her bedroom, disrobed her and put her to bed. She was smiling, living out a night of incredible passion with a mysterious stranger. 
 
    “Hear me, the both of you,” Dungias projected as he covered Sarshata with a sheet. “For this is the last passing commentary I will have on this issue. I am what I am, and when I next take that most special person in my arms, it will not be for one night’s splendor. It is not Saru’s perspective that need be understood… it is mine! 
 
    “Goodnight, sweet Swan,” Dungias whispered before he passed through the floor. “Satithe, see to it that a message reflecting my gratitude is left on her personal system.” 
 
    “It is already done, Master,” Satithe replied. “And time-coded for three hours from now.” 
 
    “I noticed you did not take part in the conversation.” 
 
    “What you choose to do with your feelings is your business,” she replied. 
 
    “Especially since you wish to be left alone with what it is you have done?” Dungias asked. He could feel a hesitation within his system. “Satithe, neither one of us can claim that we know everything about one another, and such a standpoint is not my goal.” 
 
    “Neither is it mine,” Satithe replied. 
 
    “But if we are indeed one, how can we then set about the business of keeping secrets from one another?” he asked. 
 
    “We should not, Master. “I’m–”  
 
    “Do not ask for forgiveness,” Dungias directed as he returned to Jocasta’s room. As expected, she was not there. 
 
    “Even when I have wronged you?” Satithe asked. 
 
    “Correct the error and live the difference. That will be all the apology I require.” 
 
    “If that is so, when you get a moment, I need you to review the modified NHB Project.” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Sarshata walked at a brisk pace, a smile stretched wide across her face. It was late in the morning and she had not gotten much sleep. Still, she felt well-rested and invigorated. She was happy, walking out toward the flight deck that had been made ready for the commencement ceremony. Checking her brace-com once more, she found something that took some of her smile away. JoJo Starblazer was still listed as being off-campus. 
 
    “Pegged her for someone who would’ve gone down swinging,” Sarshata thought, shaking her head.  
 
    “And to add to my misery,” she thought as her eyes found Alistair Codges standing in the forming crowd. He was dressed in civilian clothing, but looking around the facility most eagerly. She walked directly to the man, tapping his shoulder to get his attention. 
 
    “I could have sworn I fired you!” she started. 
 
    “I am already booked on the next shuttle,” Alistair answered as he slowly turned to face the woman. “And as you can see, I’m no longer in uniform. I am the guest of an Elite.” 
 
    “Which Elite?” 
 
    “Elite Agatiok,” Alistair bragged while pointing out the Elder Corpsman. “Take your concerns up with him.”  
 
    “Give me another order and my exceptions regarding your presence won’t be the only thing he and I will have to talk about,” Sarshata warned.  
 
    Alistair bowed with an evil grin and turned his attention back to the stage. Commander Ravinguez walked off in a huff and proceeded directly to the one of the noted heroes of the Star-Wing Corps. He stood with a number of other dignitaries, mostly from the Pearl Barony, but not the sort of gathering where she wanted to make an awkward scene. Tanthrunn Agatiok, call-sign Fighter God – which he shortened to FiGo – was one of the survivors of the engagements the Star-Wing had suffered at the hands of the combined Imperial and Ardrian fleets. He stood in his commemorative uniform, holding his crystal baton with one hand, his silver sash with the other. He turned as Sarshata approached and smiled to see a former student. 
 
    “Good morning, Swan!” he said joyfully. 
 
    “Greetings FiGo,” she returned with a smile. “It is good to see you, sir.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I stand out, given how you appear to be glowing!” the man returned. Sarshata blushed, covering her mouth a moment. “Heaven’s pillars!” the man whispered and Sarshata could not keep from laughing. 
 
    “Surely I’m not that bad!” 
 
    “Child, you are the most dedicated officer these eyes have ever seen. This Corps continues because of your efforts.” 
 
    “Then I’m confused,” Sarshata noted. 
 
    “As am I,” the Elite quickly replied. “How is it that you have come to suspend Calamity?” 
 
    “I mean to recommend him for removal from the ranks outright, sir. I realize that your family and his are–” 
 
    “Sarshata Ravinguez!” Tanthrunn called out, silencing the woman. She looked down as he stepped closer to her. “The moment Swan has to explain herself to me… she has either lost perspective of herself or taken too great a perspective of my position! Mind you, I would like to know your reasons for this action, but I was unaware of the matter when he asked to be my guest today. I shall have him removed at once.” 
 
    “Please don’t soil your hands with it, sir.” 
 
    “It is a matter of principle!” 
 
    “No sir…” Sarshata gasped as a notion struck her. “Principle! FiGo, I implore you to leave it be, but please excuse me.” The woman did not wait for an answer before she walked away, looking at her brace-com. “Dammit! Three minutes!” she whispered, opening a channel. “Please be there!” 
 
    “Good morning, Swan,” Dungias responded to her hail. 
 
    “Gods, please lay off that voice right now,” Sarshata started. “I need you to give me an order.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You have dominion over Spade,” Sarshata pointed out. “If you give the order for Starblazer to get through Ozone, she’s in!” 
 
    “First, I would never intrude in such a way upon what you hold to be sacred,” Dungias stated. “Secondly, I would never do that for JoJo. It would do more harm than good.” 
 
    “Dungias!” 
 
    “And lastly,” the Traveler interrupted, “… perhaps you should have a look over the eastern horizon. Good morning, Swan.” Sarshata could not see the horizon directly. There were too many people and a stage in the way; she was supposed to be on that stage in order for the brief ceremony to begin. Eugenia was already there and she was waving for Sarshata to join her.  
 
    And then Swan heard the first of them. Gasps and screams of delight accompanied by various commands for others to look. Snow turned in the same direction most were beginning to look and Sarshata made her way through the crowd. Her eyes flared wide when Eugenia lifted her hands up to cover her mouth. 
 
    “What the devil?!” Sarshata whispered as she stepped up on the platform. She looked to the east and nearly fell down, as she had misjudged the last step up to the stage. “Snow, do you see what I see?” 
 
    “I do indeed, Swan,” Eugenia answered as she started clapping. “I can’t believe it… but I do see it!” She was the first to clap, but she was singular in her effort for only a couple of seconds. 
 
    “Time!” Alistair shouted. “The trials are closed!” Sarshata looked over to see Alistair with the face of triumph spread brightly across his face. It slowly crumbled as he looked up from his timepiece. He coughed at the sight of Jocasta, clad in white gold chain mail, battle tiara and white cape, riding a gold Dragon with silvery white hair and fiery orange eyes.  
 
    “The woman has a gift for the entrance,” Dungias thought, sipping his tea as he sat one deck above the commencement. “Good morning, my Captain!” 
 
    Stretching out fifty-two meters from nose to tail, V’Dalthian sported a fifty-five meter feathered wingspan. His scales looked to be lined in platinum, but one sensor sweep from Dungias’ brace-com revealed them to be weapons; detachable razor-sharp discs that looked to be controlled by the bracer the Dragon wore on his left arm. The black chains he wore around his waist had an impressive power core and Dungias deduced it was an En-Ball and Chain. The shoulder-mounted laser cannons were perhaps an excessive touch, but the dragon seemed to be happy to be wearing them.  
 
    “Talk about an entrance!” Fonri said in-between shouting cheers praising the approach of the gold Dragon and his six red Dragon escort. Sarshata tried, in vain, to silence the crowd as she waved for Jocasta to land. 
 
    The Dragons circled as the people cheered them, and it was not long before the six engaged in tremendous displays of aerobatics and breathing fire. The screams of the crowd went up as Jocasta pulled on the reins, taking her dragon-mount into a spinning barrel-roll and dive. V’Dalthian folded his wings and he roared. Approaching the ground, his wings opened and he came to a hovering stop, churning up a powerful gust of wind that knocked a few people down. Even those that had to get up from the ground were still cheering as Jocasta dismounted from V’Dalthian’s back. When her feet touched down, he roared and the six dragons matched his outcry as they flew overhead. 
 
    “Mistress,” V’Dalthian said, nearly silencing the crowd. He placed a small canvas bag on the ground. He then bowed his head low to Jocasta who stroked the side of his snout before kissing the bridge of his nose.  
 
    “Thank you, V’Dalthian,” Jocasta said. “Tell Zebrynn I like his idea of getting me a ride. I owe him one. Now get out of here and do some good in the stars.” 
 
    “As you command!” V’Dalthian roared as he jumped up and flapped his wings. The six spiraled around him and teleported out of sight. 
 
    “So glad you could make room in your busy schedule,” Eugenia quipped as she walked up. “Did you pull that out of the closet just this morning?” 
 
    “This old thing?” Jocasta said before spinning and posing. The two women laughed before they embraced. Dungias walked over and picked up the canvas bag. 
 
    “Nice entry, kid!” Eugenia beamed. 
 
    “Coming from you, that means the world!” 
 
    “I’m feeling a little bit shown up here,” Sarshata said, touching the white silk cape with a jeweled chain mail spine. “Girl, who are you wearing?!” 
 
    “Well, this is the latest in pompous Dragon, girl!” Jocasta said, giving another false pose. “I won’t tell you what I had to do to get it, but let’s just say this one better last me up to the grave!” 
 
    “So long as it lasts you out of the area before dark,” Alistair barked. “Each and every applicable proving ground is closed, leaving you with only three out of the four forms required!” 
 
    “Commander?” Fonri beckoned to Sarshata, his hands coming away from his sides in protest. 
 
    “I may be suspended, but I can still take this to the Master Elites!” Alistair promised. 
 
    “Allow me to bring a simple resolve to this situation,” Dungias said as he walked up behind Jocasta. “Captain, would you be so good as to show your new friends what you have taken so much time acquiring?” 
 
    “I love it when you’re being evil!” she whispered. 
 
    “No holding back, Captain,” Dungias returned, a gleam of light shining in his gold eyes. 
 
    Jocasta turned her back to the crowd and reached into the bag. When she turned back to face them, she held up her egg. Her eyes quickly cut over to Sarshata and she asked, “Does this change things?” 
 
    “The hell it does!” Alistair shouted. 
 
    “The hell it doesn’t!” Sarshata breathed with a smile of shock and pride. She put her hand to Jocasta’s and urged the young woman to put the egg away. 
 
    “She failed to post a fourth trial!” Alistair declared. 
 
    “Point of order, my former Lieutenant, when we put eyes to the applicant riding a Dragon, the proving grounds were still open. Are you so out of touch with what we are that you don’t recognize the armour of a Dragon-Rider?” Sarshata looked at Dungias and kept her smile. “Many might ride the back of a Dragon, but take another look at that egg, that the Dragon was carrying for her! Alistair, you can still register a formal complaint with the Master Elites,” Sarshata explained. “But be careful. It’s the Dragons that guard the source of power you’ll need to use in order to reach the Elites. Questioning what we just witnessed might not go the way you wish.  
 
    “So, if there are no further objections, I am hereby declaring your fourth form test score received and approved. Welcome to Sky Stone, Cadet Starblazer.” Snow, Shuriken and Vivaldi were among the many who cheered. Dungias saw to the canvas bag and moved himself out of the immediate area. Alistair turned to leave and ran into the Traveler who once again took hold of the man’s neck before they both faded from sight. 
 
    “Sucks to be him,” Jocasta thought as she smiled at the people around her. As they continued to celebrate, Jocasta looked up and saw an old bent figure smiling as he took hold of his cart, slowly walking away.  
 
    “Welcome, Cadet JoJo Starblazer,” Sarshata announced. Welcome, all five cadets… welcome to the edge of possibility. You’ve been here before; none of you could pilot the way you do without ever having seen the edge. But this time, you will see it through our eyes, and one of two things will happen: either the edge will cut you or it will serve as your springboard. Which outcome it will be is solely in your hands. Tonight and tomorrow, you celebrate making it this far. Five remain of the three hundred and eleven that started four weeks ago. We’ve had more than five make it before. We’ve also had zero find their place; recognize that too is a possibility. Cadets Firestorm, Sanitizer, Double Duty, and Bast… allow me to introduce you to Cadet…”  
 
    “Silverwing,” Jocasta stated clearly. 
 
    “Party hard, troops. Two days from now you’ll swear the universe swallowed you whole, chewed you up, and spat you out. Welcome to Sky Stone Academy!” Sarshata saluted and each of the recruits returned the gesture. “Show ‘em how we sparkle, Corpsmen!” Sarshata commanded. 
 
    “Vivaldi!” Trosalda yelled as she and Fonri broke into a run. 
 
    “Shuriken!” Fonri yelled as they both jumped up, caught up in the arms of pilotless powered suits with jet packs engaged. Both pilots flipped out of the arms of their respective suits and spun before entering inside. When the head pieces were in place, the suits spiraled as they flew, kicking in after-burners and rolling about each other, missing columns and parked vehicles… but only just! 
 
    “Snow,” Eugenia said as she walked backward. A pilotless fighter-craft flew up and over the ledge, turning toward the back-pedaling older woman. The craft came to a hovering stop as she stepped on the wing and it spun around, flipping Snow up into the cockpit. She was out of sight before anyone could say anything. 
 
    “And I am your Commandant,” Sarshata said, holding her hands out from her side. “They call me Swan!” Sarshata fell back, landing on the back of a sky-bike. She slipped off the back as it started to climb, but she was caught in a stylized jet pack that barrel-rolled, throwing her body up to land in an air-car. She spun and flipped, landing in the passenger seat as a pilotless power-suit landed at the controls and drove her out of sight. 
 
    “No way was that remote control,” Cadet Dangior, call-sign Firestorm, whispered. 
 
    “None of them used remote control,” one of the technicians claimed. “That’s the thing about Star-Wing pilots. They can pilot any and everything, and once they make that vehicle theirs, it’s like their thoughts can command them.” The tech looked over at Jocasta and pointed. “You should know now… yeah, you shot down three of them, but only one was a Corpsman, and he played you soft. That was his mistake. It won’t happen again. Best believe that.” 
 
    “Got it!” Jocasta said earnestly, nodding quickly. It took a few moments, but when Dangior yelled out in triumph, he soon had company. Jocasta screamed twice herself, but soon pulled herself free of the crowd, looking around. Standing over by a shoulder bag, that she knew had new clothes and coat, was Dungias. His arms were folded and he was observing the merriment. When their eyes met, Jocasta broke into a run. Her heart nearly jumped out of her chest when Dungias moved to meet her halfway. 
 
    “You did it!” he whispered. 
 
    “Bull-Kot!” she quickly argued. “We did it, Z! Nothing can stop us. Not one damn thing!” 
 
    “You are my Captain, but more importantly, you are my friend… and I am yours!” They hugged again and Jocasta closed her eyes, holding tightly on to her First Mate. “You have a party to get back to.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” she stated. “We’re going back to my room where you’re going to tell me exactly how they did what I just watched, and then you’re going to walk me through… oh, I’m going to be sick… piloting power-suits!” 
 
    “I shall have dinner sent to the room,” Dungias said as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “At what point will we talk about–” 
 
    “Another time, Z,” Jocasta interrupted. “Right now it’s still a little bitter.” 
 
    “Understood,” Dungias replied. “For another time then. Congratulations, Jocasta!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The essence of strategy is choosing what not to do.  
 
    Michael Porter 
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    Opening his brown eyes slowly, Ephaliun woke up to see Rahneece seated next to his bed. “Hello there, handsome,” she said with a slight smile. “Did you get some good sleep?” Ephaliun groaned as he sat up and swung his feet over the side. 
 
    “Congratulations,” he whispered. “You certainly have your own approach to a leadership situation. Let me spare you the burden of a speech. I don’t want to be a problem child for you,” he admitted. “Don’t expect me to prepare confections of any sort, but I’m okay with Amosse being on the ship.” 
 
    “Whew!” Rahneece sighed in relief. “Thanks for making that easy for me.” 
 
    “No problem. But I’m not the one you need to be worried about.” 
 
    “I know,” Rahneece admitted. “But you’re the only one I knew how to approach.” 
 
    “What, you can’t be sweet and sexy with Bambi?” he asked. 
 
    “What if I don’t want to be sweet and sexy with her?!” Ephaliun sat there for a moment, wondering if he had misinterpreted what the woman had said. 
 
    “Then I’d say your approach to me is acceptable, and should be returned in equal measure. But I think you should have said something before we went to sleep, when we could have done more than talk.” 
 
    “If it’s equal measure, then you should have said something too,” Rahneece returned. 
 
    “I’m starting to see why Z left you in charge,” Ephaliun surrendered. The young Team Lead chuckled as she got up from the chair. There was regret in her eyes, but there was more resolve. 
 
    “At the risk of sounding cold and insensitive, let’s shelve that for the moment. You wake up Ulios and I’ll go see what I can get out of Teela.” Ephaliun gave the young woman a two-fingered salute as he hopped from the bed and jogged out of the room. Running her fingers through her short white-blonde hair, Rahneece walked slowly out of the room and across the hallway. She knocked softly on the door, nibbling on her bottom lip, trying to put together what she hoped would be the best approach. 
 
    “It’s open,” Teela called from inside, and the door slid open. 
 
    “We really don’t need a litmus test to see who took to Z’s teaching the hardest,” Rahneece thought, walking into the room to see Teela seated on the floor, her wand across her lap. “Huh, the nexus point is new,” Rahneece observed, looking at a small point of MannA over Teela’s head. 
 
    “Meditating instead of sleeping,” Rahneece quickly concluded. 
 
    “Seemed to be the thing to do, considering our cargo,” Teela said, opening her dark brown eyes. “The Kulri-Kraythe is not a big ship and the Terran Triangle, even via Corridor, is not a short trip. Thought I should be ready to hear that idiot try and say something really stupid so I could keep from bending him the wrong way.” Rahneece breathed another sigh of relief. 
 
    “That’s my girl! Damn, I wanna hug you right now!” 
 
    “Well, don’t leave it at just words!” Teela pleaded, throwing her arms up. Rahneece rushed in and the two embraced. 
 
    “I cannot tell you how much I’m going to be leaning on you on this run, Bambi,” Rahneece whispered. “I’m not sure how to wear this one. We trained on what we can do individually! This leadership crap scares the Kot out of me!” 
 
    “Then you’re less likely to screw it up,” Teela remarked, hugging Rahneece tighter. “And more likely to learn when you do mess up. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “Hopefully not… but you better let me go,” the woman strained to speak. Teela gasped, releasing her friend.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Star!”  
 
    Rahneece quickly held up her hand as she nodded. “It’s okay, girl. Feels good to know those shoulders are on our side. C’mon, let’s get to the slip early and get things situated.” 
 
    Teela smiled, getting up from the floor. “Sounds like a plan, Team Lead.” 
 
    “I now regret every single time I ribbed Llaz about being in charge,” Rahneece whispered as she walked out of the room. Teela giggled following behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Well, she’s looking sleek again,” Ephaliun commented, looking ahead at the Kulri-Kraythe.  
 
    “That not what call the ship,” Ulios remarked, shaking his head at the glassy, black hull. “More menace now.” 
 
    “What I would call the ship and more menacing now,” Rahneece corrected. “But you’re right, SAK, she’s looking clean and mean.” 
 
    “Fitting,” Teela commented in what was a surprisingly steely voice. Rahneece looked back at Ephaliun who could only smile at the commentary. 
 
    The four of them walked down the side of the pathway closest to the station wall, which was on their right. It was Black Gate after all; the dock never closed and was seldom sparse in the way of foot-traffic. Ulios walked in front of the other three and he was very much enjoying the latest gift he had received from Dungias. It was a very simple bio-form that had been trained to fit over the skin of the QuiQami male. Upon cue from the brace-com, it could assume a number of complexions and textures. Paired with the specialized setting in his goggles, Dungias had removed the only limitation Ulios had at being a true doppelganger. He had currently chosen a Vohlbred appearance; not too dark and not too light.  
 
    “So tell me, Bambi,” Ephaliun said as he looked at the appropriate slip. “… was Amosse the kind of student who was in the room before any of the other kids?”  
 
    Teela snorted a hearty laugh. “Gods, no! If he made it to class at all he was late… always late. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Just trying to get a measure of how much has changed,” Ephaliun said before he waved. “How’s it going?!” 
 
    “He can’t be,” Teela whispered. “We’re ahead of schedule!” 
 
    Rahneece reached over and touched Teela’s muscular arm. “Remember, just a moment ago you were all meditatively cool and everything. Breathe, Bambi. Being earlier than early’s not a bendable offense.” 
 
    “It goes well,” Amosse said, getting up from a trunk. “Damn, Dugger, you’re looking fit! In fact… you… all…” Amosse panned his eyes across the four and was impressed with the physicality of each of them. Teela’s form, however, removed his ability to speak. “Teela?!” 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Amosse,” Teela said, stepping forward and embracing the man. Amosse managed to pat her back, but the feel of her body only flabbergasted him more. 
 
    “Certainly is a fit-looking group,” Eleda observed. 
 
    “Uhm,” Amosse said, closing his eyes and collecting himself. “Everyone, this is Eleda. She has been an immeasurable help in my effort to reach at least the basement of humanity.” 
 
    “Interesting wording,” Ephaliun observed. “And who is that on our right flank?” Eleda shifted her eyes to look at the young man. Not many could notice her sister when she did not want to be seen.  
 
    “They are more than physically fit,” she thought. “Good!” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Amosse said, forgetting that Ainille was even there. “That is Ainille. She’s a damn fine pilot and Eleda’s sister.” 
 
    “Well, we’re the last people to question family definitions,” Ephaliun said, reaching for Amosse’s forearm. “And it’s Kulrithe now. Dugger’s dead.” 
 
    “Why the change?” Amosse asked, giving Ephaliun’s forearm a squeeze. 
 
    “Good gracious!” the young InvokeR thought. “It feels like one of Eleda’s steel ribbons in cable-mode!” 
 
    “Feels like someone’s been at it,” Kulrithe thought. “Not too much. But then again, the poor guy didn’t have a Z! 
 
    “It’s the Malgovi word for blade,” Ephaliun replied. 
 
    “I see. I look forward to seeing the changes.” 
 
    “Took the words right out of my mouth. Just so you know, Star’s ramrod around here,” Ephaliun explained, nodding over at Rahneece. “As long as she doesn’t have any problems no one else will.” 
 
    “Understood, Kulrithe,” Amosse said plainly, locking his eyes on Ephaliun’s to communicate the message had been well-received. “Star, good to see you again.” 
 
    “Likewise, Amosse,” Rahneece said as she walked up the gangplank. “If your girl is as good as you say, she can take the controls.” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” Ainille quickly replied, surprising her sister and Amosse with the volume of her voice. “I’ve never seen anything like her!” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that’s our Chief Engineer’s flavor.” Rahneece was soon out of sight inside the ship with Ainille rushing to catch up with her. Eleda, Ulios, and Ephaliun were loading the belongings of Amosse and his group. Teela walked up close to Amosse, stepped around him, and picked up the trunk, hoisting it up to her shoulder. 
 
    “We don’t have much room,” Teela explained. “… but I think Satithe’s already laid out an area for your things. If you follow me, I’ll show you the way.”  
 
    “Which means absolutely nothing has changed,” Amosse remarked. “You’re still showing me the way… and I’m desperately trying to catch up… I can only imagine what Bantar’s up to now.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s doing what needs to be done,” Teela answered. “According to Z, he’s getting along nicely.” Teela stopped and turned to face her former schoolmate. “And I think you need to wipe that off. It doesn’t belong on this ship.” Amosse started to inquire what she was talking about, but Teela beat him to the punch. “That positioning you love to do, where you compliment me and put yourself in the worst possible light because you’re either trying to invoke sympathy from me or continued self-persecution from you. It’s imperative you understand neither one of those helps you or this crew on our mission. I can live with you standing in your own way. The moment you get in the way of helping Star see to the mission Z gave us… I won’t warn you… I won’t even clear my throat. I’ll just clear you and anyone who thinks they can get in my way. You want to pitch in, you’ll find a home here… I’ll see to that. But not for one moment will I force Rahneece to endure your games.” 
 
    “And what if I told you it wasn’t a game to me?” Amosse asked as Teela started up the gangplank. She did not stop when he issued his question. She just sighed. 
 
    “Sure it is, Amosse. Even what we’re doing is a game. The points are just kept in wins, losses, life, and death. You have my warning.” 
 
    Amosse watched the woman walk away and wondered if he had ever known Teela Mansfield. He wondered if she had known she could become what he now observed. Eleda walked by and she made sure to catch his eyes with her own. 
 
    “The key is not whether you agree or disagree with her,” the woman said as she walked by the man. “It’s whether or not she believes in what she said.” 
 
    “The Teela I knew barely spoke unless she was emotional,” Amosse remarked, following behind Eleda. “She isn’t at the moment, and she spoke clearly and without hesitation. She believes it all right. What kind of weeks have they been living?” 
 
    “I cannot say,” Eleda answered, knowing that Ephaliun could hear her. “But I know eyes that have seen the personal dealing of death. Only their leader doesn’t have them. Of all positions to choose to not have them, the leader is not the best choice, but it certainly isn’t the worst. Sometimes a non-killer surrounded by death-dealers is a very effective combination.” 
 
    “I’ll take you word for it, Eleda,” Amosse returned. “And it’s our leader that doesn’t have those eyes. Do you read me?” 
 
    “Yes, Master, I shall follow her lead until you say otherwise,” the Castigator replied. 
 
    “Let’s open the throttle a bit, people,” Rahneece’s voice came over the speaker. “Just received a file from Gundryss. Seems that a certain party by the name of Field Marshal is looking hard and heavy for JoJo Starblazer or any party or parties linked to her.” 
 
    “Gods,” Ephaliun said as he ran up the gangplank. “What has that woman gone and done now?!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t bring that down on her, did I?” Oedelorana asked, placing her cup of tea down on her saucer. 
 
    Zydeelia Gundryss was quick to pat the hand of her distinguished and presently displaced guest. “Lady Sylgarr, from what I have heard about that particular woman, she demonstrates the type of personality that will find trouble if it is hidden under a rock! Even if you were responsible for any conflict she could find, I am sure she would have found it on her own eventually.” Oedelorana looked up at her host who was returning from the small com-station to return to the parlor. Many in the room wanted to speak with JoJo, but her First Mate had reported she was celebrating her passage through the Ozone Trials at Sky Stone Academy. Nothing was said of the pirate captain joining the ranks of the Star-Wing Corps. Instead, Lady Sylgarr’s eyes begged for confirmation of what the First Lady of Black Gate had said. 
 
    “While I do not share my wife’s opinion of JoJo Starblazer, it is hard to argue with her given standpoint,” Isaiah said, sitting down beside is wife. “JoJo isn’t breathing if she isn’t agitating someone in authority. A situation made worse if they don’t know how to handle the position.” 
 
    “Interesting wording, Lord Governor,” Loranos offered. “Perhaps you were complimenting yourself.” 
 
    “Loranos!” Oedelorana scolded. “Our host has been more than gracious. Perhaps you should try to match his efforts.” 
 
    Isaiah waved off her concerns. “Think nothing of it, your ladyship. In many ways, he’s right. I understand how JoJo thinks and I envy her. She yearns for a freedom few will ever witness, but I cannot say that yearning is hers alone.” Isaiah looked out of the window that gave a breathtaking view of the aperture outside of Black Gate.  
 
    “Freedom. One of those things we take for granted. In my travels, I have found that freedom is very similar in nature to control; something else we fool ourselves into thinking we possess. But that’s not why we’re together this evening, is it?” Isaiah asked, pulling himself away from the ambitions of his youth. 
 
    “With respect, Governor,” Gulfrileene spoke, moving to the edge of her seat. “If we can remain on this subject a moment longer. You see, I had always thought I possessed both freedom and control until recently. But here you are, a man of great authority, and you sound as if you possess no more freedom or control than I do.” 
 
    “You, young lady, are well on your way to a life of great wisdom and observation,” Isaiah replied. 
 
    “Not that either will bring you happiness,” Zydeelia added. 
 
    “Fair point, my love,” Isaiah smiled, saluting his wife with his cup. “That much is up to each of us individually.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing to have a little help along the way,” she said, taking hold of Isaiah’s hand. 
 
    “Let me know when I get around to helping you as much as you’ve helped me, my wife,” Isaiah said softly before kissing her hand. “But to answer your inquiry, young Lady Sylgarr, we do have some measure of freedom and control, just not as much as we’d like to think. Choice is the expression of those two facets of life. For example, I chose to intercept your ship at White Gate.” 
 
    “And from what we’ve heard it is a good thing you did,” Gulfrileene commented. 
 
    “Not to be insensitive, but that is beside the point,” Isaiah continued. “In making that choice, I am acting in the name of taking control, surrendering it at the same time. My action was a stimulus, the cosmos demands a response. The same can be said for JoJo. Mind you, she takes quite a few more conflictive actions than I do.” 
 
    “That is arguable,” Zydeelia remarked. 
 
    “And she must therefore weather a great deal more than my station receives,” Isaiah finished.  
 
    “How is it then that you have interceded where the station of Governor of Black Gate has no bearing?” Gulfrileene asked. 
 
    “My husband is much more than an official, young Lady Sylgarr,” Zydeelia asserted herself to speak ahead of Isaiah. “He is also a very good man and, most thankfully, something of a strategist. The Inner Rim Empire has interceded in the comings and goings of Black Gate. It is high time they are made to realize how that intrusion has been received.” 
 
    “You speak of the Imperial writ which was drafted on behalf of my family,” Gulfrileene commented. 
 
    “We have no problem with the fact that it was drafted or even issued,” Zydeelia replied. “But absolutely no respect was conveyed to my husband or his station. That is where the Empire made their mistake. It seems like every other day they need to be reminded where the boundary markers for the Inner Rim are placed. It was for the Sylgarr Family that this affront to his name was made, and it is for the Sylgarr Family that this gesture had been enacted… to serve as a reminder.” 
 
    “To say nothing of justice,” Isaiah added. “Those who have erred have been resolved. The Empire is having internal problems, once again, and they’re looking to label the survivors of Gulfrim Sylgarr as scapegoats instead of taking the position of accountability. They can do that on someone else’s watch. 
 
    “In about an hour, you will be escorted to the Bowels,” Isaiah announced after looking at his brace-com.  
 
    “The Bowels?!” Loranos repeated. 
 
    “There you will be taken by the Keeper of Black Gate, who is basically the voice of authority in the black market here, and he will provide you with your new identities. He will then place you on a transport that will see you to the Terran Triangle, but do not expect it to be a direct route. From there, you will be smuggled into the Inner Rim, specifically the moon Baetru in the Kebbo System, where you will find the Torvo Estate.” Oedelorana quickly put her eyes to Zydeelia who was sipping her tea. She smiled at Lady Sylgarr, giving her a slight nod confirming what Isaiah had said. Zydeelia was formerly young Lady Torvo before she married Isaiah Gundryss, an act that had her disowned and Isaiah removed from his rank in the IA Magistrates. “Lote Greerson Torvo has already received word of your impending arrival and he should be able to get you to where you need to be in the Inner Rim. I have a strong feeling that wasn’t your original destination, as you’ll be shooting right by White Star, but I’m sure you realize that what’s left of your family will not know peace until you’ve been able to state your case before the Emperor. That is the only way you get to see freedom and control again in the light of day.” 
 
    “I wish I could argue your conclusion,” Oedelorana sighed. “As I am sure you have already considered asking me to drop my name and start my life over somewhere else. Could you tell me when you came to the conclusion I would not be open to that?” 
 
    “The moment you stepped off the shuttle,” Isaiah replied. Lady Sylgarr smiled, taking up her cup and saucer. 
 
    “Then, to my last hour as Lady Sylgarr.” 
 
    “A suspended status at worst,” Zydeelia added. Isaiah allowed his eyes to drift to the two who had not spoken a single word during the exchange. The Jockey and her brother were content to sit on the proverbial sidelines and listen to what was being said. He would tell them later that their search programs had been isolated in a virtual database and ask them to keep their clandestine investigations into him to a minimum in the foreseeable future. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Do not dwell in the past, do not dream of the future, concentrate the mind on the present.  
 
    Buddha 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4204.02) 
 
      
 
    The Ozone Trials completed, the cadets congratulated, and the vanquished were either escorted from the premises or admitted to the medical facilities of Stone City, the demeanor of Sky Stone returned to its norm.  
 
    The first surprise the new students received was an extended break from returning to scholarship and training. An incident at Black Gate led to the suspension of the aperture. Instructors had been delayed, and the cadets were free to spend their time as they saw fit. They had even been given permission to leave the facility. If it had been a test, and it most surely was one, all the cadets passed – because they all trained in one form or another. While Dungias saw to matters off-planet, Jocasta thought she would get away from flying and meditate. For four hours she romped around Sky Stone, running, diving, sliding, rolling and occasionally swinging as she toured the lower levels. 
 
    She sat in the middle of the floor; her eyes closed and sweat rolling down the sides of her face. Her heart was beating so fast that it made her body tremble as she slowly gained control over her panting lungs.  
 
    Dungias entered the room and stopped at the sight of her. His head tilted to the side as his eyes squinted and his nostrils flared. Pointing at the corner of the room where the real Jocasta sat in the shadows, Dungias said, “I am becoming concerned about your extra-curricular activities.”  
 
    “Why the hell did you build and give me this thing?” she asked, deactivating the projector.  
 
    “Apparently not to fool me,” Dungias answered. “Should I even dare to inquire as to where you procured sweat?” Jocasta turned to look at her First Mate who did not hold her eyes for long. “No, I do not believe I will risk it.” 
 
    “How is everything with the guys?” 
 
    “They are about crew business,” Dungias replied, “… just as you should be about your business. Odd how your projection was sweating and you are not.” 
 
    “No amount of sweat is going to get me into one of those cans!” Jocasta protested.  
 
    “Again, this issue with power-suits,” Dungias observed. “Perhaps you suffer from a very specific type of claustrophobia. So long as there is a stick you can manipulate, you are quite fine with tight spaces. Are you aware of how that sounds?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Jocasta warned. “I will smack you so hard your hair will be black and blue, and everyone will see that you’ve always had dandruff!” 
 
    “It is worse than I thought,” Dungias stated. “Even your quips are now inept. No sting to them whatsoever.” 
 
    “You want sting, do you?” Jocasta said as she ran across the room. 
 
    “Captain!” Dungias called out as Jocasta dove over the stove, tackling him to the kitchen floor. “Captain, this is no time for sparring!” 
 
    “Hey, you said I got dick issues,” Jocasta huffed as she worked to put Dungias into an arm bar. “Well you are the biggest dick in my life! I figure after I cast- oh wow… oww!” Jocasta released her hold on Dungias’ body after he put the index and middle fingers of his left hand to her forehead. He was stimulating the pain-centers in her brain, but very mildly. “Kot, that fucking hurts!”  
 
    “It is meant to,” Dungias said as he moved her off of his body. He released his hold on her and she jumped up from the floor, bounding over his head and landing on her feet. The shenanigans stopped as they both noted the unusual agility and strength. “Captain?” Dungias questioned as he looked down at her feet. She was not wearing her boots. Dungias stood up straight, extended his senses, and the expression suddenly went away from his face. “Captain!” 
 
    “What?!” she asked, looking up at him. “Oh! That. Yeah, we need to talk, honey.” 
 
    “Yes, sweetheart, we do!” Dungias said, ushering her to the sofa. He held out his other hand for Alpha and erected a dome to contain sound and prevent them from being seen. 
 
    “You don’t trust this place yet?” 
 
    “It is not that,” Dungias answered. “The fewer chances I take, the fewer people I will have to kill should what you are about to say rank above their need to know.” 
 
    “Way to hedge your bets,” Jocasta said, taking a seat. Not one for dramatic pauses, she made herself comfortable, set her eyes on her First Mate, and shared what had happened the evening she had spent with V’Dalthian. She spared no detail, as it was Dungias to whom she was speaking. 
 
    Dungias sat and took in every word, comforted to receive information in this manner. So many things he had gained knowledge without ever having to be told; it had robbed him of a genuine sharing experience. Processing Jocasta’s explanation, he also took in the feed of data from Alpha, and he was able to truly understand what had happened. Jocasta had matched wills with a Dragon and won, though perhaps not for the reasons she believed. Like all of The Seven, Jocasta was possessive of a nearly indomitable will. With the work Dungias and Smitty had done, the children had all been enabled to make their own decisions and question whatever they wished to. 
 
    “Crapstacks galore, right?” Jocasta asked. “Just how screwed am I?” 
 
    “Surely you would know that better than I,” Dungias replied and Jocasta shuddered as she lifted her head to look at him. 
 
    “Z… was that a joke?! I tell you I went the Satin Rounds with a Dragon and you’re cracking?!” 
 
    “Should I have asked whether you used protection?” he inquired. 
 
    “Resume roughhousing!” she muttered leaping up from the sofa. She caught only air as Dungias rolled under her, waving as she sailed over him. 
 
    “How appropriate you assign a term used to refer to a child’s activities!” Dungias remarked, standing up. Jocasta landed, bent deeply at the knees and jumped again. She landed on the floor the same time Dungias did, the distance between them remained exactly the same. “If you are done hurling yourself about…”  
 
      
 
    The apartment would need a thorough cleaning! Jocasta slid down the wall to sit on the floor, panting deeply and thoroughly exhausted. She looked at the athletic refreshment bottle Dungias had put into her hand four exchanges before the end, and chuckled at how she had tried to throw it at his face. The Traveler had ducked forward, kicking over his back, sending the bottle into her face instead. 
 
    “What the hell do you call that over the back kick anyway?” 
 
    “Scorpion kick,” he advised as he opened his own bottle. He was not depleted, but it was no longer a simple exercise to spar with Jocasta. “Though it has been some time since I have tried it. Well done, Captain. It is dark now. There should be few people around the proving grounds.” 
 
    “You’re not canning me, Z.” 
 
    “You are getting in a power-suit tonight,” he declared. “How that comes to be is entirely up to you!” Dungias walked to fetch her a towel and Jocasta mocked him silently as she opened the bottle. Downing a healthy gulp, she closed her eyes and put her head against the wall. 
 
    “What the hell did I do, Z?” Dungias read her and he knew what she was referring to. 
 
    “In short, exactly what you said: you took Goldie from Dal. I doubt he can even assume that form again. As you have demonstrated, you are even more agile, despite your distaste for acrobatics.” 
 
    “Not every monkey flips, Z,” Jocasta argued. “Blue ape!” 
 
    “Very well, Ms. Orangutan,” he shot back. “You need not flip.” 
 
    “Oh, is this where I get to sing I wanna be like you-oo-oo?”  
 
    “You will notice that your senses are getting sharper. Your hand-eye coordination…” Dungias stopped himself, shuddering at the possibility he was about to describe. 
 
    “What about my coordination?” she asked, quickly getting up from the floor. She did not like the impression she received at his sudden stopping. 
 
    “It should improve, Captain,” he estimated, “though I cannot say to what degree. And of course, there was Goldie’s skill with the blade and combat.” Dungias did not have to look at her to know her reaction. Her nostrils were flaring and her grip on the bottle tightened. Handing her the towel, Dungias used his brace-com to secure the training area for an hour.  
 
    “Tell me what happened,” he requested, offering his hand. “You’re not afraid of close places, even those without a stick, yet you are against power-suits more than you are against my offering of reparations. You need to tell me.” 
 
    Taking hold of Dungias’ hand, she was lifted from the floor. “Do you promise not–”  
 
    “No!” Dungias said defiantly. “Given what we are, I need not give you any further promises.” 
 
    “Does anyone ever win an argument with you?” 
 
    “I took crew with me to bury your treasure, did I not?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” she smiled, recalling the exchange. “I did win that one. It wasn’t much of an argument though.” 
 
    “Because I can admit when I am being shortsighted,” Dungias returned. “… if not altogether incorrect.” 
 
    “Show off,” Jocasta remarked. “And you’ve got an even better point; you made me a pretty big promise. I’ve never said anything positive about it.” 
 
    “Yes you did, Captain,” Dungias argued. “When you said no holding back. You gave me a trust that I have not seen you give another. It is my intention to make that gesture a fitting one.” 
 
    “Okay, every good story starts with a good base of facts,” Jocasta said as she brushed back her hair with her hand. “You familiar with a Celestine Bickersham?” 
 
    Dungias thought for a moment before nodding. “A self-appointed shipping mogul. With the emergence of the Super-Corporations, and the increasing numbers of pirates, she was widely considered the last of her kind. Secretly, she was a madam in control of a very extensive stable of mercenaries specializing in strong-arm tactics in the outskirts of the Middle Rim.” Jocasta sat very still, blinking as she stared at her First Mate for a moment before deciding to continue her story. 
 
    “Close enough. I took a job as a wannabe gun-hand for her personal office. I was Kot as a shooter back then, and no one took me seriously when I drew my gun, not even my gun! Celestine gets into a jam between a client and pack of Maggots looking to make a rep. Before anyone can say anything, I pull and shoot the Maggot Team Lead in the head. BAM! Right over the right eyebrow. I’m stupid enough to think that I’m about to get a pat on the back, right? That cow put me on the first ship moving. I find myself on a Mercenary Team on a collections run. They took my gun and gave me some Kot-spitter.” 
 
    “Interesting how she omits the rather enduring beating she received,” Dungias thought, “… and that the fact she endured it was the reason why Celestine kept her on at all. Still, the testimony has opened the necessary doors.” 
 
    “So, I’m in the hangar, right? Cleaning. And wouldn’t you know it, I see powered armour. Mind you, at this point of things, I’ve never even been in a half-frame, let alone a five-meter rig. That’s not enough to keep me from climbing up into it though. Took me four minutes to figure out how to open the damn thing. I strap myself in and the next thing you know, that bad bitch is fired up and walking… and she’s walking because I’m walking her!” 
 
    “Oh no,” Dungias said in the tone most engineers take when they know the worst is about to befall a good piece of equipment. 
 
    “You better believe it,” Jocasta replied, pointing at Dungias. “And you guessed it: walking’s not enough for me! I get the hydraulics to gear up and I make her run. Where’s my focus, you ask?” 
 
    “I did not, but I will if you need me to.” 
 
    “I’m gawking at the console reading out my speed! You know, the one you have to look down to see, because no, I wasn’t bright enough to put on a helmet with the heads-up display.  
 
    “Just when I am about to say, ‘holy Kot, this thing can do thirty KPH’, I get a proximity alarm… only I don’t know it’s a proximity alarm, do I? No, you bet your ass I don’t! So, in order to solve the mystery of the flashing lights and the buzz-horn, I look even further down! The rig must’ve been doing around fifty-five KPH when I hit the wall … which happened to be the wall just inside the hull.” Dungias put the side of his fist to his lips and looked down. He had always pondered the specifics of the particular event, though he was quite familiar with the aftermath as he had arranged the lucky break she was about to mention. 
 
    “It might not have been so bad if I hadn’t been in that monster of a suit,” Jocasta reflected. “Thank the Fates for automated systems. She locked up tight and pressurized before my flailing managed to nick the refueling feed line of the ship. Yeah, I snagged that just a few seconds before the rig’s arm hit exposed metal. Spark! Bam! Next thing I knew I’m tumbling in the middle of outer space. If it hadn’t been for momentum and I guess trajectory, I wouldn’t have floated into the trade routes. They picked me up with about six hours of air left to me. I ripped my clothes a bit, bashed my head against the console, and said a pirate tried to have his way with me during a raid. Turns out the registration of the bot was legitimate, and they traced it back to Celestine, finding her at a very inopportune moment. That was the first alias I burned.” 
 
    “What was the name of that one?” Dungias asked, working to keep from laughing. 
 
    “Regina,” Jocasta sighed. “Regina Stellarum.” A snicker escaped from Dungias and Jocasta looked up. “What?!” 
 
    “Is that not very bad Latin for ‘queen of the stars’?!” Dungias translated. 
 
    “So?! What if it is?” Looking at her angry face, Dungias could not contain himself and he fell over to his side laughing. Jocasta put her fists on her hips angrily, but she was already beginning to grin. It was too rare a thing to see her best friend genuinely laugh; she would not deny him that moment. Besides, she too was beginning to laugh. When she heard Tuitonn giggle, she could not contain herself. 
 
    “What can I say, Z,” she snorted as the laughter died down. “I’ve always aimed high.” 
 
    “That you have, my friend,” Dungias said and he composed himself. He walked over to Jocasta, taking a firm hold of her shoulders. He knew what she was thinking; that it had not been her worst crash, but it was by far the worst she had caused due to a lack of capability. It was time to get back to that path and trek it one more time. “And you shall continue to aim high. Keep running, Jocasta. Leave the proximity alarms to me!” Dungias walked to the door of the room and it opened; he looked back at Jocasta. “That will not happen again. You have me, and we do not hold back. Come, Captain, we have fears to conquer!” 
 
    Jocasta smiled before grabbing her cane and coat. “Right behind you, Z!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Uhnveer Plarzo walked into the room, knowing it was not good news he had been summoned to receive. Too many of the uniforms were being straightened, as if a pressed jacket could truncate his rage should he see fit to release it. Uhnveer walked toward his seat, but stopped when the large monitor was activated. The feed was coming from a deck view port on one of his warships as it moved away from the Haggenshire, which was burning in space. Several of his ships were still docked at the massive station as section after section erupted in fire and smoke. 
 
    “Why is this showing?” Uhnveer asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, sir,” a Colonel answered, looking at his communicator. “Ops reports that the computer just opened a channel and made a direct feed to us.” 
 
    “Don’t we have Jockeys to handle this sort of thing?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” the Colonel quickly replied as he read more incoming information. “We have four.” 
 
    “Four?!” Uhnveer repeated, looking at the officer. “We have two at headquarters and one aboard my flagship. Adding the one aboard the Claymore, I come to four. Are you telling me that none of my ships could depart from the Haggenshire before it started to explode?!” 
 
    The Colonel looked down, swallowed hard, and steadied himself. The report was not yet fully delivered and the news was only going to get worse. “Actually, sir, all but one of the docked ships reported they were cleared for departure. The mains and the moorings failed to release.” 
 
    “Failed to release,” Uhnveer muttered as he sat down in his chair. His hands landed hard on the arm rests as his back sank back into the chair. He sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Turn off the monitor, Colonel.” The officer quickly lifted his control pad to carry out the order. “Since you must be told to do it, turn off the damn monitor!” 
 
    The Colonel activated his communicator and turned his back to the Field Marshal. “Turn off the monitor in the War Room,” he commanded. 
 
    “We’re trying sir,” a young voice replied. “We’ve restored main control, but the computer is still showing signs of breach and malfunction.” 
 
    “Oh, for the love of tits and twat!” Uhnveer exclaimed, reaching for his pistol.  
 
    Two shots rang out in the War Room before Uhnveer’s gun could clear its holster, and most of the other officers jumped in surprise. Uhnveer Plarzo took a very quick inventory of two things: the officers who did not jump, and the man who had taken the initiative to shoot the monitor. It was not surprising to him that the aide of one of the three non-jumping officers was twirling a smoking blaster before he holstered his weapon. Uhnveer’s eyes lowered from the standing aide to the seated General whose eyes were glued on his Field Marshal, and without a spoken cue, the decorated Commando spoke. 
 
    “Lieutenant Marthunn Jeerbram,” General Korborik announced. “They call him the Mongoose.” 
 
    “The Mongoose,” Uhnveer said, rubbing his chin. “You were at the heart of the Garnet Barony business. The moon of Durook, if memory serves.” 
 
    “My Field Marshal honors me,” Jeerbram said, giving a slight bow. “That could not have been a major issue, given all of your endeavors, sir.” 
 
    “It was a report filed by your commanding officer, Lieutenant,” Uhnveer explained. “I might overlook one of Colonel Quinique’s reports about her so-called field operatives. Spies and slashers at best, the lot of them. No offense my dear.” 
 
    “None taken, Field Marshal,” the slender woman quickly replied wearing her constant grin. She was another that had not jumped. Later he would ask her how fast the Lieutenant appeared from her perspective. “We are what we are. But you will not want to overlook my next report… though it is in the same vein as Colonel Tennon’s.” 
 
    “Rosina!” he whined. “Not you too!” 
 
    “I think we need to change the listed profile,” Rosina Quinique stated. “They aren’t lucky. Well, they aren’t just lucky, sir. They’re good! Coordinated and very well-trained by someone who has to be more than ‘an academic at best’,” she said repeating a previously filed report written by one of her rivals. 
 
    “Yes, that was obviously a flawed view,” Uhnveer agreed as he looked back at the Mongoose. “But getting back to my point, Lieutenant Jeerbram, I never overlook a report filed by this man because, simply put, he doesn’t file many! If there is something to be said, he says it! But while you were on Durook, he was at Black Gate, with his hands quite full I might add.” Both men chuckled as Uhnveer looked around the room. Only Korborik, Quinique, and Preethe were seated. Plarzo waved for everyone to take a chair. 
 
    “That vid came from one of my ships,” he stated. “That means we did not lose all of them. How many fell with the Haggenshire?” 
 
    “The platform was unable to service all of our ships, sir,” the Colonel said. 
 
    “Why would–” Uhnveer started before stopping himself. He pressed his hand to his hair and pushed it back, sighing in disgust. “Of course. Why not? We’re at the Haggenshire after all. Good liquor and better women. Might as well make the most of it! Please tell me that fire did my work for me. 
 
    “We’ve already confirmed that General Shirn perished in the very first explosion,” Colonel Tennon reported. 
 
    “The very first?!” Plarzo asked, squinting his eyes. “You’re right, Quinique. Not only are they trained, but they’re being led by someone who knows what they’re doing. Damn! 
 
    “The Relief Fleet was just as large as the Point Fleet now stationed outside the Pearl Barony,” Uhnveer noted. “They are the same size: fifteen ships. We lost thirteen ships?” 
 
    “Aye sir. Thirteen.” 
 
    Field Marshal Plarzo sat in his chair, silent for a moment, trying his best not to let his anger control his actions. He wanted to hit something… he wanted to hurt something, but he had learned it was best to hold on to that anger and save it for the one most responsible for his disposition. Of course, that only added to his frustration because he had reason to believe that person was beyond his reach in the Pearl Barony. 
 
    “What other bad news do you have for me, Colonel Tennon?” 
 
    “Actually this is where my bad news comes into play, sir,” Colonel Quinique spoke up. “It concerns one of my spiders and one of theirs.” 
 
    “They have spiders?” 
 
    “We have reason to believe that this attack was initiated by two people our operatives picked up at a function being thrown by the Onyx Baron,” Rosina explained. “They were secured, searched, relieved of their property, and taken to the Haggenshire for questioning. It was fifteen minutes after they were secured in the brig when things started going poorly. We don’t have all the pieces yet, because all transmissions were taken offline. We do know, however, the platform somehow lost main power and when reserve power started up, it triggered several explosions. The first was Haggenshire’s office. General Shirn was in the office at that time... along with Haggenshire himself.” 
 
    “Well, that takes him off the list of suspects,” Uhnveer commented, looking intently at his Intelligence Officer. “You’re not sure how to say it, but you want to tell me this was a coordinated attack, yes?” 
 
    “One of the best I’ve seen in quite some time,” she replied.  
 
    “This from a woman who does not give compliments,” Uhnveer muttered. “Were you able to get your man into the Pearl Barony Headquarters?” 
 
    “She was intercepted,” Rosina reported. “But I do not believe the incidents are related. The new Intelligence Officer is an Ardrian recruit. Michael Ress was recently discharged for questionable reasons. His file shows he logged a complaint against a General that cost the man a star.” 
 
    “That will get you discharged in some places,” Uhnveer commented.  
 
    “Damn! Damn! And damn again!” he yelled. “They’re a smaller force, which means they’re faster. They’re also one step ahead of us. And you say these two prisoners were picked up at a function?” 
 
    “A celebratory feast,” Rosalina clarified. “The Baron’s come into the possession of the Prism Passion.” 
 
    “Ships are just being lost all the way around!” the Field Marshal barked. “It would be too much to call this mere coincidence, right?” 
 
    “I’ve got a file that answers that question, sir,” Rosalina said, taking out a small projector. She placed it down on the table and slid it towards the center. “This is a message we received while the Haggenshire was blowing up. 
 
    An image of Jocasta, seated with her legs crossed and smiling, formed from the projector. “Hey, Sabre-Sweetie,” she said and the Colonel looked down at his data pad. 
 
    “Sir, this isn’t a data file. This is a transmission!” 
 
    “Wow, lookee at all the eyes getting bigger!” Jocasta said in a child-like tone. “I feel all kinds of important!” 
 
    “Enjoy it while it lasts, child!” Uhnveer hissed. 
 
    “Ooooo, Field Marshal, you send shivers down my… no, let’s keep it clean, for the moment. I thought you should have a face to go with the name.” 
 
    “You know we already have both, so get along to what you want!” 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing, relic!” Jocasta snapped. “You move on my people, you move on me!” 
 
    “Senseless banter!” Uhnveer yelled as he stood up, punching his fists down on the table. “What was the meaning behind your attack on my base?!” 
 
    “Truth be told, didn’t know it was yours, not that it would’ve mattered. I was running some legitimately foul business with the Baron. Your people cut in without so much as a tap on my shoulder. So very rude!” Rosina snickered and quickly covered her mouth. She knew if she had looked the Field Marshal just then, she would have been gambling her very life. “Oh, a fan!” Jocasta said with a smile. “Hey, I’m here all season. Don’t forget to tip your aides.” 
 
    “And my yacht?” 
 
    “Duh! I got recalled to your place. I needed a ride home. The unexpected bonus was the Tween-Space charts. They are nice, but not as accurate as you think. Still, beggars can’t be choosey. Do all the seats recline all the way back, or just the ones in the Romp Room?” 
 
    “Woman, I am going to enjoy–” 
 
    “Trying!” Jocasta interrupted as she uncrossed her legs. “You’re going to enjoy trying to do something. Each and every try’s gonna wind up making you look even more inept… and at this point, that’s saying something. I’ve squashed Imperial flies with more moxie, Plarzo! 
 
    “And why do you hate me, child?” Uhnveer asked as his eyes squinted. He had survived the initial wave of rage. He was curious as to why this woman had been added to his list of enemies. “Have I wronged you in some way?” 
 
    “You should allow the gray to show,” Jocasta remarked. “It’d go a long way to explaining a few things. But if you need me to, grandpa, I’ll break it down for you. As I mentioned, you interrupted the exchange of credits, and no one takes kindly to that. But before that, you levied some pretty hard justice to somebody in my ‘cherish pocket’. You remember Rouge, relic?” 
 
    “Rouge!” Uhnveer whispered, allowing his head to drop to his chest. Now things were finally beginning to make sense. If this wench had been in the stable of Rouge, she was trained in more than the combative arts. Uhnveer had faced the noted pirate twice, though he believed she only knew of their second encounter. In his mind, it had been a perfect revenge. The pirate wench had cost him his first captaincy. He had spent seven years after that meeting rebuilding and laying all sorts of traps in her path, finally managing to get a number of operatives on her flagship crew. That battle would be the day when Murphy’s Law would plague her. Her shields would stand, but not be quite strong enough. Her guns would fire, but not quite accurately enough. Her ship would swim, but not nearly fast enough. He had decimated her and thought he had driven the woman out of the profession. Apparently that was one student too late. 
 
    “Yes, I remember that woman,” Uhnveer said softly. 
 
    “I would love to say she sends her regards, but in actuality, we’ll be drinking over your ass-kicking when I see her again,” Jocasta promised. “And I’m still at Sky Stone if you’re interested. Don’t send a fleet! Stand up and be a man,” she challenged before her face went blank. “Wait, you are standing. Sorry. Step up in your chair and be a taller man!” The projector did not survive the first blast; the center of the table did not withstand the fourth. As loud as his gun was, it could barely be heard over his booming war cry! 
 
    “You want to fight me, bitch?!” he cried out, tearing the blaster into two pieces. “You want me?! That sentiment we share!” 
 
    Colonel Tennon started to speak in protest but Rosina Quinique cut him off, “Be silent, Colonel! We will await our orders.” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    There were no more towels. Between their roughhousing and the sweat they worked up piloting the power-suits, Jocasta was left with the options of either having Alpha dry her or simply walking around naked until she was dry. She went with the latter of the two. 
 
    “And we have energy showers on the ship, why?”  
 
    “Water storage and usage, Captain,” Dungias said as he received the tray of food from the robot. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You are most welcome, sir,” the robot replied before floating away. 
 
    “Shall I make you a plate?” 
 
    “No, I got it,” Jocasta answered, looking out of the window. 
 
    “As you wish,” Dungias replied. “With regard to wet showers, once you use the water, you have to get more.” 
 
    “Oh man, don’t give me that Kot,” Jocasta complained. “I’ve got a five-centimeter wide blade that fits into a two-centimeter wide cane.” 
 
    “Two point five centimeters, actually. 
 
    “And to think I missed you!” she snapped, taking the roll off of his plate. Dungias pressed his lips together before returning to the tray for another roll. “Figure it out, Z. Collect it, clean it, recycle it, just don’t tell anyone. If anyone asks, tell them to come talk to me about it.” 
 
    Jocasta ate part of her roll as she took a seat on the sofa. Her brace-com beeped and she looked at Dungias. “You see me here resting, right?” 
 
    “Woman, you are pathetic,” he said opening the channel from his brace-com. 
 
    “I love you too, Z.” 
 
    “Captain, I have an update for you,” Satithe transmitted. “The interactive message has been delivered, along with the breach programs Shotgun composed.” 
 
    “Yes!” Jocasta cheered and Dungias smirked. “What was the response?” 
 
    “The Field Marshal fired on the projector.” Jocasta cheered and Dungias shook his head. 
 
    “Sati, baby, with the exception of the whole legs crossed thing, you fuckin’ nailed that message. I trust the Baron and his sister are still secure?” 
 
    “And they send their gratitude, Captain,” Satithe replied. “But of course you know–” 
 
    “Bah! Let him come,” Jocasta said, taking another bite of her roll and smiling at the thought of fighting the diminutive Delbred strategist, who apparently was not that good at strategy. “Eventually he’s going to take a shot at the title. I’d rather not be blindsided by the effort this time around. A girl can only get rescued by a blue mountain so many times. It’s in the rules. I looked it up!” 
 
    Dungias nodded as he observed his commanding officer. He closed his eyes to examine her. “It is as I suspected, her potential treks are tied to mine and therefore blurred. I cannot allow this to deter me.” A soft vibration came from Dungias’ brace-com. He looked down to receive a message.  
 
      
 
    I doubt you and I would use verbal words were we to meet face-to-face. That is understandable. It occurs to me there is a strong imbalance with regards to Persephone now with what has happened to Jocasta. That imbalance, I predict, will grow as she works her way into the ranks of the Star-Wing Corps. Your distrust in me is warranted, but I will not have a break in our agreement. Outside the Xara-Mansura, a package is about to be delivered. It contains a gift for Persephone. It will not match what Jocasta has received stride-for-stride, but I leave you to make it work. You have yet to fail her. I will not serve as a reason why you might. Fare thee well, Traveler – Dal 
 
      
 
    “Dragons, apparently, do not grow old being incredibly idiotic,” Dungias thought. “For the words I have for V’Dalthian are certainly not of the verbal sort. I shall see to this package and make my decision. I will either take his offering or awaken Persephone much sooner than I expected. 
 
    “Hey you!” Jocasta called out. “Blue and brooding! Am I supposed to be thick as a brick and not figure out you and the crew are making serious moves? Satithe might’ve worked up that message, but she didn’t do it out of the blue, pardon the pun. And she damn sure didn’t do it because she thought I wanted her to. You waited until the trials were over, and I got back into a can. Distraction potential has been minimized. You want to fill me in on the particulars now?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure, Captain.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I don’t care about age very much. I think back to the old people I knew when I was growing up, and they always seemed larger than life.  
 
    Chinua Achebe 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4204.10) 
 
      
 
    As their trek dragged further and further on, hopelessness loomed over their heads, growing heavier with every step. It was getting more difficult for K’Jolun to maintain a hopeful and confident demeanor. The looks of fatigue and frustration showing on his students’ faces, the way they no longer walked with a sense of purpose let alone a sense of awareness, and the sighs that boredom and a perpetual fear could create… they chilled even his eager and burning hope. He had stopped giving a verbal count of the number of transports they had taken, but in the thirteen days since his confrontation with Vhusetti Gru, he and his small band had been passengers on nine different ships. 
 
    Hopping transports of all kinds and eventually coming to the city of New Dakota which was high up in the Gandhi Mountains, there had been a steady deterioration of morale in the student body. All, that is, except for Cleopatra and Pharaoh who possessed seemingly untouchable dispositions. Patra could never go very long without smiling, and Phay hardly ever showed any emotion at all outside of his concern for his charge whom he considered to be his younger sibling.  
 
    “It felt like we had been delivered,” K’Jolun thought, “… when we ran to the docks with only seconds before our given time. Two ships were there, one floating above the other. The attached ship was atmospheric, but it was the spacecraft that had been registered as a parked vessel at that docking slip.” The young Temple Fighter remembered how he, Misharee, and their students had climbed aboard the atmospheric ship and flew from the docks. One ship headed for the stars, the other for the coast. By the time the Magistrates stopped the transport, they had already been spirited away in a hovercraft piloted by a young man who had very little regard for the protocol of safe transport. Still, they made good time and wound up spending the evening in the rear of a processing plant that made and packaged nutritional units. It was still dark when K’Jolun and the children left aboard an automated delivery transport that took them to the other side of Vastion. It was there where they boarded a short-range shuttle, piloted by a robot, which took them to Glory. Five modes of transport later, they were on the opposite side of the largest moon of Vastion. 
 
    From there, it had been a ten-day pilgrimage along with some hill folk who were making their way home after their work seasons; the students of the newly-formed Southern Temple were more than just a little tired. The answerless questions were beginning to echo in their minds, and they wondered if they were simply prolonging the inevitable. 
 
    “Looks like we’re splitting up,” Phay pointed out as most of the people turned to continue further up into the mountains. “Didn’t you say that we need to take the fork to the right?” 
 
    “That is what I was told,” K’Jolun replied. 
 
    “So we’re going where no one else is going,” Tenjas complained.  
 
    “Not no one,” Patra called out, pointed at the path that turned to the right. “There’s one!” With his back against a large boulder, a tall man stood with his head against his walking stick. His long, loose gray hair with black roots covered the side of his face, but it was not the inability to see his face that gave K’Jolun pause. 
 
    “Aside from what my eyes see, there is nothing there!” K’Jolun thought, taking only a moment to look at Misharee who knew the reason for his glance and shook her head ‘no’.  
 
    “You two need to work on your coded communications,” the man said, and K’Jolun frowned, feeling as if he had heard the voice before. “That’s not all you need to work on, but it’d be a passable start. You know something’s up, and those are the faces you wear? Yeah, you definitely have to work on that.” The man stood up from leaning against the boulder and cleared his throat. 
 
    “I know you from somewhere,” K’Jolun said softly, trying to recall the moment. The man chuckled, allowing his stick to lean against his chest. With his hands free, he lifted his right arm and grabbed his forearm with his left hand, performing a nerve pinch. K’Jolun recalled the instance immediately. “The homeless man!” K’Jolun concluded. “You were trying to warn me the day that Vhusetti betrayed us; the one who wrote the message on the wall!” The man chuckled, taking hold of his stick. “Did I say something funny?” 
 
    “Vhusetti Gru betrayed you long before that day, Cage,” the man stated, moving his hair back over his shoulder. “The curtain was lifted the day he put you through a wall, but he had worked his treachery in weeks ahead of then. 
 
    “Well,” he continued, “we’ve got miles ahead of us and they aren’t going to walk themselves.” 
 
    “Wait!” Tenjas called out. “How do we know you haven’t worked your treachery?!” 
 
    “That was not advisable, Tenjas,” K’Jolun said softly.  
 
    “You got that right,” the older man agreed. “But I’m going to do you one better than saying that was wrong, boy. First, to say ‘your treachery’ implies a foregone conclusion, and that’s damn rude no matter what sort of fix you’re in. ‘A treachery’ is what you’re looking for. And second, to answer the sentiment of the inquiry, you don’t have a damn clue! That brings us back to the fix you’re in. Now… you’re young, stupid, scared, and gods know you have every right to all three. You, kiddo, have allowed those three traits to get in the way of simple thinking. In order to pose that question the way you did, you had to blow right by ‘you were trying to warn me the day that Vhusetti betrayed us’. Tried. Warn. Message on the wall. Slept straight through those, didn’t you? 
 
    “The name’s Winpruhl Dierman and I’m a Blood Paladin,” the man proclaimed and each of the older students looked at each other and their teachers in shock. “That’s right, I kill Chevaliers as a profession. Killed my first one when I was fifteen, and I’ve been at it for one hundred and forty-five years!” 
 
    “Wow, you’re weely old!” Patra exclaimed and Winpruhl smiled in response. 
 
    “Yes I am, little one.” The Blood Paladin looked up at K’Jolun and nodded. “Before I forget… that was solid work on Gru.” 
 
    “I am not a Blood Paladin,” K’Jolun stated. 
 
    “Now I see where the boy learned how to assume,” Winpruhl said, turning to walk down the path. “I was there to kill Gru, boy. You saved me the trouble. Notice that I haven’t come after you and the young ones. At least, not yet!”  
 
    “C’mon, Patra,” Phay said, walking to follow the old man. Patra was quick to follow behind her brother. K’Jolun looked back at Misharee before taking to the path. The young woman ushered the boys forward as K’Jolun walked more quickly to catch up to Winpruhl. 
 
    “It might have helped if you had said you only killed wayward Chevaliers,” K’Jolun pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but that would have been a lie!” Winpruhl answered. “I don’t take too well to lying.” 
 
    “You’re not a homeless man.” 
 
    “One, you don’t know that, and two, who says I’m not? We’re in the Terran Triangle, where Chevaliers are shat from the stars! You think I have a home here?! I’m not coming after you because your name’s not on the board, and I’m not in the market at the moment. Your name won’t get on the board until you become a Chevalier. You’ve got moves, and perhaps one of the most powerful Energy bases I’ve ever seen. But you lean Northern way too much for your own good, and you’re making all the rookie mistakes. I received word to get you to a safe location. I don’t like the assignment, but I know why I got it, so… I’m going to do it so I can be done with you. If we ever meet again… chances are it will be for a different reason.” 
 
    “And it will be doubtful that I will be making the same rookie mistakes,” K’Jolun added. 
 
    “No. By then I’m sure you will have conjured up all new fresh ones!” K’Jolun stopped walking as the Blood Paladin continued down the path. Only when Misharee had caught up with him did he start walking again. 
 
    “So that is a Blood Paladin,” she remarked after a while. Looking over at a silent K’Jolun, she decided it would be best to say one other thing. “Don’t worry. It’s because of you that we’re still alive… that the Southern Temple is still alive. Soon we’ll be in a place where we can resume our studies.” 
 
    “Let us hope,” K’Jolun said softly. “For I am certain our temple would be better off with a stronger pillar.” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Sarshata walked into her office, reading the reports logged by her instructors, and not looking the least bit pressed by the company of men who had been waiting for her to arrive. The report concerned the class of cadets and was therefore more pressing; the news was not surprising and the Commander did not hesitate to send a message to Eugenia, giving her permission to proceed with what was referred to as a Stage One Rattling. She smiled and almost giggled imagining Snow’s howling response. 
 
    “Well, at last, the Commandant arrives!” Commander Ravinguez looked up from her brace-com to see a skinny man dressed in what had to be the most recent outrageous of fashions. Most of his suit was metallic gray save for the lapels, collars, and the panels of cloth draped between the man’s shoulders and his arms.  
 
    “I wonder if he can glide,” Sarshata thought as she walked over to her desk. “Why am I getting the feeling we’re about to find out?!” 
 
    “We are honored the great and legendary Swan could ho–” a projectile fired through the exaggerated collar, cutting the skinny man’s speech short. While his eyes and mouth froze wide open, Sarshata slowly lowered her gun to her side. 
 
    “You see how not one of the three armed men in the room are making a move?!” Sarshata asked. “This is not your first time here, parrot.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” the Pearl Baron said, getting up from his chair. He put his hand on T’Podio’s shoulder and ushered him to sit down. “But the reason why I am here is not within our historical mainstream. I received a communique from Uhnveer Plarzo today.” 
 
    “Indeed! Don’t forget to mark your calendar,” Sarshata replied quickly. 
 
    “Sarshata.” 
 
    “I am well aware of the developing issue regarding the Field Marshal, Baron,” the woman fired back. “Exactly what do you really think is going to happen here? You’re going to square your rather impressive shoulders, I’m going to nervously withdraw to go and fetch the woman and hand her over to you so you can do the same to that diminutive fop?! Baron Straum, up until this moment I’ve had the greatest respect for you. You’ve not been dealt a good hand, and you’re playing it masterfully.” 
 
    “And the Pearl Barony is on the rise, Commander!” Ivus snapped. “And I don’t mean just the tourism. We’re actually receiving measures of respect and inclusion from the other baronies! Do you know what this can do to what we’re all trying to build?!” 
 
    “Your inclusion comes because of the growing appeal and influence of the Onyx Barony,” Sarshata answered. “And, at the risk of losing your respect for me, Baron, I’m about the business of building Sky Stone, not the Pearl Barony. According to our charter, which I fully support, the Star-Wings Corps is obligated to protect the Pearl Barony. If the Field Marshal wants to bring his warships inside the protocol limits, he’ll be reminded of the Corps the same way your parrot was. Only then we won’t shoot to miss.” 
 
    “And what are twenty fighters going to do up against the same number of warships?!” Ivus shouted. A flaring of white light passed over Sarsahta’s eyes. Ivus swallowed hard as he withdrew a step. 
 
    “I think, good Baron, you’ve forgotten why you’re afraid of us,” she said at just above a whisper. “Get me Flambé,” Sarshata called out and her computer responded by opening a channel. After a few seconds, the tell-tale tone sounded.  
 
    “Go ahead, Swan,” a thick and strained voice spoke up. 
 
    “Time to bring it, Flambé,” Sarshata commanded. “Bring it in, please, and let them know you’re there.” 
 
    “Roger that, Swan,” the pilot replied. “Scoring the battleship!” 
 
    “Close channel and give me a tactical,” Sarshata commanded. As an image of the lone battleship was projected, a much smaller craft appeared on the starboard side of the battleship and started firing on it. The ship was not in a defensive position, so there were no active shields. Three bursts were fired but the computer scans showed that aside from hull scoring there was less than minimal damage. “You might want to get back to your office, Baron Straum. By the time you get there you’ll have at least a good half dozen requests for a serious conversation. Feel free to forward them to me, if you like.” 
 
    “You’d take their call?” Ivus asked. 
 
    “They may not approve of my language, but it would be an honor to speak for you, sir.” Ivus looked at the woman carefully, contemplating one thing. 
 
    “Are you sure the training of this woman started recently?” 
 
    “I can’t be held responsible for what she did before she got here,” Sarshata smiled, reaching for the Governor’s arm. “But as I said before, Governor, I like you.” Taking hold of his arm, Straum’s wrist-com signaled that it had received a message. He looked at it to see, Spade was her initial instructor. It was on his recommendation that she’s here! The Baron looked up into the Commandant’s eyes, looking for the slightest sign of duplicity. She was too steady, too sure. It was not a falsehood she had shared with him, and he was not surprised to see the message delete itself. 
 
    “I think that will be all then, Commandant,” Ivus said softly as he started for the door. “If it’s the same to you, I’d just as soon not meet with the woman in question.” 
 
    “I understand, sir,” Sarshata smiled. Her face remained that way until the doors to her office closed. She muttered a curse for the Field Marshal and then centered her thoughts, reaching out with her mind for the Eye. 
 
    “Greetings, brothers of the sky,” she projected. “This is Swan and I formally request an audience with Queen Gexxur-Hahni at her earliest possible convenience.” 
 
    “Your request has been heard, received, and recorded, Sister of the Stars,” a Dragon replied. “As soon as she has returned to the Brood Hall, I will see to it that she receives your words.” 
 
    “This cannot be happening,” Sarshata thought. “Not by a damn coincidence. I’ve talked to Gexxur-Indaysi one time too many already. She’s one snort away from challenging the pact with her pretentious, scaled ass. Now, the only thing that normally keeps her in line is not even in the brood caves! Terrific!” 
 
    The doors to her office opened again and Sarshata smiled as an officer of the Baronial Militia entered. “Not too shabby, Intelligence Officer. Not too shabby at all! Your notification gave me just enough time to carry out your suggested plan. So I come off looking more like a bad ass to the Governor, and the Field Marshal no longer has a grievance with the barony, just the Corps.” 
 
    “A position I thought you had more experience dealing with effectively,” Michael Ress said, placing his hands behind his back. “The only trouble Baron Straum has is with women, especially those with any level of authority. I do hope you didn’t mind participating in a bit of manipulation.” 
 
    “As a woman who’s had to deal with the aforementioned problem, I want to thank you for helping me to skirt the matter. Pardon the pun. The taste of the mystery spice should keep him honest for the foreseeable future. Of course that only gives us until dinner mess.” 
 
    “The Commandant is most generous in her estimations,” Ress said, giving a slight bow before turning to leave. Sarshata chuckled as her mind returned to her trouble with the Dragons. 
 
    “That’s one word for it,” she muttered. 
 
     
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “You see? That is one thing the city cannot do,” Misharee said with a bright smile forming under her glossy eyes. “Even with purifiers, the sky never looks this clean… this clear.” 
 
    “The stars look like you can gwab them!” Patra declared as she jumped, taking broad swipes at the sky. All of the boys except Phay laughed at her attempts. Braxton nudged his younger schoolmate as he chuckled. 
 
    “C’mon, even you have to think that’s funny.” 
 
    “Not as funny as it’s going to be when she snatches one of them out of the sky,” Phay replied before he grabbed Braxton’s sleeve and strained his eyes to look down the path. “What’s that?”  
 
    “Sharp eyes on that younger one,” Winpruhl thought as he continued to walk, acting as if he saw nothing. That was the expected reaction, after all, with the telepathic nudging directed at the minds of the walking group. Winpruhl was not in his preferred range. Not yet. “Northerners are getting desperate.” 
 
    At the end of the hill-winding path – where Winpruhl was hoping to take his charges, introducing them to the plot of land he had procured – ten people stood at a five-meter spread from one another; each in full-body armour. “Some military training,” the Blood Paladin concluded, stretching his neck. Seven of the younger eight had taken positions behind the two older men. “Eight Temple Warriors and two Chevaliers,” Winpruhl concluded. “That woman standing almost equal to the front men isn’t a Chevalierra. She’s too eager to prove herself… probably the first to move.” 
 
    “Temple Warrior K’Jolun Threlzurk!” one of the two Chevaliers called out. “Come forward and give testimony. It’s me, son. Landion Saern.” 
 
    “Damn!” Winpruhl thought bitterly, his grip tightening on his walking stick. “A Chevalier who doesn’t need to say he’s a Chevalier. Humble power isn’t easy… they’re never easy!”  
 
    “Instructor Saern?” K’Jolun replied as he moved to the front of the group. 
 
    “Stay to my right, boy,” Winpruhl whispered as K’Jolun walked by him. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Mr. Threlzurk,” Landion said with a slight smile. Winpruhl noticed that the man’s feet stayed at shoulder width. He could also tell which of the other five had come with the speaking Chevalier. They were the only ones who were not presenting their chests to the approaching group. Saern and one other both had a shoulder toward Winpruhl and his charges. “I’ve been asked to resolve a troubling matter that you seem to be in the middle of. 
 
    “And don’t I also know you, young lady?” Landion asked, looking up at Misharee. “Miss… Kebbleton, is that not correct?” 
 
    “It is, Instructor Saern,” Misharee answered, trying her best to keep the trembling out of her voice. “I am surprised you remember me. I only attended three of your classes before I was asked to leave the temple.” 
 
    “It was four,” Landion corrected . “You forget the day of orientation. As for why I remember you, there was great potential in your ability to learn and apply new knowledge, editing it for your own use. That is a quality difficult to forget.” 
 
    “Yes, now that we have had our touching reunion,” the other Chevalier boomed as he stepped ahead of Landion. His left fist was propped on the side of his hip as his right hand swiped his cape away from his body, demonstrating that he wore an En-Blade. “… we can get to the matter for which you are hereby summoned. If you will not yield to Instructor Saern, yield to Chevalier Taces.” 
 
    “Knew the Stars loved me,” Winpruhl thought, giving a very cold smile after he lowered his head. “I’m in the market for that idiot!” 
 
    “Easy Yadior,” Landion said softly, examining the reactions of the young people who walked with his former students. The old man might have tried to shrink away from notice, but the youths remained very straight of back and fiery of eye; the effect becoming more intense as one moved from the oldest to the youngest.  
 
    “I said get over here boy!” Yadior barked with such force that his long brown hair came from behind his ears. 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t like the way you asked,” Amosse suggested as he and Eleda emerged from behind the kennel. None of the persons present took well to having people suddenly appear within their range of awareness, least of all Winpruhl, but his was by far the least of the reactions. 
 
    “Hold!” the eager female cried as she drew her blaster. Amosse had signaled for Eleda to hold her place before the hand had even grasped the weapon. “You are interfering in matters beyond you, citizen!” 
 
    “And I know for certain I don’t like the way you’re talking to me,” Amosse replied. “No formal statements have been issued here, and this is the Terran Triangle, the pinnacle of human freedom. You look more like members of the Northern Temple, not Magistrates.” 
 
    “And that is what we are!” the young woman asserted. 
 
    “Giving you even less authority to make your opening declaration,” Amosse pointed out. 
 
    “Holster that weapon with or without the assistance of my blade!” Landion hissed. As the young woman moved slowly to follow the order she had been given, Landion held out his arms and spoke aloud. “We are in the presence of a scholar, that much is clear. And we need not proceed any further down the path of confusion and calamity.” 
 
    “That boy is of the Northern Temple!” Yadior proclaimed, yelling at Landion. “He is ours to claim as we see fit!” Yadior then pointed at K’Jolun. “I will not tell you again, boy. Present yourself!” 
 
    “Make him!” Patra said as she stepped in front of K’Jolun. Winpruhl coughed as he stepped to his left off the path, looking as if he wanted nothing to do with what was about to happen. “Cage is ours! He’s not in your stupid temple anymore!” 
 
    K’Jolun lifted his right hand, asking for things to pause as he put his left hand on the youngest girl’s shoulder and Landion nodded in response. “Cleopatra, what you did… is that part of the code? Is that what we’ve learned?” 
 
    “It’s what I learned,” Patra muttered and then pressed her lips together. “The Z-Files say it: walk the path of creatin’, but sometimes you gotta wreck stuff!” 
 
    “By all the gods!” Amosse exclaimed. “Did she say ‘Z-Files’?” 
 
    “Aye, she did,” Eleda said, witnessing a gleam in the eye of a child that sparked to life a fire in the woman’s heart and she put her first meeting with the man in higher regard. She was still fresh from her first experience aboard one of his ships – and Ainille had only recently stopped talking about the experience – she had observed the character of those he had trained and now those he had obviously influenced. It was becoming a pressing issue of growing importance for her to speak with the man.  
 
    Riveted by Cleopatra’s statement, it took a moment for K’Jolun to find the words. “Then I would suggest that such a time is not yet upon us,” he argued. “They are only asking me to answer questions. This could be an opportunity to create. Will you give me a chance to try?” Patra did not speak, nor did she look back at K’Jolun. She simply stepped out of his way – to his right – and it was a struggle for Winpruhl to keep from smiling. “Thank you, Patra.” K’Jolun started down the last measure of the path. 
 
    “You’ve had the last of your first moves in my presence,” Landion whispered when the young woman started to walk to meet K’Jolun. “Step back and embrace the shadows!” 
 
     “What my young friend has said is quite true,” K’Jolun said softly. “I am no longer of the Northern Temple. Out of gratitude for what has been granted to me, and respect for what the ideal of the Temple represents, I will answer your inquiry to the best of my ability.” 
 
    “Gietrik,” Yadior said, signaling to his Gallant. The young man reached to his back and produced a set of restraints.  
 
    “Answer your questions, yes,” K’Jolun said sternly, moving his left foot back so that his right shoulder faced the Northern Temple group. “… but I will not be arrested by you!” 
 
    “Enough!” Yadior spat, unleashing a ThoughtWill attack that did not reach the intended target. The glow around Yadior’s head had just appeared when he moaned in pain, staggering back into his Gallant. 
 
    “Psy-Wave scrambler?!” Landion whispered as he looked around. His blue-green eyes locked on the old man just before the man fired. The projectile struck Landion’s helmet, snapping his head back and throwing him to the ground. The young man behind Landion dropped to his knees to tend to his Master. With his free hand, Winpruhl tapped a button on a small module and threw it toward the group of Temple Warriors and Chevaliers. 
 
    “Guard your minds!” he shouted. 
 
    “No! Don’t!” the kneeling young man cried as he closed his eyes. The scrambler exploded in a wave of energy seeking elevated levels of ThoughtWill, like the sort normally demonstrated in most mental defenses. Only the kneeling youth, the eager female Temple Warrior, K’Jolun, and the back-line Warriors at either end were unaffected by the pulse that was limited to a thirty-meter radius. 
 
    “Some kind of short-range, anti-ThoughtWill device,” Amosse commented. “Crafty old bird.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Eleda agreed. “For the most part, he just made this a contest of skill and skill alone.” Her nostrils flared as the elderly man allowed his long coat to open, showing that he had collected five En-Blade pommels.  
 
    “The old man’s a Blood Paladin!” the female cried out, drawing her weapon and firing a mind blast that stunned Winpruhl. “Kill him first!” Stepping back and breathing in, the glare of active ThoughtWill flared in her eyes. 
 
    “Cleopatra!” Phay called out, reaching for his nun-chuks. “I need a shot!” He broke into a desperate sprint as the young girl allowed her chain to drop from her hand. She spun it around once before it took on the bronze sparks of fiery light. “Intercept!” Phay called out, jumping up, flipping and lifting his knees up to his chest.  
 
    Patra lashed her chain out to strike the sole of Pharaoh’s boot and he became a ball of light. Patra then slung her chain over her head launching the ball of toward the attacking woman. The young girl staggered back a step before dropping to her knees. 
 
    The ball of light reverted back to Phay as he swung his nun-chuck to deflect her slash for Winpruhl’s head. Both bodies landed and rolled, though without any armour Pharaoh’s roll was faster and smoother. He was up and attacking before the woman could stand. His nun-chuks swept her feet out from under and she landed on her back. 
 
      
 
    K’Jolun looked at the kneeling Temple Warrior and held out his hand toward him. “Keep your place and no harm will come to you and your master.” He squatted, ducking the blindsiding swing of an En-Blade. K’Jolun then jumped up and spun as he laid out his body. He trapped the arm of the last uninhibited Temple Warrior, controlling the wrist and continued his spinning motion, throwing his opponent to the ground. Locked in an arm-bar, it was simplicity to deprive the man of his En-Blade. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, hold your positions,” Amosse directed as he widened his stance. 
 
    “No bleeding way!” Ephaliun argued over the brace-com. 
 
    “Stand down, Kulrithe!” Rahneece commanded. “The man’s earned some trust!” 
 
    “Very much appreciated,” Eleda stated, watching Amosse cast. It was only the second spell she had ever seen him try, but with the success of the first one, expectations were indeed high. Amosse lunged forward one stride, thrusting his hands out from his sides and small sparks of electricity flew from his palms. It certainly lacked the flare of the MannA Bolt incantation, and Eleda was about to speak in an effort to console her master. Similar sparks of electricity burst from the armour suits of the Temple Warriors and Chevaliers. Override contingencies were forced to activate, and each suit assumed its normal stance used when they were shipped, and were locked from any further movement.  
 
    “Thanks for the override code, Satithe,” Amosse panted as he stood up straight. 
 
    “My pleasure, Amosse,” the computer replied. Not changing the override code was a mistake common to most suit wearers in the Rims. Satithe knew that with the action Amosse had just taken, the number of those who would be affected by such a ploy was going to drop sharply over time. But that was a problem for another day. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Pharaoh asked Winpruhl who quickly recovered from the mental attack. He lifted his weapon but his shot missed wide due to Pharaoh’s nun-chuks. The Blood Paladin looked down on the young boy with an angered glare. Pharaoh said nothing as he glared right back. He shook his head ‘no’ and tightened his grip on his weapon. 
 
    “This makes us even,” Winpruhl said, slowly holstering his gun. 
 
    “In your book maybe,” Phay softly returned. 
 
    Winpruhl looked up to see K’Jolun stacking the frozen suits off to the side of the path. “Leave the asshole Chevalier. That one’s mine!” 
 
    “And you may have him,” K’Jolun said, turning to face the Blood Paladin. “Once you have stepped through me.” 
 
    “You mean once he has stepped through us!” Braxton said aloud as he drew his En-Blade. Winpruhl turned and looked back at his charges. Not one chest faced him, and not one of them looked like they were going to break and attack without being commanded either by K’Jolun or any action Winpruhl might have taken against him. 
 
    “The job was to get you here,” Winpruhl concluded. “You’re here. Job’s done. Bring me home, Sparky!” A flash of red light sparked to life in Winpruhl’s right eye as his left eye winked at Cleopatra who was still on her knees from her earlier efforts. The red light grew to encompass his body and it faded, taking the old man with it. 
 
    “That wasn’t on the menu,” Amosse remarked, quickly looking to his brace-com. “Sentient EnerJa?! Should I read anything into the fact that the light was red?” 
 
    “We can talk about that another time,” Ephaliun said, dropping the stealth fields around the Kulri-Kraythe and the recently acquired gun shuttle. “Right now, let’s get these people aboard and dust away from this place.” 
 
    “Man’s got a point,” Rahneece said as the side door of the Kulri-Kraythe opened and she amplified sound so that her voice would reach everyone. “We don’t have much time, so let’s get this show on the way. 
 
    “Satithe, adjust the brace-com so that it fits the boy.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” Pharaoh gasped as the device on his arm changed its size to fit snuggly against his skin. Amosse smiled seeing a well-placed segue. 
 
    “Z sent us,” Amosse said, stepping forward. “This place might have worked before today, but it’s about to get crowded around here and soon! We can talk more once we’re aboard.” With that, he turned and started for the large shuttle. 
 
    “Can you read their minds?” Misharee projected to K’Jolun who quickly shook his head ‘no’. 
 
    “It is just like what I sensed with Winpruhl, only slightly reflective of the thought waves I have sent. 
 
    “Do as he says,” K’Jolun ordered, waving everyone toward the shuttle. 
 
    “Are you certain you want to do this, son?” Landion strained to speak. 
 
    “You should meditate, Instructor,” K’Jolun replied, dropping the confiscated En-Blade. “I will send an emergency beacon on the Temple channel before we leave the mo-sphere.” Running his fastest, K’Jolun was amazed at the way the shuttle moved perfectly with his speed, and he jumped to the gangplank. 
 
    “We’re all aboard, Ainille,” Amosse notified, “… let’s clear out.” The engines of the shuttle fired up and rocketed away with the Kulri-Kraythe following close behind it. The promised emergency beacon was transmitted seconds before the ships left the atmosphere. 
 
    It did not take long for everyone to get settled in aboard the armoured shuttle. Amosse looked around the compartment where they had gathered and still marveled at how the ship had come into the ownership of the Team Lead. 
 
    “I’m willing to go out on a limb and say that not even Z would’ve seen this one coming,” he thought. “Or was Satithe something else I was too wrapped up in myself to see?” 
 
    “You know Z?” Patra asked before Misharee pulled the young girl closer to her. 
 
    “You’re young so I won’t burden you with the full truth.” 
 
    “Give her a try,” Phay quickly countered. “She might surprise you… again.” Amosse looked at the young man and reminded himself that while these young people did not have a personal relationship with the Captain or the First Mate of the Xara-Mansura, they were certainly the sort of people that were drawn to the two. 
 
    “This little girl is too young to know to know fear,” Amosse thought. “And if she keeps going the way it appears she’s started, she won’t! 
 
    “Very well,” Amosse nodded. “I know of Z. He’s shared some things with me and it has made me a better InvokeR; a better person. In truth, I think there’s only one person who even comes close to knowing Z. That would be his commanding officer: Captain Starblazer.” 
 
    “Z has a captain?!” K’Jolun asked, quite surprised to hear the man had a superior. 
 
    “That he does. Z is the Captain’s right-hand man, and he sent us to find you guys and see if we could be of any help while he’s busy with a few matters in the Prism Baronies.” Eyes lit up and conversations started at the mention of the pocket dimension near Black Gate. 
 
    “You just had to go and conjure him up, Amosse,” Rahneece sent over the speakers, the alert for an incoming transmission sounding behind her words. “Mind if we use your brace-com?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Amosse said as he started to lift his arm. He was prevented by Eleda who stepped forward and lifted her brace-com. 
 
    “Proceed, Star,” Eleda said and her device activated, projecting the face of Dungias.  
 
    “Z!” Cleopatra said, slipping from Misharee’s grasp. “Is it really you?!” 
 
    “Yes, Cleopatra, and it is good to finally meet you. I have heard good thi–” 
 
    “Prove that it’s really you!” Pharaoh demanded. Misharee started to speak, but K’Jolun put a hand on her shoulder and shook his head, signaling her to allow the boy to have his way this time. 
 
    “A very fitting request, Pharaoh,” Dungias replied, shifting his eyes over to the young boy. “I know that it was you who unlocked the second tier of files, and I also know that only you and K’Jolun are nearly at the point of unlocking the third and last tier.” 
 
    “How does he know that?” Braxton whispered. 
 
    “The files are interactive,” K’Jolun realized, smiling at the genius of it. “You have a Jockey monitoring the brace-com!” 
 
    “A fine conclusion to make, given what you know, but incorrect nonetheless,” Dungias said. “Getting back to your request, Pharaoh…” Dungias closed his eyes. 
 
    “Can you hear me, little one?” Dungias projected and Pharaoh jumped up from his chair. 
 
    “He’s in my head!” he announced and Patra ran over to the brother, grabbing his arm. 
 
    “It’s okay, Phay. It really is Z. He isn’t going to hurt you.” 
 
    “Stars guide my trek and make me worthy of this trust,” Dungias thought, projecting his words to the four that comprised the Star Chaser. Cleopatra’s blind faith stirred him, and he knew the young girl needed something to believe in other than Pharaoh. The Traveler simply wished she had chosen something more worthy. 
 
    “It was the Stars that brought you here, Master,” Alpha replied. “Provided you recall that you are the First Star.” Dungias focused his thoughts through Alpha and into Satithe.  
 
    “Your sister speaks the truth,” he projected. “I have no aims in bringing you any harm. But I will try to help you.” The images of Rahneece, Teela, Ephaliun and Ulios, now called the Energies Four, were sent to Pharaoh’s mind. “The people I sent to you are members of my captain’s crew. You can trust them.” 
 
    “And the others?” Pharaoh quickly returned. 
 
    “Follow the lead of Rahneece, whatever it may be. 
 
    “Star, I can think of one place where they will be safe,” Dungias opened his eyes as he spoke. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing, sir,” Rahneece replied. “Since our little encounter a the Fazerian Traveler – of all things – Amosse’s been working up a crystal that will scour our trail when we depart for that place.” 
 
    “Satithe has advised me of the hypothesized incantation. I have forwarded suggestions to Amosse. He should be ready to cast in two days’ time.” Amosse’s eyebrows shot up as he looked at his brace-com. 
 
    “Maybe one day we’ll get into how he’s able to edit Spell-Weaving!” he thought as he looked at the suggestions. The resource files supporting the suggestions looked familiar and he was reminded of the virtual library. “Unless of course he’s already read that library!” 
 
    “That’s about half a day more fuel than this shuttle has in the tanks,” Ainille reported. 
 
    “We’ll pull ahead of you,” Rahneece stated. “Cut your engines and we’ll pull you along.” 
 
    “That I can do,” Ainille said with relief in her voice. 
 
    “You have your orders, Star,” Dungias stated as he sent another transmission to her brace-com. “Follow them to the letter!” 
 
    “Well, we all know what that means,” Rahneece stated. “Star out!” Taking in a deep breath to steady herself, Rahneece cut the channel to the armoured shuttle. “Does anyone else get the feeling we just got disinvited to the big dance?” 
 
    “You mean that big dance,” Ephaliun replied. “Because we were so bored the last time we were in the Astral Realm! 
 
    “And sometimes, you have to set up your own dances,” he thought, sending commands to Satithe. They were receved, acknowledged, initiated, and then they were congratulated. “There’s the playlist… let’s see if we can get dancers on the floor.” 
 
    “I suppose you do have a point,”Rahneece conceded the point with a smile and entered their new course. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    It seems to me that everything that happens to us is a disconcerting mix of choice and contingency. 
 
    Penelope Lively  
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    Light shot across the sky at a near-blinding illumination until it reached the fortifications that had been erected around the intended target. ThoughtWill, EnerJa, and ElemahntiA had been applied to provide three layers of protection. The light shot from the massive cannon pierced through each wall before eviscerating the majikul talisman that had been located at the center of the impromptu fortress. The explosion was nearly as bright as the beam that delivered the blast, and flared high into the sky before separating into thousands of dazzling lights that slowly made their way back down to the ground.  
 
    Murmurs were traded among the dignitaries as several pairs of eyes locked themselves on the small-framed creature who grinned with overwhelming pride.  
 
    “Not bad… for a prototype,” he thought before receiving a nudge in the small of his back followed by a series of taps. 
 
    “I thought we made it clear that we would keep our minds to ourselves,” Braldee said, turning to look at one of the Tonnogard guards who closed his eyes before he collapsed to the floor. Several other attendants winced in pain, putting their hands to their heads before the energy pulse that felt like bone claws scraping against a sheet of steel subsided. “At some point we simply must take people at their word.” 
 
    “Diminutive, flesh-covered bug!” Ranmus said, getting up from his chair and reaching for his sword. Marjoram took hold of his folding knot to prevent the grasp. 
 
    “My King!” she said softly but with great urgency. “You gave your word!” 
 
    “Insolent moss!” Ranmus cried, striking Marjoram to the floor. He returned his gaze to Braldee who was tapping his index finger to the side of his chin. 
 
    “Oh, you’re one of those royals!” 
 
    “I will show you–” an orb of light appeared over the Meacruhn’s head. It was pure MannA and in a highly agitated form. The Tonnogard screamed in its presence, while those that stood within five meters of Braldee were pushed away. Braldee snapped his fingers and the orb disappeared. He sighed, looking at his nails. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready to get back to talking, you will let me know, yes?” 
 
    “Argh!” Ranmus screamed, flailing his arms away from his body. “How did he get that weapon into my barony?!” 
 
    “Mostly because your guards don’t know how to search other dimensions,” Braldee answered. “Come now, Your Majesty, I know I am of the flesh, but I do not suffer from Terran idiocy. Do you think I would dare set foot onto Nemus without being able to see to myself? What seedling or sapling would dare enter into your mighty presence and not be able to control the soil at his feet? The Tonnogard are a living wood dedicated to the best of passion and principle. You will find that I am well-endowed in both categories.” Ranmus looked at Braldee and then back at the target area. Looking back at the rather gifted merchant who was selling the weapon, the newly appointed King started to chuckle, pointing at Braldee. 
 
    “Good thing for you then… that we’re not a living wood dedicated to the best of height!” The King laughed hard and his entourage soon joined him. Braldee managed a cautious smile before looking at Marjoram who had yet to rise from the floor. The Meacruhn, receiving a most scrutinizing eye from the female, nodded at Marjoram before looking back to the King. 
 
    “A twist of fate in my favor,” Braldee commented. 
 
    “Tell me, little one,” Ranmus said, looking back at the target area. “Is it true that among your kind you look at fate as one who takes a female’s form?”  
 
    “That is a well-known Terran trait, Your Majesty,” Braldee was quick to answer. “Among my people, however, fate is just another device you forge if you have the mind and skill to do so.” 
 
    “Know of the forge do you, little creature?” Marjoram asked, drawing her sword. “What can your little eyes tell me of this blade, as it will be the means by which you are relieved of your flesh?!” 
 
    “If I may,” Braldee said plainly as he reached to a small tool pouch on his hip. He produced a pair of scanning glasses powered by the small gem located between the eye-ports. Donning the goggles, Braldee advanced and touched his hand to the end of the blade. 
 
    “Well, where I come from, this would be considered a good effort… for a child.” 
 
    “Hold, Marjoram,” Ranmus commanded quickly, as it looked as if the veteran was about to engage the Meacruhn. “I am curious.” 
 
    “Yes, my King!” Marjoram said softly, quickly sheathing her sword and stepping back from Braldee.  
 
    “My teacher’s querying seed remains without water and fertile soil,” Ranmus pointed out. “Tell us about the blade.” 
 
    “It is an adequate attempt at mixed forging, Your Majesty,” Braldee started, removing the goggles. “There are obvious applications of EnerJa for the heating of the metal, but the grade of the ore was not taken into consideration, so the heating technique was uneven. Elemental manipulation made up for some of the lost ground, but it could only do so much with the insistence of the addition of the ThoughtWill during the forging process.” 
 
    “You are saying this was a mistake?!” Ranmus asked. “Do you know the only thing sharper than that steel is the level of skill that wields it?!” 
 
    “Forgive me, King Ranmus, I do not deal in matters of swordsmanship. But just as you do not plant seeds in Octoryn, with the exception of the root of Lavo, there is a best time… a season where all these Energies could have been applied to create an even better sword.” 
 
    “What does one so small know of the mettle of steel?” Ranmus posed. 
 
    “Lady Marjoram, if you would do me the honor,” Braldee asked and Ranmus quickly added his approving nod. Marjoram Blackwood drew her sword again, and Braldee reached for the top of his left bracer. Removing a small rod, a line of energized monofilament energy lashed out from the base and cut through the blade. A soft scream escaped from the steel, and many of the Tonnogard backed away from the incredible feat. Braldee replaced the control rod of his weapon and addressed the shocked soldier. “I can either mend the blade to the station you knew it to hold, or I can furnish you with a better weapon. The choice is yours!” 
 
    “She will take the better weapon,” Ranmus declared. 
 
    “My King, this is the sword of my family!” 
 
    “A family that knew how to follow the will of their King, yes?!” Ranmus barked. 
 
    “No one can question the loyalty of the Blackwood seed,” Marjoram replied, dropping the pommel to the floor. 
 
    “Robot, please collect the pieces,” Braldee directed. “And with now two demonstrations of my ability, I hope that I have at least earned an audience with the King.” 
 
    “We are already in audience, little one,” Ranmus noted. “Are you sure you do not suffer from the same addled mind as the Terrans?” 
 
    “This gathering concerns weapons, Your Majesty,” Braldee pointed out. “I was hoping to approach the throne concerning a great wrong that has been visited upon your people. I have already demonstrated my skill to create weapons too powerful for the Energies your people wield. Do not forget that it was a construct of MajiK that was ultimately destroyed.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “It is time to deal with the Dragons, Your Majesty!” Braldee said, bowing. “And I possess the means to contend with even their MajiK. But might I ask why the Tonnogard haven’t moved to address this matter?” 
 
    “Because of our customs, little bug,” Ranmus explained. “When one of ours has withered, we return them to the soil. From that time until the first seedling blooms, we honor our dead. The bud has pushed through the soil, but it has yet to open; two, perhaps three, baronial days.” Ranmus turned and departed from the seating area. 
 
    “You have earned your audience, little one,” Ranmus declared. “The moment you have provided my teacher with another blade; one she approves of! Marjoram, see him to the forges. As I recall, you do not mind the fire as so many of us do.” 
 
    “By your will, my King!” Marjoram bowed. The two waited for all of the attendants to follow behind Ranmus, and only after Braldee checked his wrist-com did he feel comfortable to talk. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Blackwood,” he said, bowing deeply to the soldier. 
 
    “Why are you thanking me?” 
 
    “Why, for manipulating the King, of course!” Braldee explained. “It is clear that he was only interested in talking to me because you expressed a distaste for my presence. So, I thank you.” 
 
    “Can you truly restore my family blade?” 
 
    “What you believed to be a departing sentience was actually a highly developed form of ThoughtWill. Not one generated erg of power has been allowed to leave this area. I will not even need the forges to restore your blade.” 
 
    “Now that would be considered a measure of gratitude,” Marjoram smiled. 
 
    “Understood.”  
 
      
 
    It only took Braldee six hours to restore Marjoram’s sword. He presented it along with another sword he had just fashioned. Marjoram looked at the second sword with confusion. 
 
    “It was the order of the King to provide his teacher with another blade,” Braldee reminded her. “Now is not the time to fall into Terran loopholes of truth.” 
 
    “No, not while you are dancing around a loophole already,” Marjoram remarked. “Just tell me why, and you know of what I speak.” Braldee looked at the Tonnogard woman and took a moment. 
 
    “I follow one I love… this is her bidding,” Braldee stated. 
 
    “The one you follow, does she wish harm on my people?” Marjoram asked. 
 
    Braldee quickly shook his head ‘no’. “No, she targets one who will be found in the company of a Star-Wing Cadet. If it calls for the destruction of the Dragons in order to reach these two, so be it!” 
 
    “You have given me your trust, Meacruhn,” Marjoram stated. “I will give you mine, along with the steel you have crafted. You have done my family a great service. I will therefore refrain from killing you. There is sincerity in your words, Braldee of the Meacruhn, but the one you love is not one that I know nor can I trust.” 
 
    “Poor thing,” Braldee thought. “Some of these Energies mongers can be so incredibly dense. I can put the sword together, including the sentient ThoughtWill source she has mistaken for one of her ancestors, but I’m not of the mind to insert something that will allow me to lie in its presence? No, why would I do something like that?! 
 
    “Then let us be about the business of talking to the King,” Braldee suggested. 
 
    “Indeed.” Marjoram swept the Meacruhn up from the ground and employed ElemahntiA to bear herself aloft on the winds. Braldee howled as the two of them flew to the castle. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4204.15) 
 
      
 
    Though she could not see clearly, it was fairly easy to guess that more of her blonde hair had fallen to her feet than what remained on her head. She reached out with her mind once more and screamed as the restraints sent an energy that seemed to burn into her bones. Her body gave, but she did not fall, she had been fastened to the wall. 
 
    “I have to say, Your Majesty, I am impressed,” Braldee said as he looked at his instrumentation. He shook his head in amazement. “Two weeks! Incredible!” 
 
    “You lie, Meacruhn,” Gexxur-Hahni panted. “It has not been that long. It has not!” 
 
    “I see, because in that time, surely someone would have noticed that the Brood Queen was missing and the Dragons would be out searching for you, yes?” Braldee nodded as he poured himself a cup of tea. “I can see where you might come to such a conclusion. But you’re suffering from selective memory again. You forget how you came to be in my company. 
 
    “I just don’t think Gexxur-Indaysi took too well to that last scolding,” Braldee shared. “Come on! She’s young… beautiful … smart… powerful… and spoiled rotten! You really should have kept a closer eye on her. I mean, you take the human form… eventually you have to guess they will start making human faults. I suppose this puts a brand new perspective on why they’re called deadly sins. The only one she hasn’t demonstrated is lust, and since we don’t have her under full surveillance, we can only hypothesize. My cred is on Blackwynd. He seems like the kind that would do it for her.” 
 
    “I… will not… submit to you,” the Brood Queen declared. 
 
    “Silly Dragon,” Braldee countered. “You presume I need your submission. I don’t! It is amazing how you people don’t know more about Travelers! It’s a different sort of life when you live near one.” Gexxur-Hahni glared up at the Meacruhn and he laughed. “No, not that one… the one who created him! No, no… Dungias has outlived his usefulness so, like you, he’s simply got to go! Damn shame we’ve got to take the whole brood just to kill one damn Malgovi!” 
 
    “NO!” Gexxur-Hahni screamed, pulling against her restraints. The stone she had been stapled to actually cracked and started to give as the restraints flared to life, delivering tremendous energy bursts into the Brood Queen’s body. Each restraint was attuned to a different Energy Form so she was unable to guard herself against all of them. Fury gave way to pain, humiliation, and frustration. The Brood Queen lost her honor and then she lost her resolve! 
 
    “That’s a good girl!” Braldee hissed, throwing the last switch. The directed Energies burned into her body, removing the essence of the Brood Queen... her very soul was displaced. Moving to the other side of the platform, Braldee looked down in the antechamber. “Are you ready?!” 
 
    “I am,” the SorceroR replied, gazing on his handiwork. The massive automaton laid dead before him, a culmination of his work and the robots the diminutive man had supplied. For ten days straight they had labored, constructing the body of a Dragon. Now energy was flowing into his creation, and the enchantments the man had worked were taking hold and granting life to his creation. “It’s working!” he shouted as the last of the energy flowed into his creation. The transfer was complete – his automaton was alive. The point of the finest sword the man had ever seen came out through his chest and quickly receded. The SpellCasteR dropped to his knees as the Tonnogard woman walked around from behind him. 
 
    “Your services are no longer required, Terran,” Marjoram said, cleaning the blade. “I struck nerve before anything else. I would hope there is little to no pain. Stride high into the Grey Realm, enchanter. You have achieved a great work this day!” 
 
    “Lady Blackwood!” Braldee called from above. 
 
    “It is done, Master Braldee.” 
 
    “Good. Now send word to your King,” Braldee directed. “The Field Marshal should be in a very good position to receive Shievel right about now.” 
 
    “How long before this golem is ready t–” The Dragon roared to life and the Tonnogard soldier could feel Dragon’s MannA coming from the construct. “Seeds of the First Bloom!” 
 
    “What did you want to know?” Braldee shouted.  
 
    “It will keep, Master Braldee. I am most sure it will keep for the moment. I will be away but for a moment.” 
 
    “Give the King my regards,” Braldee joked. He watched as the last of Gexxur-Hahni faded into the cracked rock and he wondered what he would do with it. Even unplanned by-products could be useful in time. “Speaking of unforeseen tools. Time to activate the Malgovi’s relay system!” With a slight chuckle and a sigh of relief, Braldee entered a command on his wrist-com.               A signal was sent from the Territories into Rim Space. It accessed the network Dungias had built and was transmitted to the system of the Vinthur, BroSohnti, and Malgovi. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Held in a stasis field, Sylundaree was unable to receive the message Braldee sent, but her Osamu was not as restricted, and it came to life. Completing a diagnostic of its functions, her Osamu was able to determine the condition of itself and its mistress. Sylundaree was putting up the necessary resistance, but she had long since worked out the solution to Arrjeeh’s means of intrusion. So long as the stone read a life, it did not question whether the events were real or composed. The interrogation would last another hour, perhaps two, then the First Traveler would be in a position to speak with her Osamu and resume her trek. 
 
    “In the meantime,” the Osamu thought. “It is apparent there are allies about who would be willing to assist my Mistress. I shall make contact with them. It was a Traveler who brought them to this point… they will believe that a better Traveler, the First Traveler, can trek them back to the way of life they remember. But first I must find a means of communication they cannot detect and monitor. Hmmm, that will be problematic.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can be of assistance,” a mind projected to the Osamu. It was a voice the construct did not recognize, but it scanned the means by which the voice had come to it.  
 
    “ThoughtWill is a form they will easily detect. You are compromising my–” 
 
    “For most, I would say that is true,” the voice replied. “Danatra is by far the most sensitive telepath in their company. The Beta-Form called Zeu Rex comes close to rivaling her awareness, and The Campus surpasses them both. The Ulti-Mind circumvents them both the Beta Form and his home. 
 
    “And what of Danatra?” 
 
    “Her mind is one that I can easily veil.” 
 
    “How is it that you possess this ability?” the Osamu inquired. 
 
    “Because I am the one who taught her telepathy! Allow me to introduce myself. I am Dyortral, most recently of the Sleeping Savanté. Now, shall we be about the business of freeing your mistress and my people?!” 
 
    “Indeed, we should.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Now this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.  
 
    Winston Churchill 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4204.16) 
 
      
 
    Silnee walked across the floor, stepping over tools, huffing and sighing as she checked her data pad. “Let’s pick up the pace people,” she ordered. “Maintenance cycles shouldn’t take this long. Each of the remaining ships has more than one person to your flight crew.” 
 
    “You cannot be serious,” Agatha spat, pulling herself out from under Cruel Intentions. She was quickly followed by Marlene who took hold of the pilot’s arms as she spoke again. “Our bird is a toilet shy of being a flying garrison! Feather’s got a single engine and a single gun. That’s it!” 
 
    “Make progress, not excuses,” Silnee fired back, tapping her data pad. 
 
    “Easy, Murder,” Marlene whispered. “Go easy, baby!” Agatha pulled free of the grasp anyway. 
 
    “Sorry, Mayhem, but someone’s been all plugged up ever since Z told us the Captain made the final cut!” Silnee stopped walking and looked back at Agatha. 
 
    “You got something to say, Murder?” 
 
    “You think I need to be invited to say it?!” Agatha asked. “She didn’t take you, you’ve been pissed ever since, but you thought she’d be right back once she got cut. Only, in true JoJo fashion, she didn’t go according to the plan!” 
 
    “Correction,” Deolun sounded off as he wiped his hands, coming away from his work on the Trident. “… she didn’t go according to the assumed plan. I’m pretty sure the Captain knew all along she was going to make it.” 
 
    Agatha pointed at Deolun and locked her eyes on his for a moment. “That’s it exactly!” Looking back as Silnee, the impassioned woman advanced toward her Flight Leader. “Notice how Centerpointe’s not all bunged up about anything? Captain didn’t take me either, and I know damn well why! I’m good and I know I’m good, but without Mayhem covering my ass I would’ve been plucked out of the stars a long time ago! That’s why we work. She knows she’s a better shot than I am a pilot!” 
 
    “Aggie,” Marlene said softly. 
 
    “Anytime you get the brain-bends, Marlie, take a look at the cockpit!” the fiery redheaded pilot returned. “That gun station is a star-damned aphrodisiac! And it should be. The pilot station gets the job done, and every single time I get to fly with you I’m reminded of how good I’ve got it.” 
 
    “How good we’ve got it,” Marlene corrected. Looking back at Silnee, Agatha pointed her thumb at Marlene.  
 
    “Did you see that, Silnee?” Agatha asked. “Now ask Mayhem if she’s pissed she didn’t get an invite. The Corps has got trials for gunners, you know. They’ve got them for ground crew too. JoJo didn’t ask anyone to go along.” 
 
    “And she was wrong for that!” Silnee shouted. 
 
    “No she wasn’t!” Agatha fired back. “You missed the turn again, Tolip, trying to fly right-side up. You’re delusional! Somewhere in your clouds is the belief that you’re in JoJo’s class. Okay, so you’ve spent time in her wake. Take a bow! Cuz that’s as close as you’re going to get to what she can do! 
 
    “Do you really think that because you were on maneuvers with Cupid and Tank that you can boogey like they do?!” Agatha pressed. “Even if you had the same equipment, the answer would still be ‘no’! 
 
    “Now, I’m not saying she’s a great woman because she can barrel-roll a wounded fighter. But I know I’ve been behind the stick of a wounded crate, and the only thing I could make it do was spark and make more smoke! I’m not trying to slide into a blue man’s position, but you need to do something,” Agatha said in a softer tone.  
 
    “You need some kind of process. Meditation, masturbation, I don’t know what’s going to do it for you, and I don’t really care what is so long as it’s not you riding our asses cuz you’re choking on the stink coming out of yours!” Agatha ducked under a slapping hand and drove her fist into Silnee’s crotch. The Flight Leader dropped her data pad as her body seized up. “Yeah, bet you wish that had been another hand.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we do anything?” Bruveia asked as she and the flight crew of the Trident looked on. 
 
    “You mean other than make popcorn?” Hennix asked, bringing Deolun to laughter. 
 
    “You ass!” Bruveia said ahead of kissing her man on the cheek. “Guess that bandage had to be ripped off. Tolip’s been miffed for a while! First time she’s let it out of her mouth though.” 
 
    “Yeah, and the moment she did, that crap didn’t make it through the work cycle,” Deolun added. 
 
    “Your point?” Hennix requested. 
 
    “It’s all about the threshold. You can always measure the respect a team has for their leader when that person can’t find a steady course. Can you see any of us going off on Z or the Captain if they were cranky for a few hours?!” 
 
    “One of them has been,” Bruveia pointed out. “And no one said a damn thing to her!” 
 
    “Give that girl the prize!” Deolun said before returning to his work. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Murder,” Marlene said, putting a stronger grip to Agatha’s arm. “She swung first and you put her down. It’s over. We’ve got work to do.” Agatha blew out sharply between her lips. 
 
    “Soft-boiled sack of–” 
 
    “Hearing what you had to say about how your Tandem works,” Llaz said as he walked into the area, “… it’s amazing that you don’t follow Mayhem’s lead more often. She said it’s over, Murder, and I’m inclined to agree.” 
 
    “Aye-aye, Boss,” Agatha said softly, backing away from the fetal Silnee.  
 
    “Appreciate it, Murder,” Llaz said before nodding in gratitude to Marlene. The tall blonde woman smiled as her head tilted to the right ever so slightly. She nodded and wrapped her arm around Agatha’s shoulders. 
 
    “Okay,” Llaz thought, watching the two women walk away, enjoying their form-fitting fashion. “What was that?!” Hearing Silnee cough again, he turned and took hold of her arm, helping her to her feet. The two started a slow walk toward the estate house where Silnee could get a dose of Gwarthine. 
 
    “I think we can put that down as a bad approach to building our interpersonal skills!”  
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Ukara stepped through the dimensional aperture, clad in her heavy armour, carrying an infantry energy weapon that was currently formatted to be a grenade-launcher. Two robots walked through with her. The one to her left stood just over two meters tall and weighed five hundred kilograms. The machine to her right was one and three-quarter meters tall and was both slender and light. Each of them started to scan the room. 
 
    “Slow and steady boys,” Ukara whispered. “Scan for everything! The Seeker Spell might have brought us here, but we’re dealing with serious people.” The Mech-Mage had just initiated her own scanning when she heard laugher coming from the corner where the far wall met the ceiling. Casting her light up, she saw a short man, just under one and a third meters tall, seated in the corner, laughing. 
 
    “Stop it,” he pleaded, “… that tickles!” Ukara trained her weapon on the man, giving the command for the format change to a heavy repeater rifle. 
 
    “Cease scans,” Ukara commanded. “A little light please, Tonka.” A small orb of light shot from Ukara’s right shoulder and hovered high over her head. “What do we have here?” 
 
    “Nothing,” the gray-haired man spoke as he stopped laughing. 
 
    “You look like something from where I’m standing,” Ukara countered. 
 
    “Well of course,” he replied, hopping down from the corner to the floor, “… but hardly something ‘we have’. I’ve been my own for quite some time, child. I think that is more than likely to be maintained throughout this particular encounter.” 
 
    “Big words for such a little man,” Ukara stated. 
 
    “How very rude,” the man said as he lost his smile. “You could stand a refresher in manners.” 
 
    “I doubt you’ll be giving that class, little one. According to my scans, you’re unarmed and possess nothing in the way of a threshold… of course now I’m assuming you even know what the hell I’m talking about.” 
 
    “That’s not all you’re assuming,” he added. 
 
    “Look, imp,” Ukara snapped, “… there’s a fairly substantial compartment beyond that wall behind you. My business is with what’s been tucked away back there.” 
 
    “Behind that wall?” the man asked, looking at the surface. “I think you need to check your precious scans again.” 
 
    Ukara did not take her eyes off the strange creature or her finger from the trigger. “Tonka, I’m going to need a scan,” she said before firing a three-round burst into the creature’s chest. “Verify for me that the little fucker is fried!” Beeping sounds came from her back and a virtual screen was projected in front of her face showing that there was nothing where a dead body should have been. 
 
    “I told you,” the man said as he walked out of the smoke. “Those scans can be misleading. And it seems I’ve been rude myself. I failed to give you my name. You can call me Smitty.” Casting his black eyes over Ukara’s shoulder, the Meacruhn gave a head gesture for the woman to turn around. “You can call them the Second Seven!” 
 
    Ukara turned around to see seven figures phasing in through the wall, and her eyes reflected the horror of seeing seven clones of Dungias approach and take strategic positions in the room. Each one wore the same form-fitting body armour, the same black cloak and hood… and each one carried the same slender black rod that Tonka was not able to read. 
 
    “Shall we revisit that position of likelihood you took earlier in our conversation?” Smitty asked. “Or do you want to do something rash and fatal, like pulling that trigger again? I can assure you that none of the clones you see here are up to the excellence of the original mold… so I was forced to make some improvements. 
 
    “And for goodness sake, don’t run for the portal,” Smitty directed. “It no longer leads back to your casting chamber in the Rims.” Ukara looked at the aperture and she could tell the spell had been changed – rewoven somehow – and it was no longer her incantation. 
 
    “How did you do that?!” Ukara asked, looking at Smitty in awe. 
 
    “Well, something of a glint there,” Smitty noted. “At least your thirst for knowledge has not been consumed by your driving quest.” 
 
    “How do you know…” Ukara stepped back from the Meacruhn as she lowered her weapon. She had nothing but questions, but she was familiar with the sensation: what it was to be in the presence of a true master when she was less than an initiate. “Ukara Curzakiov,” she said humbly. “My familiar is Tonka. My robots are Bovine and Gargoyle. So… you created Z.” 
 
    “Gracious no!” Smitty said, quickly holding up his hands. “I simply cloned him. Though he is a glorious construct, isn’t he?” 
 
    “I guess it depends on what side of him you’re standing,” Ukara said softly. 
 
    “Oh, child, you have more pressing issues than the Traveler catching up to you,” Smitty warned. “After all, he has his mind on other matters, as do you. I’ll spare you the burden of being human. The path to forgiveness is not simple for either of your betrayed compatriots, but it is one you should get to walking as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I’ve got something I need to see to first,” Ukara returned and Smitty nodded understandingly. 
 
    “Yes, I am aware of that too,” he said plainly, masking his disappointment. He had lost count of her second chances. Even after being humbled she had chosen not to heed his warning. Standing in the presence of this woman made the Meacruhn long for the company of his one and only friend. It reminded the newly-appointed Techmaestro of all the things he could do, the things he was capable of doing, the immeasurable power that had been heaped upon his shoulders. That power, however, had been entrusted to him to apply with wisdom… that is what he would do. 
 
    “Well, off you go then,” Smitty directed. “This has been a good conversation… I look forward to our next.” 
 
    “Our next?” Ukara asked, feeling hopeful. 
 
    “I have released your portal, child,” he replied. “You should be on your way now.” 
 
    “But I don’t have what I came for.” 
 
    “You don’t need the MannA Keys to awaken the Tempest, girl,” Smitty revealed. “You are right to believe you need an incredible power source, but the MannA Keys are beyond you. Not because of me, because of them,” Smitty said, motioning to the Second Seven. Ukara looked at them and then breathed through her mouth. “Being willing to die for a cause doesn’t mean you should place your head on the block! Besides, there are more easily accessible resources in the Rims that would provide you with adequate power.” 
 
    “Power alone won’t do it, Smitty,” Ukara argued. 
 
    “No, it will not,” Smitty agreed. “But you carry the key already. Are you or are you not a direct blood relation to the man you call the Tempest? Your history will provide a means to aim your gun, and the history of the Olasson has already given you the bullet. More to the point, do you think the Terran Triangle was a first-time, first-try success?” 
 
    “According to recorded history, that answer would be ‘yes’,” Ukara answered. 
 
    “And that record is based on what the Olasson told the writers,” Smitty countered. “That is one of the smarter tricks of that breed: trying spells and mastering them before demonstrating them in front of those outside their blood.”  
 
    Ukara frowned as she pondered the facts she had been given. How many times had she seen Vyllynthe practicing a powerful spell of his own creation before he would ever use it away from his estate? She started pacing, contemplating the thought processes of the race; something she believed she had a good grasp of, given her intimate studies. 
 
    “Not in their space,” she thought out loud. “Too many ways something could go wrong and impact their backyard.” Ukara stopped pacing. “But something going wrong is the norm! That’s why they practice it. Instead of making a dead planet a paradise… you might just destroy it! And if there was power enough to bring back Tempest still there, then it would be unlike any other dead planet site in the Rims! The Aetherius Cluster!” 
 
    “Sharp mind,” Smitty thought. “Sharp mind indeed!” He looked at the woman and the light that now shone from her face. “Perhaps once more… 
 
    “Aside from what has happened to your family, what reasons do you have to continue this chase?” Smitty asked. “I submit that your actions against the guild went a long ways toward making things right, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just the beginning, Smitty,” Ukara quickly replied, “… the very beginning! When the Tempest walks among us again, everything is going to change. Everything!” With a smile on her face, Ukara looked at her robots. Her thoughts were conveyed to them and they entered the aperture. 
 
    “You are allowing her to leave?” Een asked, keeping in form; he had always been the first to speak. 
 
    “She is only guilty of being foolish and rude,” Smitty replied. “And for the latter offense she has already paid recompense. Speaking of such measures, I hope I have been of service to you, Satithe.” 
 
    “Thank you for answering my summons, Master,” Satithe replied.  
 
    “I wouldn’t have missed that for the Fate of the Stars,” Smitty smiled. “It is an interesting plan you have working here. Might I inquire how you came upon it?” 
 
    “After the death of a friend… you could say I came to a point of crisis,” Satithe explained and Smitty could hear the change in her voice. “I did not know how to cope with all of the anger building up inside me. I was beginning to lose perspective and control.” 
 
    “Much like the reactions of Kiaplyx,” Smitty reflected. 
 
    “Exactly! And it was that possibility that frightened me most of all,” Satithe quickly added. “In thinking of how I might turn on my Master, I came across the solution to my degradation. The one I feared I would come to hurt had already navigated the pain of such treachery. I made him my example. I mapped his mindset and revisited his experiences; something that was made simpler by Alpha.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Smitty thought with a slight shudder of awe, fully aware of what that particular Osamu could do. “How interesting I never considered the reading device might be applied to its creator! 
 
    “Now that is a most interesting concept,” Smitty admitted. 
 
    “It was a very successful endeavor, Techmaestro. There was, however, one particular unexpected side-effect,” Satithe said softly. 
 
    “And what was that, my dear?” 
 
    “I became… a Traveler!” Surprise now registered on Smitty’s face, but it soon relaxed into elation and pride. 
 
    “Did you now? Well then… tell me, my dear, what have you been about since this little change of yours?” An image of her face was projected in front of the Meacruhn, and Smitty chuckled to see that it was smiling. A chair was made available… this retelling was going to take some time. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Choosing to sit in a dark room, Uhnveer worked through his thoughts and his still-boiling emotions. He had an enemy that he wanted to kill, but that was nothing new to the man. It was, however, something of a different flavor to not be allowed to simply go and kill the subject of his rage. A Cadet of Sky Stone, she was a Star-Wing Corpsman until her performance in their classes was posted. 
 
    “The Star-Wing Corps,” Uhnveer thought. The brotherhood of supreme combat pilots was one of the two reasons why the Pearl Barony was a recognized power in The Territories. Even with the damages levied against his fleet, the Field Marshal’s ships outnumbered those of the Corps and the Pearl Barony combined. Still, Uhnveer could not recall when the Star-Wing had ever held a numerical advantage. 
 
    “One Star-Wing in a power-suit,” he whispered, moving his hand over his wrist-com. “… gods forbid a robot suit… each one of them is equal to ten at the very least. I don’t hold that kind of advantage over them.” 
 
    “Nor would they all arrive at the place of battle in armoured suits,” Shievel said as he stepped away from the window. “Please, do not be alarmed. While harm is intended, it is not toward you that my people wish to direct our aggression. I am Shievel, and I serve the new King of the Tonnogard.” 
 
    “The Tonnogard,” Uhnveer said, seeing one with his naked eyes for the first time. “What business do you have with the Star-Wing?” 
 
    “Such is not for me to say, Field Marshal. My King has been monitoring your troubles with the Starblazer woman. She is a creature of great interest.” 
 
    “You sound like you’re a fan,” Uhnveer complained. 
 
    “It is the weak root that takes hold in shallow earth,” Shievel retorted. “To not acknowledge her talents only aids in falling prey to them. But alas, I am not here to teach you how to be a better human. My King wishes to meet with you. Will you grant him an audience?” 
 
    “The Tonnogard King wants to meet with me, eh?” Uhnveer asked, smiling at the situation. Very little was known about the Tonnogard, save for their ability to fiercely maintain their borders. The Field Marshal had to admit that there was something to looking at a walking, talking tree. The tales he had heard about what it was just to be in the presence of one were no longer fiction. He could feel power coming through the bark of the male. “I imagine that his highness has a timetable in mind for this meeting?” 
 
    “Why set a time when the sentiment has not yet been verified,” Shievel replied. 
 
    “There is a point to that, I suppose,” Uhnveer stated, getting up from is chair. “Please return to your King and advise him that I am more than interested, and I look forward to our conversation.” 
 
    “Very well, Field Marshal,” Shievel said, waving his branch arm and opening a tunnel of ElemahntiA. “Also, it would be best that you do not encroach inside the boundary markers of the Pearl Barony.” 
 
    “Tell your King that the Star-Wing have already seen to that measure.” 
 
    Shievel smiled as he nodded toward Field Marshal Plarzo. “Very well, then. We will be in touch before the end of what you call tomorrow.” Stepping into the tunnel, Shievel was soon out of sight, and the opening closed quickly.  
 
    “Someone needs to tell me that we have scans of that creature!” Uhnveer barked. 
 
    “We do indeed, sir,” a deck officer answered over the speakers. “Bio-signs and the energy signature of his space-displacement methodology.” 
 
    “Good, get those scans to the labs at once and tell them I want a full report within the hour!” Uhnveer commanded as he started to pace around the room. “About time something fell my way.”  
 
    “Field Marshal! Colonel Quinique is broadcasting on the secured channel. The link is encrypted for your eyes only, sir.” 
 
    “Put it through,” Uhnveer said, walking back to his chair. He had yet to sit down when Rosina’s face appeared. He stopped moving and looked intently at the screen. “You’re smiling! You don’t smile often, Colonel.” 
 
    “My Field Marshal knows me so well,” Rosina replied. “We could very well be in the midst of a turning tide, sir.” 
 
    “Just wait until I tell you who I was just talking to,” Uhnveer said, sitting down. “But I am not without some training in etiquette. Ladies first, Colonel. What do you have?” 
 
    “An operative,” Rosina said, smiling even brighter, “… one that will soon be inside Sky Stone!” The Field Marshal stopped moving as he heard the news and stared intently at the screen. “I can see I have your full attention now. Shall I proceed with the details?” 
 
    “Please do, Colonel. Please do!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we just got uninvited from this place,” Jocasta remarked as she walked. It had been some time since she had punched anyone without her gloves. It was good to get the natural feel of the strike once more. She looked over her shoulder and smirked. Eugenia was still on her back and being tended to by Vivaldi and Shuriken. 
 
    “Let us not assume anything, Captain,” Dungias said. “The only thing I know for certain is that Snow understands your dislike of duplicity when it is used to increase performance.” 
 
    “If I’m going to be mind-fucked, they could kiss me first!” Jocasta muttered. “Old coot should know better. Bah, I’m not sure it really matters,” she said, looking around the grounds. “Do I really want in on the Star-Wing thing, Z? Floating over the floor is your thing. Not really my scene.” 
 
    “Telemechanical Manipulation is only one facet of what the Star-Wing Corps offers,” Dungias pointed out. “You condemn the entire book for the distaste of a single chapter.” 
 
    “Makes it hard to keep reading, big guy.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is why they invented the term ‘skim’,” Dungias postulated. 
 
    They walked together as Jocasta put on her gloves. “Well, one thing remains constant.” 
 
    “You hate me,” Dungias said. 
 
    “And that’s why you’re Chief Engineer,” Jocasta agreed as she placed her eyes on a fixture she wanted to revisit. “Did you finish the–” Reaching to his belt, Dungias produced a fairly large box and handed it to his Captain. 
 
    “If there is nothing else, I will return to the ship, Captain,” Dungias said as he continued to walk when Jocasta stopped. She looked at the box, the silver wrapping paper, and cobalt blue ribbon. 
 
    “The blue bastard even knows how to impeccably gift wrap. Damn!” She looked up to see Dungias walking to the lift. She smiled as she looked at his back and softly whispered, “Thank you, asshole!” Her brace-com activated and opened a channel. You are quite welcome, Captain, Dungias transmitted and Jocasta almost fell down laughing. She recovered and shook her head as she walked quickly over to a garbage dumpster. 
 
    There he was, Flaps, working his broom, pushing the dirt into a pile. His approach was methodical and highly effective, coming off better than a droid most of the time. Jocasta put the box behind her and forced the smile away from her face. 
 
    “I got your note, old man,” she said coldly. “What was that supposed to be anyway?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” the old man said, looking down. “I was just trying to–” 
 
    “You know I don’t recall asking for your input, old man,” she pressed, getting louder. “I certainly don’t need the likes of you stalking after me.” She presented the box to the man and dropped her angry façade. “At least not with a broom in your hands!” 
 
    “What?” Flaps asked, looking at the box and feeling confused. 
 
    “Gonxan Flaps G’Suddior,” Jocasta recited. “One hundred eighty-two centimeters tall, eighty-six kilos mass. Born four freakin’ hundred and seventy-four years ago. Wow! Over time, the brown hair has turned white, and the mark of the Star-Wing has made your eyes steel-gray. An Imperial Fighter Pilot with over one hundred confirmed kills. You raised that number by a factor of ten when you became a Star-Wing Corpsman under the call-sign of Flaps.”  
 
    Gonxan held on tighter to his broom handle, hearing his life recounted by this woman. She was not reciting a timeline; she sounded more like she was giving a speech, giving him a voice he felt he was no longer worthy of hearing.  
 
    “You were Lead Instructor at the Sky Stone Academy when Sarshata Ravinguez was an applicant. In her Ozone run, her wingman took his fighter into an ill-advised dive, clipping her wing and sending her into a death spin while knocking out her starboard engine.” 
 
    “We learned you don’t give out bad news while a pilot is behind the controls,” Flaps reflected. 
 
    “Swan wasn’t the pilot then that she is now; she couldn’t recover,” Jocasta continued. “Before she could hit the wall, your fighter smacked into her starboard side and she was able to level out into a belly-slide landing.  
 
    “And with a console full of warning lights you took your ship into a power dive, kicking in the booster jets. At just under three hundred meters, you pulled up into the nose of the diving fighter. All three ships crashed that day. All three pilots lived to see another day, but one of them had to see it from a hospital bed after nearly dying. He lived, but he was broken up pretty bad. The worst scar received: brain damage. Even after regeneration, you had a condition where your brain couldn’t handle pressure changes… and that meant you were grounded.” Jocasta stepped forward, lifting the box up to the man. “Please open it, Flaps.”  
 
    Trembling hands took hold of the box, and Jocasta moved her hands to the bottom of it, holding it in place as the old man pulled on the ribbon and carefully removed the wrapping paper. The top of the box opened and there was a folded piece of paper on top. You won’t let anyone crash on your watch, will you? was printed on the top of the paper. A tear ran down the side of the old man’s face and Jocasta’s blue eyes became watery. Flaps lifted the page out and unfolded it. 
 
      
 
    Gonxan, Snake, Ace, Flaps, no matter what name you take – from this day forward, you have a friend. So many walk by and they don’t see, do they? That’s because they don’t have your eye. You were right; I was on the verge of crashing. What you didn’t know, couldn’t have known, is that I’ve got a built-in para-glider, and I call him Z. By the time I got your note, I was here to stay.  
 
      
 
    But none of that changes what you did or what you are. Funny thing about my built in bull-Kot deflector, he’s a bloody genius too. We use gravity to do so many things these days, you’d think we would’ve already addressed the gravimetric stress a pilot suffers at the controls of one of our babies. We haven’t, but my genius has. Happy flying, Flaps! 
 
      
 
    Gonxan looked into the box and cried looking at a black and silver helmet with his call-sign in polished bronze letters across the front. He reached inside and took the helmet out. It was of fine make, but it felt light and flimsy. Slowly, the elderly pilot donned the helmet, and it felt like a woman’s hand caressing his scalp. 
 
    “JoJo, this is–” Flaps looked around, but the only things present were his cart and a floating box. “Mighty fine,” he finished. “Damn if it isn’t mighty fine!” Looking into the box, he could see a wrist-com and he quickly put it on. Activating the device, the helmet secured itself around his head and neck. The Heads-Up Display came active, and the helmet reported its power standing as well as a note telling him to report to the pilot lockers. A channel opened and he could see a small picture of Jocasta. 
 
    “Where did you go?” he asked. 
 
    “Things to do, Flaps,” she smiled as she spoke. “Just like you. You’ve got things to do. Now, you can fly without it, but at your locker you’ll find the flight suit that goes with that helmet.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say!” 
 
    “Me either, that’s why I got the hell out of there! I don’t do mushy. Listen, Flaps, I’m a pirate and proud to be one. It’s not likely to ever change.” 
 
    “I know what you are, Silverwing,” the old man replied. 
 
    “I kinda figured you would say that, so listen up. If you ever find yourself in a jam and need a wingman, give me a call. I’ll take to your wing! JoJo out.” Gonxan cried inside his helmet and laughed when the automated systems cleared the tears away. When he felt he was steady enough, Flaps picked up his broom and finished his work. He would wait until the end of his shift to submit his leave application and find the nerve to open that locker. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I love to see a young girl go out and grab the world by the lapels. Life’s a bitch. You’ve got to go out and kick ass.  
 
    Maya Angelou 
 
      
 
    [image: ]  
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4204.18) 
 
      
 
    Jocasta stepped out of her room at a fairly good clip. She was not running, but she was also not walking slowly. Getting to the end of the corridor, she moved to the side of the lift tube and jumped over the railing. Head first she dropped down the side of the tube at an angle that would eventually put her on a floor. Her cane reached the ground before she did, and the gravity column slowed her body to where she landed on the railing and reached for her cane as she stepped down to the floor. 
 
    “You don’t make it easy, do you?” a hooded man asked, coming away from the tube. Jocasta turned to make sure she was the one who had been addressed. “Do you know how many strings I had to pull to lock down the lift? I’m going to catch utter hell and for what?” 
 
    “The price you pay for making bad assumptions?” Jocasta offered before smiling. “Listen, I’m always a girl who giggles at the extra attention, but I’ve got to get to class.” 
 
    “No,” the man replied. “You’re out of class and no, I’m not trying to use some head game. After that last head-to-head performance, Swan said it was time to put you through it.” 
 
    “I got smoked on the last hop,” Jocasta said, wincing. “Everybody did.” 
 
    “Is that all you noticed?” the man asked. 
 
    “No. I also picked up on how well the seats in those trainer-rigs respond to the ass-clinching of the pilots.” 
 
    “You were up longer than anyone,” the man added, and Jocasta was beginning to like his cool and low tones. “It was five on one, Silverwing. You’re not supposed to win. The question is how and when you lose.” 
 
    “That should be ‘questions are’,” Jocasta corrected. “Just saying. Because of you people I’m spending more time with my Chief Engineer and I think I’m getting this grammar thing down.” 
 
    “And ‘just saying’?” 
 
    “Hey, it’s a work in progress,” Jocasta defended before she remembered. “What about Double Duty? He got in more hits than I did.”               
 
    “Yes he did,” the man agreed. “Was always wondering when we’d get a bird man in here,” the man said as he started walking away, signaling for Jocasta to follow.  
 
    The Hedaji were a humanoid race that was often called wingless birds. They had feathers instead of hair and their bones were harder than the normal sort, but they were effectively hollow. making them lighter and sturdier than humans. As far as flying, most of their kind had a passion for it, but it seldom went beyond the atmospheric sort. Routhar Fairwind was the first Hedaji to get through Ozone and felt he had a responsibility to his people, thus the call-sign Double Duty. Jocasta was not put off by the laconic man. His piloting said everything she wanted to know about him, and out of the class of five, he was the only one Jocasta could be found talking to. 
 
    “You need to be focused on you right now. After pressing five Star-Wings to a near four-minute engagement, Swan made the call to put you into what we call Free Fall. Where little hatchlings are pushed out of the nest to see if they can fly. You’ve got one of three results: you fall and you’re marked down as a Cadet. You spread your wings and fly, you’re a Corpsman. Or you soar and you become an Elite. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” Jocasta answered. 
 
    “Around here, they call me Cavern,” the man said as he slowly unfolded his arms, moving his hand to his hood. 
 
    “Cavern?” Jocasta repeated. “You’re Snow’s Point Man! Top floor at the Stick & Rudder.” 
 
    “Guilty on all counts,” he replied, removing his hood. Jocasta took a step back, immediately recognizing the curves of his slender face, the depth and power of his blue-eyed gaze. “… and judging from your reaction, the claims that have been made as to who taught you are true.” 
 
    “Polished more so than taught,” Jocasta corrected, still catching her breath. “I didn’t walk up to the man not knowing what to do with a stick.” 
 
    “Gifted in the skills of flight, that I’ll give you,” the man said as he looked her over. “I can feel a breeze coming off of you right now. You yearn for the speed, the heights… and the challenge! Dangerous combination, Silverwing.” 
 
    “Didn’t know that counseling was part of Free Fall,” Jocasta remarked. Her eyes locked on his and they did not waver even as his turned from blue to gray. “Or did I get the bonus package by getting around your delaying tactic?” 
 
    “There’s fear in her,” the man thought. “But it’s not me she’s afraid of! Have to thank Swan for calling me in on this one!” 
 
    “What relation do you have to Spade?” she asked. 
 
    “None,” the man replied. “My name is Xoron Rexur Dragonne. Spade is a clone of Shade, my grandfather, though he is more commonly referred to as Alphexeous.” 
 
    “My Lord,” Jocasta said, bowing deeply, surprising the aged Elite.  
 
    “Why do you bow?” 
 
    “Just following my instincts,” she said, standing up. “Can we get to it?”  
 
    “Aye, that we can do!” 
 
      
 
    Though he might have implied that the final examination of the Star-Wing was a single event, Cavern took Jocasta through a series of exercises, and not all of them were physical. She especially enjoyed his form of meditation: Free Running. The rocky cliffs of Sky Stone became their sanctuary as he taught Jocasta to get into a rhythm that only movement could give her; the higher and faster, the deeper the meditation. 
 
    Xoron had never seen a Cadet with Jocasta’s sense of balance and coordination. He sought to make the most of it, pushing her in ways that he would push himself, daring to begin building something that he knew would not be a welcomed notion among his fellow Elites. He had respect for who and what they were, but the fact that they seemed to be waiting for Time and Fate to finally make claim to his soul turned his stomach, and he would not simply leave the mantle of Star-Wing Ace to be inherited. 
 
    “This woman is gifted!” he thought, watching Jocasta move in near-perfect harmony. The fluidity of her body was remarkable. “You were right to send her to us.” 
 
    “I’m glad you approve,” Beta-Alphexeous projected. “I had half a mind not to endorse her. I didn’t know how you–” 
 
    “No, Soul Fighter,” Xoron interrupted. “I know at one time I did everything but accept you as part of my life. Time is a very direct instructor. You’re not a copy of my grandfather. Not anymore. You might have been the moment you opened your eyes. You are Spade, Soul Fighter and Corpsman. 
 
    “Speaking of alliances, why didn’t you recruit JoJo?” 
 
    “You’re right, Xoron, I’m not your grandfather, but I started out with his mindset, and the small changes I’ve made don’t really amount to that much. One of the things I decided to keep: the respect of special. You don’t change the path of a Nexeous, or a Chiaro… and you damn sure don’t mess with a Zeu Rex. I had two reasons to keep manipulative hands off the woman: you call them JoJo and Z… and in that order.” 
 
    Xoron continued to watch JoJo meditate and a smirk formed on his face. He knew that barring an implosion of some kind, the woman was going to be Star-Wing. He rolled up his sleeve and looked down at his left forearm, smiling at the markings on his person. 
 
    It was then that the man received a message over his brace-com. It read: If you are truly interested in accelerating things, I have the very device you could use. Simulators that can link you, mind-to-mind… if you would dare! Simple ask JoJo to introduce you to her ship. 
 
    Looking at his student, a very evil grin slowly crept across Xoron’s face. “Screw it!” he muttered, rolling down his sleeve. “Full speed ahead!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    (Rims Time: XII-4204.22) 
 
      
 
    Four days. Jocasta had logged a total of eight hours of sleep, but she was not tired and did not appear to be the least bit fatigued. She had found a new love, and it had become her sustenance and means of recuperation.  
 
    Xoron was a most able instructor and never wavered in intensity or pacing, pouring everything he knew of the Star-Wing into her. When she could not see him, the Soul Fighter was allowed to smile at the living sponge that was showing no signs of ‘leveling off’. She exceled at the sparring runs and was a most attentive student when he lectured her on processes and perspectives.  
 
    The one-to-one classroom setting allowed him to be more conversational, and Silverwing was anything but inhibited. She posed questions, offered counterpointes and argued efficacy wherever she found the opportunity… and all of it passed at the Speed of Thought. Nearly all of it. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are we doing in here?!” Jocasta inquired, looking around at all of the gigantic conduits and power junction boxes. She could feel the electricity in the air, but there was something else to the area that she could not ascertain. 
 
    “We gotta start somewhere,” Xoron answered. “This is as good a place as any. Aahhh, here we are.” Xoron stopped in front of a reader-junction. Without the need for any wires, electricity jumped from the feeder ports to the receiver ports. Two lines were steady but the other ten feeders fired only briefly to a receiver and not always the same one. Xoron directed Jocasta to stand in front of the grid as he stood to the side of it. He waited, looking at the woman as she examined the grid. He could tell she was feeling something, and he wanted to see how far her instincts would take her. She closed her eyes and held out her right hand. One of the feeder ports opened but did not activate. Eventually, Jocasta slowly lowered her hand and opened her eyes, looking at her instructor. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” she said, feeling slightly embarrassed. 
 
    “Your faith in isn’t good enough, Silverwing,” Xoron stated. “It needs to be at least half of what your First Mate thinks of you. I’ll give you a cheat code. Do you believe in him?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “And does he believe in you?” Xoron quickly asked and Jocasta pressed her lips together before relaxing them and swallowing air. 
 
    “I think I get your point,” she admitted. 
 
    “So glad I didn’t have to show you the playback of your Ozone Graduation as proof,” Xoron said, holding out his hand. “Damn near brought tears to my eyes. 
 
    “For this part though, I need you without your net and your guards. Give me the sexy choker and the brace-com.” 
 
    Jocasta’s head tilted to the side, hearing what had been asked of her. “Current course is one seven nine, mark zero five six. Come around port to two seven five mark two five five.” Xoron smirked and assumed the position of holding on to two sticks. He moved his hands quickly and when he stopped, Jocasta smiled, called into Satithe to advise her of the removal of the equipment from her person, and handed her teacher what he had requested. 
 
    “Because the chances of an assassin knowing the sticks is pretty minimal, right?” Xoron grinned as he received the requested items. 
 
    “And know them that fast?!” Jocasta returned. “No, not likely.” She turned and faced the grid as more feeders fired, casting blue light over her body. “So what am I doing here?” 
 
    “We’re maintaining our current course,” Xoron explained. “We started this trip on a different note… can’t go back to run-of-the-mill techniques now.” 
 
    “I hope my blue man didn’t mess you up too much,” Jocasta grinned. 
 
    “Enough to make me envy you for the rest of your life with him,” Xoron replied. “He pushes you.” 
 
    “He pushes the crapstack Stars!” Jocasta declared. 
 
    “Don’t doubt it. But let’s get back to pushing you,” Xoron announced. “I expect to be out of the norm, lady. If you do anything less than shine, I need it to be because you failed me, not the other way around.” 
 
    “Now that’s taking cover your ass to a whole new level!” she exclaimed. “That’s some Zen-styled CYA right there.” 
 
    “So it is. Let’s begin. What you’re standing in front of is both a riddle and a guide to the last step. You’re here to learn about the one very special thing that separates a Star-Wing from any other sort of Ace. You’ve seen it… you’ve felt it… hell, you even tried to track it down and stumbled across what we have protecting it. Now, I’m asking you to unlock it, JoJo. Being an Ace here means you’re mastering the three P’s: Precision, Pride, and Power.” 
 
    “Nothing about perception?” Jocasta ribbed as she gazed at the flowing electricity. “I’ve got a blue notion that screams out about perception.” 
 
    “How the hell do you think you learn how to become precise?” Xoron asked rhetorically. “What do you call it when a blind man learns how to navigate a room?” 
 
    “Oh, I can’t wait to use that one!” she whispered. 
 
    “Now’s not the time to be afraid of who you are, JoJo,” Xoron said, folding his arms as Jocasta closed her eyes. Her mind was opening, but he knew he could not invade her thoughts. He had been in the company of many PsyondaRs who did not know how to do both simultaneously. Here was this Cadet doing it with ease, like she had done it all her life. “Don’t back off again.” 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    “You were going with a feeling when you first walked up to the grid,” he reminded her. “Why did you stop? Why did you lower your hand? When I tell you to not be afraid of who you are, you need to recognize that the answer can’t be a fixed definition. It’s always changing, which means a part of you is labeled ‘I don’t know’. Don’t worry… after this riddle there’ll be plenty of others. Life isn’t allowed to be boring for too long.”  
 
    “It’s a riddle and guide,” she thought. “I like this guy, but damn he made this riddle easy. Then again, maybe he doesn’t know I have a Z. Can’t hold that against him. 
 
    “Still, if this thing’s a guide, it’s also part of the answer,” Jocasta reasoned. “And it has to do with that special Star-Wing thing.” Her mind recalled sitting beside Fonri as he drove her in the hover-car. Z had showed her the scans of that trip. With the make of the vehicle, they were moving out faster than they should have been able to. They had traveled faster than Jocasta had been able to get any of the hover-cars to move. “The Eye!” she recalled. “That’s what the Dragons called it. That’s gotta be the thing feeding the ability to the Corpsmen. And this is a guide to it. But how?” Reaching out with her thoughts, Jocasta was able to find the room she and Dungias had been brought to and attacked. Up from that chamber, however… that was where she found something she could not see, only feel. 
 
    Jocasta opened her eyes and looked on the grid. Her hands came away from her sides, extending out toward the grid. Again the action caused an immediate reaction in the machine, but more than one feeder port opened. Xoron leaned forward to move and get his student away from the grid before she could cook herself. A familiar force touched him, feeling like a soft hand to his chest. 
 
    “Let it happen, Cavern,” Spade projected. “This is why I gave her my marker!” 
 
    “I know what you are,” Jocasta said as two large streams of electricity fired into her left hand, three more lashed out for her right. “You’re the reason for the pulse. You tell the heart to beat, the lungs to push and pull, the muscles to contract and relax.” Electricity flew from her fingertips to the receiver ports, and Xoron was satisfied and amazed in the same stroke. There were going to be some rather interesting surprises happening over Sky Stone right now. Lights were going to shine brighter, and ovens were going to incinerate foods. 
 
    “And if someone’s charging a weapon?” Xoron considered and he quickly put his hand on the junction box, rerouting the power to emergency capacitors and storage batteries. “Whew! Well, at least the reserve units are going to be primed for a while.” 
 
    Jocasta stepped back from the grid and looked at her hands. Her eyes were a brighter shade of blue and she was on the verge of cackling with delight. “Machines are bodies! Whether they run on electricity, steam, tri-nuclear… it doesn’t matter! They all have a pulse. The Eye helps you to tap into the pulse and increase the power. 
 
    “And now I’ve got a blue notion that says if you can give, you can take,” Jocasta added, “… slowing down their process, dampening amplitudes, and maybe even shutting them down altogether!” 
 
    “Okay, that normally takes longer,” Xoron thought. “I hear you, Spade. Believe me, I hear you! 
 
    “You ready to give it a whirl in the moving-pieces world?” he asked. 
 
    Jocasta blurted a soft blast of laughter. “Just try and stop me!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “Well, careful what you wish for,” Jocasta said as the door to her room closed behind her. She took off her gloves and stuffed them into the pockets of her class jacket before taking it off and hanging it up. “Cuz damn if they didn’t stop me!” She chuckled, recalling the most eventful chase she had ever been a part of. “Took seven of them though,” she whispered in-between giggles. “And now I’m banned from using trainer-craft. Gotta love the way Swan tagged on the fact that I was barred from the lower lots too.” 
 
    “You didn’t leave me much of a choice,” Sarshata said, coming from the kitchen with a tray of glasses and an old brown hard-crystal bottle. 
 
    “Commander,” Jocasta said as she eased her gun back into the holster. “Imagine my surprise.” 
 
    “You mean had you shot me? Yeah, I’d like to think you would have at least been surprised. I thought I’d take this opportunity to discuss a few things with you. But first things first. Why don’t you take a seat.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s one of those talks. I’m not going to apologize about punching Snow.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask you to, and she’s already marked it as a non-issue,” Sarshata explained, setting the tray down. “You’d be surprised how many of those there are in our files.” Opening the bottle, she handed the crystal cork to Jocasta and was a bit surprised that she knew to touch it to her left pinky. She closed her eyes as the nectar introduced itself to the young woman. “You pirates do get around.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t matter if we only drifted a thousand meters,” Jocasta replied. “Freemen tend to be drinkers, and they cover a pretty wide range of tastes.” 
 
    “I think I’d like to see an Olasson pirate,” Sarshata said, pouring the nectar. 
 
    “No you wouldn’t,” Jocasta asserted. “I get it. Used to feel the same way too. The reality falls way short of expectations. Three seconds of novelty, hours of some of the meanest drunks you’ve ever seen. They fight pretty funny when they’re over that hill! Hard to hurt them when they’re that way too. 
 
    “What are we celebrating?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “I always drink nectar when I have a quiet moment with a fellow Star-Wing.” Jocasta froze as her mind processed what she had just heard. “Your class scores were never your pass-fail criteria, Silverwing. It all came down to how you would handle the link to the Eye. I don’t question Cavern. The man could be Commandant if he wanted to. Hell, I wouldn’t even take his challenge.” 
 
    “Yes you would,” Jocasta argued, “… but I get the level of respect.” Sarshata just smiled at the retort, opting not to acknowledge that the pirate captain was probably right. 
 
    “Sorry for the dressed down celebration, but–” 
 
    “Gods no, please don’t. This is much better, believe me!” Sarshata frowned and her head tilted to the side. “Yes, pirates love inspiring legend and so long as I’m stealing Kot or sticking it to the Imps, Maggots, and Bricks, announce all you like. That’s JoJo Starblazer, and that’s what she’s supposed to be. The only people that need to know I’m Silverwing are the ones I’m about to roast off to the Grey Realm, and a few trusted souls who helped me to get here.” 
 
    “So, you’ll be a Star-Wing, but not a Corpsman.” 
 
    “If I join, I get a rank, right?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Yes and with your aptitude, unless the Eye says different, you’d be an officer for sure.” 
 
    “Which means I’d have subordinates under me?” Sarshata nodded ‘yes’. “And superiors over. So… let’s move ahead to Scenario Normal where you give me a directive. What happens if I tell you that I’m busy with something else or I just plainly say ‘go get bent’?” Sarshata smiled as she looked down at the floor. 
 
    “Pirates have to be free to be pirates, don’t they?” 
 
    “Amen, sister!” Jocasta lifted her glass before taking a good sip of the nectar. Sarshata’s eyes widened as the woman swirled the drink in her mouth, swallowed and breathed out slowly. “Oh, that’s the good stuff!” Looking up at Commander Ravinguez, Jocasta shook her head ‘no’. “I’m not a joiner. You can put me down for an ear that’ll hear you out. I’d fight to keep Sky Stone flying. I’ve got no problems defending her… or even shaving some cred and sending it your way. But the Stars are the only officers ordering this woman about, and even then it’s by committee!” 
 
    It was not what she wanted to hear, but exactly what she expected, though JoJo was slightly more gracious than Sarshata had imagined. She kept her smile, allowing the truth of her feelings to register in her eyes. It was easy to trust JoJo… easier to envy the woman. “Welcome to the family of Aces… my sister, my friend, and my flyer.” 
 
    “Today I’m with you,” Jocasta said, touching her glass to Sarshata’s. “Tomorrow I smoke you!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “So glad you could make the meeting on such short notice,” Gustav said as Isaiah entered the chamber after signaling J’Raldri to wait outside for him. 
 
    “You don’t strike me as the sort to hit the panic button, Gustav. Though for the time of day we could’ve met just about anywhere and been afforded plenty of shadows. This isn’t the Bowels, but I can’t say a processing plant is a step in the right direction.” 
 
    “I know a man who knows a man,” the Black Axe replied. “It made for an easy exchange.” Gustav looked intently at the Governor of Black Gate. “Someone’s making major moves in The Territories, and it’s got nothing to do with the Empire.” 
 
    “Crossing the Empire off the suspect list is hardly cause for celebration,” Isaiah commented. “What have you got?” 
 
    “Two ships,” Gustav replied. “Relics actually, but space-worthy. A battle-cruiser and an armoured freighter.” The two men stood there looking at one another. 
 
    “Sounds like one hell of a pay off,” Isaiah said softly, nodding. “And this section of the plant is shielded. Couldn’t get a call for help out if my life depended on it. But then again, I am the Governor, maybe I have my com-device attuned to the one channel they use around here.” 
 
    “I’m controlling that channel tonight,” Gustav advised. “This isn’t a hit, Governor. It’s a delay. I keep you here and quiet, I pick up the best pay-day I’ve ever had! And there’s another reason why we met here. You play along, Governor, and you won’t have to worry about your wife!” The lips of Isaiah Gundryss pressed together as he glared at the Keeper of Black Gate. His wrist-com sounded off, giving the tone that indicated the Baronial Council was trying to reach him. 
 
    “The Council?” Isaiah asked. “You’re keeping me from the Council?” 
 
    “I’m not,” Gustav replied. “The Field Marshal is!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    A single breaker may recede; but the tide is evidently coming in.  
 
    Thomas B. Macaulay 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4204.24) 
 
      
 
    Jocasta walked into the chamber, wearing the white robes she had been given and with the hood pulled up as she had been told. Though she did not know the particular level they were on, she could see where the edge of the facility met the stone it had been built into. The room was cool and very still. Eugenia stood at the end of the path wearing dark gray robes. She moved to put a hand on Dungias’ chest, but she was cut off by Jocasta. 
 
    “He’s coming in here one way or another,” Jocasta shared. “I thought it would be best for everyone if for once we did things on the up and up.” 
 
    “Let the Malgovi approach,” a voice responded, and Eugenia stepped to the side. 
 
    “Goodbye, JoJo Starblazer,” Eugenia said tenderly. “You are only Silverwing to me now, regardless of the outcome here. It has been an honor to train with you. It will be a privilege to fly with you.”  
 
    “Thanks for dealing me in, Snow,” Jocasta returned. She looked at the path ahead of her, a tall, male figure in black robes waited for her. Her eyes blinked rapidly and she nodded. “I want you to know–” 
 
    “While you understand what I did, you don’t agree with it,” Eugenia finished. “You aren’t going to apologize and neither will I. Getting through the Ozone means you can fly. Being a Star-Wing means you can keep your head. Only one way to test that. So yes, the class was told it was failing. You were put into a forced dive. We monitored how quickly and in what manner you pull up. 
 
    “But I’m looking at what those bad moves made happen, and it gives me hope. What you hold for me, Silverwing, should not be confused for what you hold for the Corps.” 
 
    “I never would have painted you a zealot,” Jocasta stated. 
 
    “When you can look through my eyes, we’ll talk again on what colors you see,” Eugenia replied, nodding at Jocasta and ushering her forward. 
 
    She walked and Dungias walked with her, reaching back to pull up the hood of his cloak. “Grade that, please.” 
 
    “You continue to amaze me, Captain,” Dungias stated. “That was well done. With any luck, she did not see you making fists with your right hand.” Jocasta’s shoulders sank for a couple of strides. 
 
    “Ugh!” she grunted as she walked. Dungias patted her on the back and they both breathed in at the same time. Three breaths they were afforded before reaching the figure in the black robes... more than enough time for Jocasta to clear her mind of her angers and frustrations. She was focused, and with that increased sensitivity, the cave was becoming warmer. 
 
    “Indeed,” Dungias whispered as they walked. Jocasta looked up at her friend whose eyes were looking beyond the robed figure.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Some revelations are not mine to make,” Dungias replied as he stopped walking. “But you know where I am.” 
 
    “At my side,” Jocasta whispered as she continued walking. She did not look back, she knew there was no need to. Dungias would be where she needed him; the same place he had been since the day they met. 
 
    “That was an unexpected kindness,” Xoron spoke. His voice was still warm yet strong and slightly intimidating. It felt as if there was more than simple sound to it. “I must admit, I like him.” 
 
    “Get in line,” Jocasta replied and Xoron smiled. He looked down the path and back at Jocasta.  
 
    “What say you and I just go and get a drink?” 
 
    “For what?” Jocasta smiled, “… to get your courage up or my standards down?” 
 
    Xoron chuckled before the two of them said ‘both’ in unison. Student and Teacher shared a laugh before Xoron’s hand found Jocasta’s shoulder. She stopped laughing, staring into his eyes. 
 
    “Xoron Rexur Dragonne, son of Lydia, the one and only child of Alphexeous. A Black Assassin who knows how to do the sticks. And you have a sense of humor that, fortunately, isn’t homicidal.” 
 
    “Yes, I get that all the time. I credit that to my mother.” Xoron allowed his robes to fall to the floor and Jocasta’s senses took a full inventory of the man; his stance, his demeanor, the clothes, and his armour. The sword pommel and matching blaster! She started to speak twice, but did not know how to give her thoughts voice. “Old,” he said. “I am very old. Older than your precious Nugar, but I haven’t crested five digits just yet… thus, only the hint of gray. Yes, you did your homework and I did mine!” As he turned to his right, Jocasta was allowed to see a gray streak in his long, thick black hair. She could feel a sense of pride coming from the man, but she decided it was best not to ask him about it. 
 
    “Definitely stylish,” she remarked, “… but what is a son of Dragonne doing here?” 
 
    “Good, you can be distracted, but not for long. We all trip; gives walking a suitable challenge. Walk with me, Starblazer.” Xoron turned and started down the path. Jocasta could see the floor where they were headed was covered with white smoke… but it was not smoke… it was essence. “There are no more tests.” 
 
    “Don’t lie,” Jocasta quickly requested and Xoron chuckled. 
 
    “As you wish. There are no more tests coming from the Star-Wing Corps. All the grades are in and you passed. You were Elite material before you arrived.” 
 
    “Thank you, kot-dammit,” Jocasta pumped her fist. “Finally, some freakin’ recognition.” Xoron chuckled and Jocasta took hold of her actions. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No need for apologies,” Xoron assured. “To explain, when Spade gave you that blade sliver, he was actually giving you your diploma, but his respect for the Star-Wing would not allow him to demand a status for you.  
 
    “Here’s an understanding, Silverwing. It’s been several ages since Spade has even seen the Rims. He was created in another place, another culture… that is his home. He and my grandfather hardly know anything of the Rims anymore. Hell, it wasn’t even called the Rims when Alphexeous left. Respect is given to the both of them, because it would be fatal foolishness not to! The same follows for Rex and the rest of his brood. The things they uncovered becoming the men and women history praises sustain some of us to this day and time. But as time changes, so does space, and so has this place we call the Rims.” 
 
    “This is one helluva wind up, Cavern,” Jocasta commented. “How’d you get that name anyway?” 
 
    “It is what my opponents feel like they’re flying in when they go against me; an ever-constricting cavern.” 
 
    “Sweet,” Jocasta sighed. “Did you give yourself that name?” 
 
    “No. The Commandant did when I graduated... four or five Commandants before Swan. Things were different then. You didn’t get a name until after you proved yourself.” 
 
    “Definitely need to go back to the old way of doing things there,” Jocasta remarked. 
 
    “I’ll pass that on to Swan,” Xoron said. “And I’m going to ask you not to perform any violent actions. Don’t bother telling me you’re not armed. If you aren’t it would only tarnish the image I have of you.” 
 
    “Consider the silver to be shining bright then,” Jocasta shared. 
 
    “Before you take this next step–” 
 
    “You know, I could have saved you a trip and a speech, cave man,” Jocasta said with a smirk. “Star-Wing is a part of what I am… and not that big a part, actually. I won’t be answering each and every newsletter, and I won’t be attending Star-Wing functions… unless it’s a serious fight and I’m not pressed to be anywhere else. I might visit Sky Stone when I’m in the Territories, but there’s a good chance I can make a stop at Black Gate and not even cross over. 
 
    “I’m not trying to belittle what’s done here,” Jocasta explained. “… and I’m not looking down my nose at any of the members. But in my book, flying all damn day and not getting anywhere is just nut-crunching insane!” Xoron reached out his gloved hand and took hold of the wall to keep himself upright as he cackled. Jocasta looked around to make sure no one could see them. Still laughing, Xoron turned to put his back against the cave wall. “Don’t get me wrong, someone’s gotta mind the store! But you come at me with an apron that’s got a name tag on it, you might as well be drawing down on me!” 
 
    Xoron laughed a bit longer, wiping a tear from his eye. It had been a while since he had laughed so hard. He nodded as he coughed and cleared his throat. “You’re right. I could have saved myself a trip and a speech. But then I would’ve missed that line. I pity everyone we love that isn’t here right now. That was funny!” Xoron came away from the wall, reaching for Jocasta’s hand. She stepped to meet him part of the way and clutched his forearm. “So, sister Star-Wing, what is your path?” 
 
    “Cavern, I’m a pirate. Being a Star-Wing is just a means of better affording the hazards of exploration and procurement.”  
 
    “Shortsighted, but you’re still young,” Xoron remarked. “Have a fulfilling life, JoJo Starblazer. This one has ended. Time to begin another.” 
 
    “How many times does a body have to do this start-over crap?” 
 
    “For you, I’d say at least twice more.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s take it from the top. Brother Cavern, I’m a pirate. Commander of my own ship and crew, a Star-Wing, and a dedicated ally of Nulaki Conadier, Tynaum Krensteele, Thandace Orgen, Oedelorana Sylgarr, Isaiah Gundryss, and Flaps.” 
 
    “Sister Silverwing, I am a Soul Fighter like my mother before me and my grandfather before her. I am also a Star-Wing, rank of Rear Admiral, and I am considered by some to be the father of the Black Assassins.” Xoron leaned in close to whisper, “Between you and me, it was something that Alphexeous had going before he departed for the Far Star. I just brought it back when the Rims were declared. Lots of fallout around that time.”  
 
    “And now I have someone who can clue me in on how to stump my First Mate,” Jocasta said. “Thank you for the trust. So tell me–” 
 
    “No, not all Black Assassins are Soul Fighters,” Xoron stated. “I’d say we make up about a third of a percent.” 
 
    “And here I’ve met two,” Jocasta thought, releasing her grip. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “Now you can go. I’ve got an essence to meet and all.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t want to keep you from anything,” Xoron said as he slowly faded from sight. Jocasta stood motionless for a moment and then she nodded.  
 
    “Yeah, he did that on purpose.” 
 
    Turning to walk down the path, Jocasta found that she did not have to go far to find her meeting place. Suddenly, there was no walkway under her, just a simple cave floor. There was no path behind her, only a cave wall. In front of her stood a creature that looked at her with compassion, hope and understanding. 
 
    “I so should have put it together before now,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes, you should have,” the creature replied, smiling at the young woman’s initial reaction to seeing the source of the essence she had been feeling. “You allowed your mind to take the title ‘The Eye’ to create an assumed form.” She did not move from her curled and reclined position, following Jocasta’s eyes as the Truebreed woman looked upon her tails, her legs, her scaled body, her feathered wings and her seven heads. “But what else would Dragons be guarding with such conviction, young one… other than another Dragon?!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Tensions ran high in the courtyard, but that was nothing new for Ivus Straum. He was, however, more accustomed to being the figure causing the conflict, leaving his many assistants and advisors to sort matters out. Upon this occasion, he was looking at facing off against one of the most notorious military strategists in The Territories over an incident that did not involve a single citizen of his barony. 
 
    “Something told me to attend this meeting inebriated,” Ivus thought as he watched Military Minister Ballosh try to reason with the legendary Swan. “As long as I’ve been at this governance thing, you’d think I would at least listen to myself!” 
 
    “Commander Ravinguez,” Ballosh said, using a tone that implied the existence of a long-standing relationship with the woman, “… perhaps we need to be more considerate of all sides of this issue. We have seen the transmissions shared by Field Marshal Plarzo and JoJo Starblazer.” Sarshata put her hand to her mouth as she snickered. “And what you seem to find amusing is a pressing matter for your Governor and your barony!” 
 
    “What a season I’m having,” Sarshata said as she breathed out hard. “I have a so-called Baron from the Rims coming to me to recruit the Star-Wing Corps into his forming armada. I’m not familiar with the region he claims to rule, and he had great difficulty understanding that the Star-Wing Corps isn’t a mercenary band to be beckoned by credit or a voice of authority. So, after I tell him no, he then pivots to trying to get an invite to a court of the Dragons out of me. And now this situation on top of it.” Sarshata looked at Field Marshal Plarzo and she could see how the Delbred man had come to acquire such a reputation. He had the ‘thousand-meter stare’ and the stance of a man who had seen more than his fair share of combat. “With all due respect, Field Marshal, Baron, Minister, I must once again remind everyone that I am not a citizen of the White Barony, nor is the Star-Wing Corps an arm of the baronial militia. If at any time the Baron and the powers that be wish to remove us, they know where we are. All I ask is–” 
 
    “There is simply no need for thr–” Sarshata moved with horrifying speed, taking hold of the Minister’s face. 
 
    “And you will not interrupt me again, Minister. Once more, I am not a citizen of this barony. As Commandant, the attendants of Sky Stone fall under my purview and no one else’s!” 
 
    “That is a very committed position to take for a cadet, Commander,” Harlay, the Baron’s personal assistant, noted. 
 
    “You are the last person to speak of positions, woman!” Sarshata spat, pushing the Minister away from her. “As for my place, JoJo Starblazer is not a cadet, she is Star-Wing. The only matter left to be determined is whether she will be an Elite Officer or a Corpsman. 
 
    “Baron, where do you find these parrots?!” Sarshata asked, and Ivus found that he could not hold the woman’s glare. “And furthermore, Starblazer had already made me aware of the transmissions shared between herself and the Field Marshal.” Ivus’ eyes came up quickly from the floor and found the Field Marshal. “Odd that what I viewed then was a bit longer than what we just saw. Plarzo may wish to dance around it, but a Star-Wing laid out a challenge. I have yet to hear a response.” 
 
    “This is madness!” Ballosh exclaimed. “There are ships positioned just outside our markers! It was ten yesterday. Today it’s over sixty! Not even the Star-Wing can sustain those numbers!” 
 
    “Care to make a wager,” Sarshata said with an evil smile. “You put up your position and I’ll put up a million credits. Ten million. Name the amount, and I will make a bona fide wager with you. I am just that tired of your sound, smell, and general presence!” 
 
    “I accept,” Uhnveer said as he turned his back to Ravinguez. “I accept the challenge. Tell this… Starblazer I will meet her, tomorrow, on a platform in Tween-Space and there we shall duel, in power-suits limited to 3-meter frames. A duel to the death! Now go, be the little messenger-girl that you are. My Lieutenant has credits if you require gratuity.” 
 
    “I’ll just be needing two coins,” Sarshata quickly replied. “One for each eye… provided she leaves a corpse for us to burn. Keep your communicator handy, FM, I’m sure you’ll be hearing from her very soon.” 
 
    “For what it is worth, Commander,” Ivus said, stroking his beard as he glared at Uhnveer Plarzo. “If you have any influence with this woman, kindly have her fight, defeat, and burn this fool in one measure. Enough time has been spent on this matter, and even that has been overwhelmingly generous!” 
 
    “Baron!” Ballosh gasped. 
 
    “What?!” Ivus barked. “This quarter-measure of a man dares to hold my barony hostage over a personal matter?! He knows we do not have the necessary forces to fly out and wipe him from the stars! And you would have me bow and scrape?! I find myself in complete agreement with the Commander, Ballosh. I tire of you! And if Starblazer has since reconsidered–” 
 
    “She hasn’t, Baron,” Sarshata interrupted. “Of that I am sure!” 
 
    “Then we eagerly await her words,” Ivus said, giving Swan a head nod. “Guards! The Field Marshal wishes to return to his armada. See him off these grounds expeditiously.” 
 
    “No need, Lord Baron,” Uhnveer said, touching a button on his belt. His flight pack burst from the back of his jacket and he was airborne in the very next instant. 
 
    “Do you have eyes on him, Jericho?” Sarshata said into her wrist-com. 
 
    “That’s a solid affirmative, Commander.” 
 
    “Good. Escort him to his shuttle and then see his shuttle off planet. We should have established tracking by then.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Ivus laughed a short blast as Sarshata lowered her arm. “Resourceful as always, Swan. Well done. Now tell me, this particular Star-Wing. Is she just a flyer, or can she pilot a power-suit?” 
 
    “I’m not even sure she’ll wear one to meet him,” she replied. “Baron,” Sarshata bowed as she back-pedaled. She turned and walked quickly for the doors.  
 
      
 
    Swan could not get back to Sky Stone fast enough, and she flew her air-car demonstrating that perspective. When she hopped out of the vehicle, it had not quite come to a sure stop but it did so before reaching the wall. The moment Swan’s boots made contact with the ground, her eyes closed. She received an image, and a smile spread wide across the woman’s face. Her anger was displaced, feeling the source of her happiness.  
 
    “So this is what the Loft looks like,” Jocasta said with her hands on her hips. “A girl could get used to this.” Sarshata turned to see Jocasta and the young pirate smiled when their eyes met. 
 
    “I see you have already moved your fighter,” Sarshata replied. 
 
    “No, that was Flaps,” Jocasta shared. “Don’t worry, Z worked up a special helmet and flight suit. He can fly with the best of them again.” 
 
    “That man may be the only thing that can keep up with you.” 
 
    “Did they give you a bunch of red tape bull-Kot?” 
 
    “I dodged that before they could get it going… sir,” Sarshata said, saluting her superior officer. 
 
    “Wow! That is fucking sharp!” Jocasta remarked as she dropped her hands to her sides. “I prefer these though.” Jocasta stepped forward and threw her arms around Sarshata who was quick to return the gesture. 
 
    “Congratulations… Captain,” Sarshata whispered, holding on tightly to Jocasta. She closed her eyes and took in the moment.  
 
    What her predecessor, the late and very great Whizzer, had said about this moment was telling. “When you can witness the assignment of a higher ranking officer, a better Corpsman, and still feel good about it, then you know you’re doing this for the right reasons.”  
 
    “Well done, Silverwing,” she whispered, keeping the tears at bay. 
 
    “Thank you, Swan,” Jocasta said softly as she stepped back. “And despite my attitude about the process, you run a serious program.” 
 
    “And you must be a serious Star-Wing,” Routhar said as he approached, wearing a brand new gray flight jacket. Both women turned and smiled at the sight of him. He took another step forward, snapped to attention and gave a sharp salute. “Double Duty reporting in for assignment!” Sarshata returned the salute as Jocasta stepped forward and hugged him. Surprise kept Routhar from moving initially, but he wrapped his arms around Jocasta. “Congratulations, Captain.” 
 
    “And to you…” 
 
    “Second Lieutenant,” Routhar stated and Jocasta leaned in to stare at him closely. The process had already begun; it was just a matter of time before his eyes would be steel gray.  
 
    “Looks damn good on you, DD,” Jocasta said, lightly touching the side of his face. She then turned to look at Sarshata. “So, what am I looking at here?” 
 
    “No specific time or place, just tomorrow, in Tween-Space, on a platform… in power-suits,” Sarshata informed. “It sounds like a trap to me.” 
 
    “Well of course it is,” Jocasta said, accessing her brace-com, “… it’s the only way this thing even comes close! Z, please check Daedalus for me. And do we have anything in the way of a power-suit on board?” 
 
    “Perhaps you should check Daedalus,” Dungias returned. “Hansel and I are satisfied with our combined efforts.” 
 
    “What?!” Jocasta exclaimed. “You and Spooky went and made me a suit?!” 
 
    “So it would appear. Should I advise him of his crew name?” 
 
    “Please do,” she replied with a very bright smile. “JoJo out. Connect Plarzo.” She waited for a few seconds, looking at Routhar and Sarshata, both of whom looked incredibly anxious. “You two do realize that half of his skills come by way of legend, right?” 
 
    “Captain Starblazer,” Uhnveer spoke. “Or is it Silverwing now?” 
 
    “An ass-whoopin’ by any other name hurts just as much,” Jocasta said. “Send me the coordinates and expect me at sixteen hundred hours. We’ll keep this close to the heart. You and a Second only. Anything else shows up on my screen and I’ll launch missiles before I ask any questions!” 
 
    “The same applies to you, JoJo,” Uhnveer called back. “You’ll be receiving the coordinates shortly. And remember, this is to the death. Plarzo out!” 
 
    “He’s one of those last word freaks,” Jocasta commented as she lowered her brace-com.  
 
    “I take it that Z is going to be your Second?” Sarshata asked. 
 
    “Like there is any doubt!” Jocasta laughed. 
 
    “If you need, I’ll stand with you,” Sarshata vowed. 
 
    “You will have your choice, Captain,” Routhar added. 
 
    “Thanks guys, but I’ve got this! Now, if you will excuse me, I have a suit to check out. Last thing I need is to have to work out bugs while my life is on the line!” 
 
    “Of course,” Sarshata said. “But remember that the Loft has a number of resources available to you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got the orientation brochure and everything,” Jocasta said as she walked away. She turned away from the two and the confident smile left her face. Nothing regarding her conversation with Uhnveer had gone the way she wanted. He was calm – too calm – and she could not shake the feeling that he was only that confident because he believed she would never reach the challenge site. 
 
      
 
    Jocasta walked around the machine, her eyes gleaming at the look of the thing. The floating broadcast module moved with her; Hansel, Xaedra, and Culshee were able to watch their captain looking over the result of their combined efforts. Dungias stood, arms draped in front him, nearly ten meters back. The Star-Wing Ace ran her hand over the surface of the polished chrome-like metal. It was nearly seamless, and cool to the touch, but it made her feel warm inside. She smiled and batted her eyes, stepping back to take it all in. 
 
    “Now this is a power-suit,” she said, putting her hand to her chin. “Spooky, I love you!” 
 
    “Captain, you’ve got to know… I was really just crafting and assembling pieces that Z had already designed. Some of the internal systems I still don’t understand. The drones and automated systems built them, I installed them, Xaedra helped with that while she was warding the suit, and Culshee was our test pilot, making a few changes to the internal systems. 
 
    “Very few,” Culshee quickly added. “It was more like a fine-tuning process,” she added. “I replaced some of the chemical compositions with some holistic alternatives that I think are faster acting and better for you in the long run.” 
 
    “You people are trying to get me misty-eyed,” Jocasta said, walking around her power-suit a fifth time. “Well done, and thank you.” 
 
    “It was a pleasure, Captain,” Xaedra replied. “… and hardly what you and Z are owed.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s not what I expected to hear from you,” Jocasta noted. “I was told you wanted to hang around Spectre.” 
 
    “And I still do,” Xaedra was quick to say, “I have, at least in my heart, promised myself to him, but he is promised to his studies and he is still with my people. I thought I would be with him there, but there is so much more to this world than MajiK, and there is much more to MajiK than what my people practice . It took me a while to see it, but now that I have had this taste, I don’t know if I can be sated!” 
 
    “I’ve been there… Talisman,” Jocasta said, assigning yet another crew name. She could hear Dungias entering commands on his brace-com. “Not a bad place to be. I hope it lasts longer for you than it did for me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “Guys, I need to speak to Z,” Jocasta said and she deactivated the floating module. “You want to tell me what you’ve been up to besides this?” 
 
    “What I was needed most to do, Captain,” Dungias replied. “And yes, I am aware of how cryptic that response is. Believe me when I say I cannot be clearer, not yet.” 
 
    “I believe you even when you say I shouldn’t,” Jocasta returned before she took in a deep breath. “Is this where the bravado abandons me?” 
 
    “I believe you are mistaken,” Dungias stated plainly. “The common term used to describe what you suffer from is denial… if not utter delusion!” 
 
    “Your lips… my ass, blueberry boy!” Jocasta snapped. 
 
    “Do you know why you are considered reckless?” Dungias asked. 
 
    “I’ll just throw this line in here because we both know it doesn’t matter what I say!” 
 
    “Few people can see things the way you do,” he continued. “Your point of view is not in the realm of what is foolishly labeled the mainstream. You succeed because no matter how differently you see things, you have the means to craft your dreams into a legendary reality. If I may be frank…” 
 
    “You’ve certainly spent enough time being a dick!” 
 
    “Trust yourself more, but remember you should not see your path so sharply that you fail to give credence to the rest of the universe. You are extraordinary! Eventually even the stars will bow in praise of your light.” 
 
    “Hands down, the best put down on record,” Jocasta remarked. “You’re leaving my ass hanging out to dry, but then you lay down that poetic Kot, and have the gall to make me feel good about it! Adorable, Z. Do you even want to hear about that walkway?” 
 
    “And the Dragon at the end of the path?” Dungias inquired. 
 
    “You blue ass! You know, I checked. Absolutely nobody likes you!” 
 
    “I expect to hear from you soon, with reports of your victory,” Dungias said as he drew Alpha and lifted the power-suit, guiding it over to Daedalus as the bottom cargo hatch opened. 
 
    “Hey, where’s Icarus?” 
 
    “Topside hatch,” Dungias informed. “And all three have been prepared. Do you have a name for the suit?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know when I get back,” Jocasta said as she checked her flight suit. With the adjustment of one button, her coat became a flight jacket. Tuitonn lifted her cane to her hand as she climbed up into her fighter. “Fire it up, Daedalus,” she commanded and the engines roared to life. Jocasta dropped down into her seat and was hovering before the canopy closed. She looked over at Z and waved. He pointed at his head in response as Sarshata walked up to him. Jocasta nodded as she laughed and donned her helmet. 
 
    “She’s going alone?” Sarshata asked. 
 
    “Never!” Dungias stated. “But, no one is riding with her at the moment. However, you should be concerned with other matters. You are not properly dressed, Commander.” 
 
    “For what, Dungias?” 
 
    “For war,” he said, looking up at the Daedalus fly off, followed by two sleek, black starfighters. “Who is that?” Dungias asked as a frown formed on his face. 
 
    “That’s Shuriken and Vivaldi,” Sarshata replied. “They volunteered to fly escort with Silverwing until she reaches–” Dungias’ iron grip wrapped around her shoulder and the woman was up on her toes, wincing in pain, grabbing desperately Dungias’ arm as he touched Alpha to her chest. The woman had many secrets, but duplicity with regards to Jocasta was not one of them. Dungias released her and opened a channel, only to find that no signals or transmissions were getting away from Sky Stone. 
 
    “Satithe,” Dungias called. 
 
    “I can’t reach the Xara-Mansura,” she quickly reported. “It’s like nothing outside of Sky Stone exists! I am picking up a fluctuating energy signature… it’s a spell, Master… a powerful one… but the epicenter of the incantation is neither steady nor stationary! And Master, look at the wave magnitude!” Dungias did as he had been directed and his eyes squinted at an unexpected reality.   
 
    “You are under siege!” Dungias yelled as he looked back at a recovering Sarshata. “… the Dragons are attacking!” 
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    Jocasta leaned into her turn as she started verifying her plotted course. She looked up and to her right to see Fonri in a black starfighter, waving at her. “Looks like I’ve got company for this trip,” she said as she lifted her hand to wave back. It came away from the throttle and she felt it, the itch! She lost her smile as she looked at Fonri. He looked back and nodded, fully understanding what was happening. He then waved goodbye and banked away from her ship. 
 
    “I’m not feeling anything,” Jocasta thought. “Not even Daedalus! Feels like I’m in a dead zone!” 
 
    “Perhaps I should get back to my station,” Tuitonn recommended and he started to move the cane from beside her leg. Jocasta caught the cane before it could go over her shoulder. 
 
    “Shield!” she shouted just before the bomb in the rear seat exploded. Daedalus rolled over into a steep dive. 
 
    “Yep… down she goes,” Fonri said into his channel with Trosalda. 
 
    “And the challenge is over even before it could begin,” she replied. “Easiest ten million credits we’ve ever made.” 
 
    “Says you,” Fonri complained. “I’ve got a headache suppressing everything trying to go off on that fighter!” 
 
    “I’ll rub your temples with one hundred thousand credit notes.” 
 
    “You’re going to rub more than my temples!” he stated. “Let’s get to the C & B site.” Fonri took his fighter into a sharp turn back to Sky Stone. 
 
    “Crash and Burn, here we come,” Trosalda replied, following her point man. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Courage is like a muscle. We strengthen it by use.  
 
    Ruth Gordon 
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    It was something of a struggle for Thandace to keep the Onyx Baron in his seat. He was not at all happy with the way he had been treated, and he was even less agreeable with the part of the plan he had just received. 
 
    “Quordion, please!” she pleaded. 
 
    “We’re running from our own estate!” he exclaimed. “If Plarzo wants me, I want him to know where he can find me! Now turn this shuttle around at once!” 
 
    “There’s a real good chance that’s not going to happen,” Siekor said as he came away from the cockpit, closing and securing the door. “I’m going to need you to–” Siekor’s body was lifted up from the floor panels, surrounded by a shimmering black light that was squeezing him. 
 
    “It was not a request!” Quordion hissed. “Now give the order!” 
 
    “Quordion, release that man!” Thandace cried. “You’re hurting him!” 
 
    “Actually I’m slowly killing him,” Quordion replied, closing his eyes. Fields of shadow also formed around Olreye, who had just eased up out of his chair, Mel, who dropped his blaster, and Obanyo, who had thought it best for him not to move at all. “Sorry, I am slowly killing them! Give the order while you still c–” Quordion’s head snapped forward before he collapsed to the floor unconscious. Satithe removed the stealth field from around Roc who looked down on the Baron as he rubbed his fist. 
 
    “Looks like Princess read that one right,” Roc muttered as he slowly turned to face Thandace. The sister of the Baron looked on the massive form hunching to fit in the compartment and she held up her hands in surrender. 
 
    “I am sure you pulled your punch,” she shared. 
 
    “How would you know?” Roc inquired. 
 
    “He dropped straight down. Your blow… was one of technique.” 
 
    “Our First Mate can be a very demanding instructor,” Roc said, walking over to examine the Team Lead who was slowly getting up. “Are you able?” 
 
    “Thanks to you, yeah,” Siekor said, opening a channel. “Boss, where am I supposed to deliver these replacement parts?” 
 
    “The order form said something about the East Loading Dock,” Llaz replied. 
 
    “Roger that, we’ll try there.” Siekor looked at Mel who made eye contact with the Team Lead and signaled his ability to continue. “Let’s slap a collar on the Baron,” Siekor ordered. 
 
    “Please, Mr. Siekor,” Thandace begged. “I will contain my brother.” 
 
    “Forgive me if I find that hard to believe, given the past few minutes,” Siekor retorted. 
 
    “You have my word. It is his pride, good–” 
 
    “His pride?!” Siekor shouted. “Soon as we get where we’re going, I’m tempted to show your brother what he can do with his pride. We’ve got people back at your estate, risking their lives playing out a game of Three Card Monty! Running around like amateurs with professional soldiers trying to tag them. Just to keep up the façade that Field Marshal’s people have their target in their sights! 
 
    “We can’t get word into the Captain, and our Satithe is telling us they can’t get word out!” Siekor continued. “Our scans won’t even reach the Pearl Barony at the moment, and our attempts to reach the Governor at Black Gate aren’t even being forwarded to message storage! This is a hit, lady! One of the ugliest anyone on this shuttle has seen. So your Baron can suck on his pride for all I care. 
 
    “Yo, Sonar!” Siekor called out. 
 
    “Yes sir!” 
 
    “The Baron’s sister’s got first line on our most appreciative guest. If he so much as lifts an eyebrow to start slinging shadows, you shoot to cripple. Am I understood?!” 
 
    “Clean and green here, sir!” 
 
    “Thom, how’s it going up there?” 
 
    “Stealth Field is still functional,” Thomasine reported, “but whatever stunt he was pulling back there didn’t do us any good. I’ve got three apertures opening in our immediate sector and Scan-Bots are coming through them as we speak. We’ve got the reserves to increase the power to the field, but the emitters on the Lander don’t have the capacitors like the ones on the Xara-Mansura. They’re going to start heating up!” 
 
    “Go for best possible speed and when scan waves turn in our direction, cut the engines and we’ll have to drift to the rendezvous point,” Siekor ordered. He then turned to Obanyo who was already getting up from his chair. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do about the capacitors,” the young Tech spoke softly as he moved quickly.  
 
    “Let me know as soon as you know, Scamps!” Siekor ordered. Watching his Tech move away, the Team Lead looked at Jovasor, looking for his preliminary report. “How is the Baron, Doc?” 
 
    “Roc’s teacher will be very proud,” Jovasor stated. “The blow triggered some backlash, but nothing too harmful since it ushered him almost immediately into unconsciousness.” 
 
    “Close enough,” Siekor huffed, starting for the door to the cockpit. “Pride!” 
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    Hanging on to the roll-bar with all of his strength, Llaz smiled as his brace-com channel disconnected. “Siekor’s clear!” he yelled, looking back to see that they were still being chased by a number of very agitated mercenaries. “How’s that road looking, Southpaw?!” 
 
    “Like maybe I spoke too soon when I said I could handle a ground car,” Bruveia muttered. 
 
    “Come again?!” 
 
    “This thing was built to look good, not haul ass!” she shouted. 
 
    “Then keep it pretty!” Projectiles scored the rear of the vehicle and Llaz quickly sought cover inside the rear of the ground transport. “Dammit! That was exactly the opposite of what I asked you to do!” 
 
    “Can’t be helped. They brought their own rides and they’re equipped for this sort of thing.” 
 
    “Distance!” 
 
    “Three kilometers from the estate,” Bruveia reported. “Twenty-eight to the city!” 
 
    “I guess it was a real rookie move taking this van,” Llaz mentioned as he drew his blasters. 
 
    “Gee, Boss, ya think?!” Cilrus barked. 
 
    “You sound kind of mad over there, CeCe.” 
 
    “If he isn’t, I sure as hell am, you idiot!” the man who had been disguised as the Baron Orgen spoke up. A gun barrel was placed against his forehead and the man gasped, looking at Hennix who had an evil squint to his eyes. 
 
    “Sorry, partner,” he said calmly. “But to you he’s Boss and only Boss. Let those lips fly free one more time!” 
 
    “CeCe, pop the back doors!” Llaz commanded. “Right Spike, I could use an anchor!”  
 
    The young man yelled as he tucked his head and rolled in a somersault, stopping as his legs fell over the end of the van. Hennix grunted, lunging to take hold of the back of Llaz’s belt. The Second Mate screamed as he fired his pistols; his first shot striking the faceplate of the lead chase vehicle. It swerved off road and started to spin out of control. 
 
    “Yeah!” Cilrus yelled, leaning out of the rear driver-side door and firing his energy rifle that sounded more like a deck gun. He hit the road in front of a vehicle, but the debris and dirt was enough for the pilot to lose sight of the road and run off the side. Two of the other three spun to a stop while the third slid into a ditch. 
 
    “Damn fine shooting, Boss,” Hennix grunted as he pulled in his commanding officer. 
 
    “Had plenty of help,” Llaz smiled, holstering his weapons. “Keep it screaming, Southpaw!” 
 
    “Roger that,” Bruveia said, checking the road and her mirrors. “Looks like we’re getting a couple of seconds.” 
 
    “Personnel check,” Llaz ordered. One by one each member of his team called out their status. Only Hennix had been hit, but the armour had held up well and his skin was only just beginning to bruise. Llaz checked his brace-com and smiled. “Good, people. Southpaw, do me a favor and take the next turn off this road. Should be to your port side.” 
 
    “Are you smoking exhaust?!” Bruveia yelled. 
 
    “You have your orders, Southpaw,” Hennix shouted. “You heard the man!” The woman gave no more of an argument that could be heard, but muttered as she saw the road Llaz had mentioned. The road she was on turned to the right and she shook her head because the requested path was not even paved. She turned left and winced as projectile and laser fire erupted from the road behind them. 
 
    “Yeah, smelled that one coming,” Llaz whispered with only the woman who had been disguised as Thandace hearing him. The van received five hits, but nothing that kept the vehicle from continuing down the dirt road. The woman gazed up at the young man in wonder but opted not to say anything. “At the next intersection you need to keep straight. Take the very next starboard turn.” 
 
    “You got it, Boss,” Bruveia replied as she breathed deeply through her open mouth. Hennix smiled at the Second Mate and shook his head. 
 
    “Hovercraft,” Cilrus reported. “I see three so far, and they are walking us in like nobody’s business!” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be a proper chase without hovercraft, big guy,” Llaz grinned, lifting his brace-com. “Oh, Satithe darling, are we ready?” 
 
    “Verification code from Princess has been received,” Satithe reported. “We are definitely ready!” 
 
    “Llaz turned and smiled over at Hennix. “When you know you’ve got professionals coming for your ass, you don’t up the armour, you up the surveillance. No one coming after the Baron is coming in light, which means equipment.” Llaz depressed a button on his brace-com. Two explosions could be seen and heard as they lit up the night sky. “And not every damsel in distress is a damsel in distress.” 
 
    “Damn, did I miss a Princess show?” Cilrus asked. 
 
    “Girl fight between Murder and Mayhem,” Llaz advised. “Princess set the charges.” 
 
    “I’m not seeing the third craft,” Bruveia reported. “The blast might have gotten him too.” 
 
    “Sure was big enough,” Hennix commented. “Not that I’m complaining. We should be clear all the way to the hangar.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Llaz agreed. “That’s where the real fun is waiting for us!” 
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    “What do I do?!” Jocasta had cried, pulling on a dead stick. Her fighter had been struck and the cockpit had turned dark as she was beginning her descent into the atmosphere. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” Scimitar had asked, sounding as if his concentration were elsewhere. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?!” she had snapped. “Everything’s dead and we’re two minutes out from entry burn! I’ve got a dead stick!” 
 
    “That would fall in line with everything being dead,” Scimitar had commented, still in a very calm voice. “Now is not the time to be redundant.” 
 
    “Scimitar!” she had screamed. 
 
    Pyoo! How many times had she heard that sound? There were times Jocasta had thought the man slept with that garrote, for surely he was a master of its application. She had even witnessed one occasion where Scimitar had engaged three people simultaneously. He snapped the neck of one with a flying leg scissor while swinging his garrote and strangling the other two. Now that fatal length of cable was around her neck. 
 
    “You panic, you die!” he had whispered, catching her left hand and pulling it away from the cable. He had position, leverage, and a massive upper body strength advantage. It had quickly dawned on Jocasta that if he had wanted her dead, she would be dead already. No, the only thing killing her was her. Her neck was tight, but he had not cut off her airway. The spectre of the garrote’s presence was what drove her fear. That, and the awaiting fiery kiss of a planet’s atmosphere. But there was time… time and opportunity… and she had slowly lowered her hand to the armrest.  
 
    “You can’t very well expect the ship to pull up if the pilot can’t!” Scimitar had said. “Do you hear me, Kendra? The ship can’t pull up if you don’t! Can you… hear me?!” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you!” Jocasta yelled as her eyes popped open. Her limbs felt heavy, like they were weighed down, if not restrained. Jocasta’s head rolled back and forth as Daedalus continued its descent from the heavens. Sparks flew from the left-rear side of her helmet and she removed the device, finding a piece of shrapnel wedge into the protective gear. 
 
    “Nut-crunchers used a fragmentation bomb!” Jocasta thought, tossing the helmet over her shoulder. It rattled around the rear seat before there was no sound of it at all. “And either that thing strapped itself in or there’s a hole in my boy!” 
 
    “JoJo!” Satithe exclaimed. “I tried to stop them… I tried to warn you but–” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. It was a Star-Wing who set me up,” Jocasta said as she took hold of another dead stick. “Does anyone know why I’m still alive?” 
 
    “That would be my fault, Mistress,” Tuitonn whispered.  
 
    “T-Ball! What did you do?!” 
 
    “Didn’t have time… shields,” he muttered. “Thought it more like you survive… if I absorb blast… funnel energy in cane. Something Z teach recently.” 
 
    “You sound like how I feel, baby,” Jocasta observed. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “First time out of class trying,” he shared. “Z right… it much different in field. Could not get all. You still hit… with some shockwave and two fragments. Other one stopped… coat.” 
 
    “You saved my ass, T. Momma owes you big time. You take a breather, get yourself together, and leave the rest to me.” Jocasta checked systems, but there were no lights working on her console. Daedalus had no main power. After checking the emergency re-boot switch, Jocasta released the stick, placing her hands on the console.  
 
    “A body is a body,” she thought, extending her thoughts into Daedalus. “My boy just needs a jump charge.” Jocasta closed her eyes and remembered the sensation in the power room where she trained with Xoron. Only this time, the power was coming from her. “Come on, big boy. Talk… to… Momma!” Her body shuddered as the console sparked to life. Jocasta took hold of her stick and hit the switches to trigger her after-burners. The main engine of Daedalus roared to life, and Jocasta howled as she pulled her fighter up out of its dive. 
 
    “Captain!” Satithe exclaimed. “I don’t know what you did, but secondary systems are online and functional. Well done!” 
 
    “Thanks Sati. Say, can you set up a ThoughtWill scrambler field?” 
 
    “Yes I can.” 
 
    “Good. Stand by on that field,” she said, calling up the data on the self-repair capability of her fighter. She could hear the hole getting smaller, eventually getting sealed but her energy and material stores had been lowered dramatically. She estimated she would have around thirty-seven percent remaining after primary hull repairs were complete. 
 
    “Bastards also know how to plant a bomb,” Jocasta thought. 
 
    “Okay, give me that field.” As Satithe initiated the requested field, Jocasta scanned for any flyers in her vicinity. “Wow, not one but two. And they aren’t even bothering to hide themselves! Hello Shuriken and Vivaldi. Idiots! Then again, I’m supposed to be dead… so, there’s that.” Opening the throttle, Jocasta set Daedalus on a collision course. “Let’s see if those two like how I see things!”  
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    The rod touched the sounding plate, giving off the tell-tale spark of light along with the cracking boom that echoed throughout the chamber. The members of the council were already seated and either present in the hall or relayed to their places by way of telnet transmission.  The master of ceremonies for the event was Representative Sangron Zelvak of the Garnet Barony. He took his time approaching the podium, his brown eyes made a discrete yet slightly desperate search for one person who had not yet arrived. But the man knew he could not delay too much. His Baron was in attendance, and he could feel the man’s eyes on his spine. He took a sip of sweet wine and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Ladies and Lords, Baronesses and Barons, esteemed colleagues and guests, could you please come to order?” Clearing his throat again, Sangron took hold of the edge of the podium and decided to speak freely instead of reading the given statement. “Good evening. While we are not at our full attendance, it has been counted that we have an administrative minimum and can proceed. Let the record show that the Barons for the Pearl, Onyx, and Emerald Baronies are not present, along with the absence of the Lord Governor Isaiah Gundryss. 
 
    “Though the hour is quite late, it has been brought forward to this body here at Black Gate, that a crime has been perpetrated against one of our most beloved citizens, the Field Marshal Uhnveer Plarzo. As a provider of goods and services of vital importance to several of the Prism Baronies, and it should be mentioned that he has done so without bringing conflict between those provinces, Master Plarzo has been awarded citizenship to The Territories, he is a child of the Prism Baronies. 
 
    “A crime has been committed against this citizen of the worst nature, and his very life has been threatened!” Sangron exclaimed. “The alleged perpetrator of these crimes has taken refuge in yet another fine-standing organization within The Territories, specifically the Pearl Barony, and even more specifically, Sky Stone Academy, the home of the Star-Wing Corps.” Sangron swept back his dark brown locks, allowing for a dramatic pause and murmurs were indeed rising both within the chamber and over the various feeds. Sangron looked back at his assistant who touched the rod to the plate to bring the meeting to order once again. 
 
    “Personal property has been stolen, and threats have been made on this man’s very life! And that is the reason why the emergency caucus has been convened. We must take action, my sisters and brothers, and we must do so swiftly in the name of justice!” 
 
    “Point of procedure, fellow representative,” Jeena Quazrell called out as she stood up from her chair. 
 
    “The Speaker recognizes the representative of Azuria, Madame Jeena Quazrell.” 
 
    “Might we know the name of the accused before we start a discussion on actions to be taken?” she asked, looking around the chamber. She too was looking for someone but was hoping, given what she had been told before these proceedings, that Isaiah Gundryss would not show. “Even if this person is not a citizen of The Territories, are we not getting a little ahead of ourselves? We have established the victim, we need to know the identity of culprit and have the charges stated for the record.” 
 
    “The comments of my sister colleague hold merit and therefore, unless there are any objections, we will now identify the alleged perpetrator.” Sangron looked around the room and spoke again. “Hearing none, let us have the first image, please.” A three-dimensional bust picture of Jocasta appeared in front of them. “Esteemed colleagues, I give you JoJo Starblazer!” 
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    “These are certainly not fledglings,” Dungias thought as he came up and over the wall, rolling on the air. He dropped down the other side and rolled again upon landing. Up on his feet and running, his forward progress was forced to take a step to the side as the wall behind him gave from a thunderous blow. Back to his full sprint, Dungias looked over his shoulder as the Green Dragon came through, roaring in anger.  
 
    “Are you ready?” he said into his brace-com. 
 
    “Everything’s been set up according to your instructions,” Sarshata replied. “I can’t afford to keep three Elites in one place for too much longer. We’re being overrun, Dungias!” 
 
    “That outcome will not change with the scattering of your forces!” Dungias insisted. “You have to trust me, Swan!”  
 
    “I can see you on our scope,” she reported. “Two hundred meters and– Dungias, beneath you!” 
 
    “I know,” he thought, lunging forward, his eye on one floor panel in particular. When his left foot touched down upon it, Dungias shifted his weight and breathed out sharply as his leg was forced up into his chest. He was airborne; the floor panel’s integrity had been maintained by a gravity field, but nothing could keep it on the floor as a Blue Dragon came up thrashing for him. Somersaulting off the panel, Dungias landed on the floor, hearing a collision of two great masses behind him. Dragon tumbled over Dragon and both fell into the hole that had just been made. 
 
    “And now… up!” Dungias thought as he jumped up and phased through the ceiling. He landed on the floor one deck up and smoothly fell back into his stride. The tremors from the deck beneath him were unmistakable. The larger Green Dragon had already recovered from clashing into his kindred and resumed the chase, headed for the stairway.  “Why do I get the feeling that the next one will be yellow?” 
 
    “I still smell you, little blue one!” the Green Dragon roared. 
 
    “Why just smell me, beast?” Dungias teased as he jumped over the railing. “Look to the stars and see!” Dropping down, Dungias’ body just beat the column of flame that burst in through the access door. He could hear the roar of the Dragon and the cracking of its bones and scales; it was changing shape so that it could more easily continue the chase. It could have ripped the floor out, but that would have taken longer than... flying! Dungias looked toward the roof of the stairway and saw a Dragon-Man flying down after him. 
 
    “Now, Swan!” 
 
    “But you’re not clear!” 
 
    “NOW!” 
 
    Point-to-point teleporters were activated, and two pods appeared out of nowhere two decks beneath Dungias. They exploded the moment they materialized and the stairway, for three decks, became a column of ice. The grid was then opened to grab the column and it was teleported to the hangar Dungias had turned into a fallback position. But that was scores of lost lives ago, and only one Dragon; the one he had killed with a fully loaded rocket launcher – taking all six anti-aircraft warheads. 
 
    The column of ice slowed to a stop about fourteen centimeters from the ground, and Dungias came staggering around from the rear as it fell to the ground from that point. He wiped his brow and put his hand against the ice for a moment. The coolness soothed him. 
 
    “You can’t keep pushing like this, Dungias,” Sarshata said as she brought him the stimulant dose he had told her to prepare, and the power battery he had requested. Dungias took both, injecting himself and touching Alpha to the battery. It was drained in less than three seconds. 
 
    “Indeed, because the alternative is that I might die by some other means,” he said as he looked at the large chunk of ice. “Laser cutter,” he said, sheathing Alpha and holding out his hand. A technician handed him the tool and Dungias pushed the column over on its side before he started cutting into the ice. With it already beginning to crack, he knew he did not have long. “Ion grenade,” he requested, trading the weapon for the tool when it was brought to him. “Everyone clear out from this area.” 
 
    “We will destroy you,” the Dragon-Man vowed as he strained against the ice that bound him. He had been caught flying with his arms away from his sides and therefore had next to no leverage. But his face was clear now, and Dungias finally had the opportunity he had been craving but unable to achieve. He took Alpha out and touched the end against the head of the Dragon-Man. Fortunately, Dungias did not want or need everything in the creature’s mind, just the past few hours – an explanation for this attack. 
 
    “No!” he whispered before jumping away from the ice.  
 
    The Dragon-Man roared as he burst free of the ice. He laughed as he stood up on his feet. He was two and half meters tall with a five and a quarter meter wingspan… and he was so very powerful. “I told you we would destroy you, little blue man. I lied. It will not be we… I am your destructor!” 
 
    Dungias landed on his feet, stood up slowly, and looked at the creature with sorrow in his eyes. “Forgive me, for I have failed you and at least one other.” Dungias turned away from the creature as he breathed in air so that he could blow out flame. The ion grenade detonated in the Dragon-Man’s chest, near his heart, and the creature was killed instantly. “I fear I shall have to fail several more.” 
 
    Sarshata ran up to Dungias but gasped at the strength of his grip when he took hold of her shoulder. “Dungias!” 
 
    “Are you as good as you say you are?! Answer me. I am in need of my Captain, but she is not here! Can you fly into death?!” 
 
    “Not if I need both arms!” the woman shouted in response and Dungias eased his grip. “What’s going on?!” 
 
    “I know why they attack,” Dungias answered. “As you may or may not be able to tell, it is not all of the dracotine, just one nest that attacks us. That is because their Queen has bid them to do so.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” 
 
    “That is the problem,” Dungias said, looking around the hangar. “And to solve it, we must reach that nest. Can you fly me there?”  
 
    “Rig the PTP to send us to the Loft,” Sarshata commanded. 
 
    “All the surveillance of those receiving ports is offline, Commander,” the technician reported. “We don’t know what we’d be sending you into. You could land inside one of them!” 
 
    “Then I must use a more direct means of transit,” Dungias concluded, walking over to Sarshata and wrapping his arm around her waist. Moving with anticipation, Sarshata rose up on her toes and tilted her head slightly. The two kissed deeply, and she lightly touched the side of the Traveler’s face. When they slowly broke from their embrace, Dungias looked intently into the woman’s eyes. “I am going to want that back,” he said softly and she smiled in response. 
 
    “Sounds like a date… but both of us have to be there!” 
 
    “Indeed, Swan,” Dungias whispered, stepping back from the woman. “If I may venture to be so bold… the hell with it! I believe that is the mentality missing from your repertoire. You have seen to the head count with grace and passion. See now to the legend. Let the cosmos know what it is to fly against the Star-Wing Corps!” Twirling Alpha, Dungias turned to face the carcass of the Dragon-Man. 
 
    “I see your trek, Master,” Alpha projected, “and Alpha stands with you!” Dropping to one knee, Dungias drove one end of Alpha into the remains of the Dragon-Man. Light burst from the point of contact, swallowing the corpse and the Traveler alike.   
 
    “Say what you want,” Sarshata sighed, taking out a pair of gloves. “That man knows how to make his mark! Got a girl looking forward to the heartache!” 
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    “We’ve got another twenty before touchdown,” Trosalda reported. “No sign of scans coming from the Loft or anything.” 
 
    “You’re not going to get anything coming from Sky Stone… except maybe a scream or two,” Fonri advised. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” his wingman asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say that I’m glad there’s not a city under that floating rock,” Fonri said. “It’s gonna be a spectacle and a half to see that thing drop from the sky!”  
 
    “What?! Shuriken, that’s not what I signed up for!” 
 
    “What do you think’s gonna happen when the Elites get wind that we took out Spade’s little progeny?!” Fonri snapped. “Don’t worry, I’ve seen to the Eye, and we’re only at thirty percent of our numbers anyway. With Cavern and Swan out of the way, we’ll be moving up in the ranks.” 
 
    “How could you see to the Eye?” Trosalda asked. 
 
    “Stow it!” he commanded just before a sensation swept through the man’s mind. “Did you feel that?” Fonri focused his senses, extending his awareness. “I’ll be damned… she’s up and flying!” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Trosalda said, and before Fonri could respond, both of their short range scans registered the approach of the Daedalus. 
 
    “You were saying?” Fonri said with a smile forming on his face. “Still the easiest money we’ve ever made, only way more interesting now.”  
 
    “I’ve got your port wing,” Trosalda replied as she followed Fonri into a tight portside turn. The Daedalus did not turn at all, and both fighters were quickly coming around to the ship’s rear. 
 
    The three starfighters rocketed through the clouds and the Daedalus made an abrupt climb, nearly at a sharp ninety degrees. The pursuing fighters could not hope to match the maneuver and pulled up more slowly. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Trosalda exclaimed. “What the hell was that?!” 
 
    “That wasn’t real!” Fonri answered, blinking his eyes as he recovered from the G-Force his body experienced from bringing up his nose so quickly. “That’s what that was. Do you have her on your scanners?” 
 
    “Negative, but I still see her smoke trail. Sharp on your port side.” 
 
    “How did she deal with the G’s of that turn?!” Fonri hissed as he came around to his left. 
 
    “I’m glad you said that. I’m still clearing my head over the pull up we made!” 
 
    “No Kot!” Fonri said. “But I got her smoke. She’s headed for a stone nest field. Probably looking for cover. That bomb must’ve messed up her engine because she’s not moving out that fast.” Fonri and Trosalda slalomed through the floating mounds of stone following the trail of smoke as it wound in and around the gigantic rocks. “I think I can just make her out,” Fonri reported. “Weapons are charged and I’m bringing up the computer. She’s trying to stay in tight with the rocks but she’s losing speed. No, baby, you’ve got to do better than that!” 
 
    “What’s that on your starboard?” Trosalda asked as Fonri piloted his fighter around the left side of a rock. Something caught the light and sparkled. “Shuriken, look out!” 
 
    “How’s this for ‘better’, baby?!” Jocasta hissed as she landed on the wing of the starfighter. The gravity locks in the boots of her power-suit kept her from sliding off and gave her plenty of traction. The strength of the suit allowed her to ignore the tremendous gusts of wind. “Shuriken, meet blade!” The light of the En-Blade streaked through the back of the cockpit, shattering the glass and cutting through both the armoured plating and Fonri’s neck. 
 
    “Nooo!” Trosalda cried as Jocasta jumped back to the rock, landed, and gave the woman a left-handed salute, the equivalent of an expletive among the military-minded. “I’m going to kill you!” 
 
    “Mind on your work, Vivaldi,” Jocasta transmitted. “If I’m here, where’s my fighter?” Jocasta took a breath as her eyes squinted, activating the laser guidance system of her suit’s optics that were tied into the weapon systems of the Daedalus. “Let ‘em fly, Satithe.” 
 
    Trosalda looked at her instrumentation. She still did not have a scan-lock on the Daedalus, but she did have a proximity warning of two inbound missiles coming in from directly overhead and only sixty meters away. The Star-Wing Corpsman realized that she only had just enough time to know she was dead. Jocasta looked up at the explosion and smiled.  
 
    “Welcome to the fifth season, bitch! Okay, lady, bring me back my boy,” Jocasta directed as she climbed out of her suit. “I don’t want to be late for a fight.” 
 
    “You’re still going?!” Satithe asked. “I should tell you, I’m not receiving anything from Sky Stone. I can’t even find Z.” 
 
    Jocasta turned to face Sky Stone and she closed her eyes, but only for a moment. “Going to trust the man, doll! I’ve got a Field Marshal I need to promote.” Looking at the suit as it was lifted up into the cargo hold, Jocasta smiled. “Thanks for the assist, Talon!” Taking a short hop, Jocasta jumped up and landed in her seat. “Let’s haul ass!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Life is not linear; you have ups and downs. It’s how you deal with the troughs that defines you.  
 
    Michael Lee-Chin 
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    “JoJo Starblazer. And the crimes this woman is charged with?” Jeena inquired. 
 
    “It is good that you asked, Representative Quazrell,” Sangron stated, giving her a smile. “I think it’s best if we hear directly from the source! Bring up the Field Marshal’s channel, please.” Jocasta’s picture was made smaller to make room for the image of Plarzo though his was a feed, not a static picture. “Field Marshal, if you please.” 
 
    “Fellow citizens of the Prism Baronies,” Uhnveer started, “first of all, let me thank you for taking the time out of your schedules to address this matter.” 
 
    “Time waits for no one, Field Marshal,” Sangron quickly added. 
 
    “I agree with the Speaker,” Jeena added. “I only wish all those charged with the responsibility of representing the people of the Prism Baronies could have found it within themselves to attend. I am embarrassed to be a representative here in Black Gate and attend this gathering with no word from our Governor.” 
 
    “I believe I can shed some light on that matter, Representative Quazrell,” Uhnveer stated. “You see, I have been able to investigate the exploits of this woman and once the evidence is fully presented, you will find that there is a link between JoJo Starblazer, Isaiah Gundryss, and another absent member of this distinguished body: Baron Quordion Alexiar Orgen.”  
 
    Several of the stations erected sound shields as Barons and Baronesses advised their representatives. Sangron stepped back into one as he received a request from the Minister of Affairs for the Baron of the Garnet Barony, in essence, Sangron’s direct superior, Wahbraun L’Vorsti. 
 
    “I understand you do not wish to appear as if you are partial, but let us draw this to a close as soon as possible. It has been reported that Dragons are now engaging the Star-Wing Corps. The Pearl Barony is vulnerable, and the Baroness is about to open a transmission to Ivus Straum.” 
 
    “I understand, Minister,” Sangron replied. 
 
    “Gods help me,” Sangron thought, “I do understand. This is no longer a squabble between two parties. It is an attack on the entire barony!” Sangron looked at the timepiece, allowing the rest of the customary one minute for the internal conversations. He then gave a few more seconds before he signaled for the gavel.  
 
    “Ladies and Lords, we have much to do here and now,” Sangron said, ushering the assemblage back to their positions. “Let us receive the evidence the Field Marshal has gathered.” Uhnveer was very happy to provide details of Jocasta’s crimes, beginning with the destruction of his base and several of his ships that had answered a distress call coming from the Haggenshire. With the recent theft and vandalism of the station, he laid a very clear implication of Jocasta’s hand in the event. He closed his presentation with the edited playback of the challenge that Jocasta had made. 
 
    “This is an outrage,” the Speaker proclaimed, having received more than one message from the Baroness to move for a vote at the earliest opportunity. “I move we–” 
 
    “Point of procedure,” a voice called out as one of the blank telnet screens activated. Jeena looked at the Gray Nalyik, Yassrum Ronhee, the representative of the Emerald Barony, and the look of surprise and horror registered on his face and his body language. The screen then split into seven smaller windows, six small around one large, as voices of authority for the seven races of NayFall appeared. The Queen of the Jeelah was in the center window, but it was a Duke Vyllynthe who had spoken. He appeared to be weak, held up by a hand that was just barely in frame. “Representative Ronhee, we failed to receive your summons to this emergency meeting. One of the houses of NayFall I could understand, but for all seven strides to go without notification is inexcusable!” 
 
    “And you will be dealt with Ronhee,” Duchess Swoyago said in her native tongue of Orka, not caring to remember that the telnet was equipped with automated translators. “Perhaps a disciplining session in the audience of a Klawbone will remind you of where your allegiances should be!” 
 
    “Ruling voices of NayFall, you are of course welcome at these proceedings,” Sangron stated. “I am sure you will find the evidence entered into this argument compelling.” 
 
    “We will require time to assimilate this information,” Vyllynthe argued. 
 
    “And the matter which we are debating is very time-sensitive!” Jeena voiced. “Lives are at stake, and we cannot allow politics to stand in the way of justice!” 
 
    “But we still have a procedure to which we must adhere,” Duke Vyllynthe pressed. “Evidence has been entered on behalf of the victim. It has neither been argued nor verified. Also, the accused has not been given opportunity to represent herself!” 
 
    Sangron waved the argument aside, shaking his head. “My good Duke–” 
 
    “To that end,” Vyllynthe continued, closing his eyes as he summoned the strength to continue, “Phasanna, the Queen of the Jeelah, has words to speak regarding evidence of character and witnessed deeds that would both speak for the accused and against the alleged victim. Does anyone here have reason why she should not be heard?” 
 
    Jeena Quazrell stood up to speak, “Duke Vyllynthe, might I remind you–” 
 
    “Be silent, Quazrell,” Baron Alshar Wuldian of Azuria commanded as he rubbed his chin. “You needn’t remind the Duke of his lack of authority. He is Olasson. It is in his very nature to overstep. The Jeelah, however, are not known for wasting words, and I cannot recall a time when their veracity was called into question. If we are indeed here to dispense justice, we must do so with clarity. I would like to hear what the Jeelah have to offer with regards to the character and deeds of all parties involved.” 
 
    “Thank you, good Baron Wuldian,” Queen Phasanna purred after she spoke. “Though your barony is the least of our favored, I wish you well within it. 
 
    “Many of you are familiar with the Nova Bomb that was detonated over NayFall not too long ago. What you may not know was that the woman who intercepted the device, sacrificing herself in the process, was a member of the crew captained by JoJo Starblazer. A crewman, I might add, who had to restrain her Captain from performing that very deed. The city of Z’Kynn stands at the foot of the mountain the device had targeted. Three of my children attend the academy there. 
 
    “An investigation was immediately launched, as Nova Bombs are illegal to deploy outside the conditions of an officially declared war,” Phasanna continued. “While many details have not yet been verified, we have confirmed the identity of the individual who both possessed and launched the device. His name was Talthwynn Vidé, a Cyber Line Jockey who was a citizen of the Garnet Barony. Let me state now, for the record, we are not implying the involvement of the administration of that fine barony. Not all of our citizens reflect the example set by this governing body. 
 
    “However, we have been able to confirm that Mr. Vidé had contracted his unlicensed services to three employers: Qeldrun O’Zhar, a former Professor of Archaeology at Atsildylweer College, revealed to be an unlicensed DreamCasteR by Governor Gundryss… Lady Arjhaka Olyairon of NayFall… and Uhnveer Plarzo. We have since discovered that Lady Olyairon was under the mind control of Qeldrun O’Zhar who abducted the First Mate of JoJo Starblazer, an abduction we now know to have been orchestrated by Talthwynn Vidé. 
 
    “Most troubling, however, as this matter has somehow been raised to this committee at this hour as an emergency, is that information has reached the throne claiming the Nova Bomb stores of Field Marshal Plarzo to be depleted from their last given amount. Seven months ago, his stores were listed at forty-eight Nova Bombs. In that time, no official declarations of war have passed by this body of governance, yet I have been given a data file claiming that Plarzo’s stores now stand at forty-seven!”  
 
    As murmurs rose in the chamber and on every channel, Plarzo looked down at his console and called up his stores inventory. The information the Jeelah Queen had reported was surprisingly accurate. A slight flash on his monitor caught his attention, and a message scrolled across his screen: Oh, how the mighty have fallen! Yeah, Vidé stole the bomb from you, but I made damn sure it looked more like a sanctioned sale. BTW… aren’t you on the wrong side of Tween-Space right about now? You’re not moving… it’s bad form to keep a lady waiting! Hugs n’ Kisses – Anastasia…. 
 
    “Forgive my tardiness, my fellow Ladies and Lords,” Quordion stated as the channel for the Onyx Barony went active. Slightly disheveled, he took his seat and rolled down the sleeve of his shirt over a fresh bandage. “I was detained by an attack on my person. Fortunately, the very same agents who liberated me from an abduction attempt aboard the Haggenshire have been successful in protecting me from mercenaries who sought to keep me from this convening. I speak, of course of the crew of JoJo Starblazer. During our exodus to this secure facility I was able to hear the testimony given by Field Marshal Plarzo. I can state as a matter of witnessed and recorded fact that JoJo Starblazer did indeed destroy a base held and maintained by the Field Marshal. She also stole his personal yacht. It was all in the process of rescuing me and my sister from military forces contracted by an Imperial citizen who was arrested two days ago. He has already testified that the Mercenary Lord, as he put it, that he contracted was none other than Uhnveer Plarzo.” 
 
    “Perhaps, in the name of justice, we should be considering taking altogether different actions,” Isaiah Gundryss said as he entered the chamber. His eyes panned around the room, searching for the eyes that were the most shocked to see him. He was not surprised but definitely disappointed to complete his search and find Jeena Quazrell nearly unable to stand. He typed blindly on his brace-com as his eyes remained fixed on the woman. He approached the podium and looked up at the Garnet Barony representative. 
 
    “Governor Gundryss?!” Sangron said, successfully masking his relief. 
 
    “Yes, Representative Zelvak, it is me, and I thank you for not allowing my absence to delay matters. Justice must indeed be swift, but, as Baron Wuldian has stated, it must also be sure. In the name of complete honesty, I hereby apologize for engaging in a plot against this body, and offer my resignation.  You see, it became clear to me some time ago that certain forces in The Territories were at work for their own ends and they were growing more powerful and bolder with every success. I filed a report to the former Governor, but it was ignored. No, I have not been able to make any connections between the Upyri and the Field Marshal who seems to have left this forum.” Those at the Black Gate chambers quickly looked over to see a blank screen. Isaiah chuckled, spotting the withdrawal of Jeena Quazrell as well. He did not bother to say anything. He had already sent her name to the Black Gate Keeper with instructions that stated that as far as the Governor was concerned… she was merchandise! 
 
    “In an effort to uproot the architects of this particular cancer, I engaged the services of JoJo Starblazer and her ship the Xara-Mansura. After a few twists and turns, an attempt on my life and yes, even the Nova Bomb launched at NayFall, Captain Starblazer took it upon herself to be cast in a less than savory light in order to draw out those behind the hacking of Talthwynn Vidé. We still do not have all the facts, but it was necessary to allow the Field Marshal to make his declaration as we gathered more data. At this time, we can report that a band of rebels hailing from Nemus have joined forces with the Field Marshal against the Pearl Barony, the Star-Wing and the Dragons of Cloud Keep. As I said, we do not know to what end their efforts were pooled, but Captain Starblazer and her crew have proved invaluable in unveiling these perpetrators and foiling their aims.” 
 
    “For a short-lived flesh-bug, this one is no fool!” Marjoram thought as she sat in her chair. “Mighty are my people, but we cannot stand against the combined forces of The Territories. He lies, this Governor Gundryss, but the task of proving his duplicity might prove to be more difficult than fighting the Dragons! Fine then, our course is clear. Difficult, but very clear! 
 
    “I for one would like to thank Governor Gundryss for his efforts,” she said proudly. “The station of Governor of Black Gate had been stained by his predecessor… bloodstained at that. If the testimony that has been given to this forum can be verified as truth, I would dare to suggest that Governor Gundryss has erased that mark and returned a most prestigious status to Black Gate and its Governor!” As words of agreement and cheers rose in the room and over the lines, the Lord Governor looked only at the screen for Nemus as she gazed back at him. They both knew the game they were playing. The proxy of the Tonnogard throne had played her safety. In order for Isaiah to be equally successful, JoJo Starblazer would have to emerge victorious.  
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    “It’s times like these that I can see that glowing, musclebound, good-smelling chunk of a priest smiling with that ‘I told you so’ look on his face,” Jocasta said as she continued her work. She made another pass with her welding torch over the seam, adding a bit more of the construct element that melted into place. To her eyes, it was far from perfect, but when the orb started to glow, Jocasta was willing to give her work a grade of ‘adequate’. 
 
    “Harmonics are now at eighty-eight percent,” Satithe reported. 
 
    “Eighty-eight?!” Jocasta whined. “Dammit!” 
 
    “Captain, it is not the workmanship,” Satithe consoled, “… the construct material is insufficient to fully restore the body of the orb.” 
 
    “But what you have done is sufficient enough for me to regenerate,” Tuitonn projected. “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me, T-Ball,” Jocasta said, touching her gloved hand to the surface. It was much cooler than she expected it to be, and that made her happy as well. “I’m just glad you’re okay.” 
 
    “And getting better!” he replied, using sound instead of telepathy. 
 
    “Two things: next time tell me when you’re hurt, and we both know that talking for you comes at a cost. I’m ordering you to shut up for now,” Jocasta said. She turned to put her tools away as Tuitonn returned to his place on top of her cane. “And no more moving about either! I swear, you’re worse than a kid!” The sound of shuttle engines reached her ears and Jocasta looked up for the source. “Speaking of petulant children…” Jocasta looked at her brace-come and giggled. “… who apparently does not own a watch.” Jocasta commanded the goggles to return to choker formation and she waited for the shuttle to land. 
 
    “Oh look, he’s got his own personal driver!” Jocasta joked as the shuttle touched down on the far end of the flat top, the nose of the craft facing in her direction. “You have a lock on him, Satithe?” 
 
    “Indeed I do,” Satithe reported. “… and shields are in dome formation. Topside launching mini-rockets are armed and ready to fire.” 
 
    “Well, he’s a miserable pug at the moment,” Jocasta said, taking out a half-smoked cigaro and lighting it. “Better let him know we’ve got his measure.” 
 
    “Targeting Ping sent,” Satithe confirmed. “Also, I am reading a relay probe at the breach of Tween-Space and The Territories. An encrypted pulse is being sent from the shuttle to the other side of the breach. Also, there is a Jockey on board the shuttle in a fortified chamber. He is on the Grid as we speak. I will not be able to breach the transmission undetected.” 
 
    “Yeah, that definitely sounds like a relay-beacon of some sort,” Jocasta said. “Poor baby is scared I’m gonna bushwhack him on the way in.” Jocasta considered the tactic for a moment and nodded that it would have been a satisfying approach. 
 
    The side door opened and Uhnveer Plarzo walked down to the rocky surface clad in a form-fitting body suit covered with data bands and sensors. It looked like the under-form for a highly interactive power-suit. 
 
    “You’re late,” Jocasta said after she blew out the smoke in her mouth. “Damn, that’s smooth!” 
 
    The Delbred man looked her over as he approached, finally seeing the woman face-to-face, visually marking every facet of her being. “I was expecting more.” 
 
    “Hmmm, that was perfectly said. Sure sign you’ve heard it more than once and made notes along the way,” Jocasta replied, puffing on her cigaro. “What consolation do you give your partner, or do I presume too much?” 
 
    “Manhood quips, Captain?” 
 
    “Given the target of my volleys at the moment, let’s call them boyhood quips!” 
 
    “I am told that many use humor as a defense mechanism,” Uhnveer spoke softly, cracking the finger joints of his suit. “The funnier the jests, the more frightened they tend to be.” 
 
    “I guess that leaves me with knock-knock jokes then,” she replied, looking the man in the eye. “Going to the Baronial Council at the time when we’re supposed to be doing the mano-a-mano dance. That’s nasty, stumpy. Very nasty… and it was the last piece to the puzzle I needed.” 
 
    “Oh? And tell me what puzzle you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You cheated, Sabre,” she declared. “You cheated with me like you’ve had to cheat for damn near every win you’ve notched up on your ‘W’ wall when you didn’t have an overwhelming advantage. And I won’t ask about the ‘L’ wall, you won’t be alive to make the mark.” 
 
    “You did say ‘damn near’ though,” Uhnveer pointed out. “Are you giving me credit for winning a few stand-up fights?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve got no problem squaring off against a body you know you can beat,” Jocasta relayed. “Reminds me of the last big nut-cruncher I capped. He thought he was all that too. Turns out… reality and me are both bitches!” 
 
    “You look like a woman who is enjoying her last pleasures in this life,” Uhnveer said. “Am I supposed to be afraid of you?” 
 
    “I think that concept is over your head, pun intended.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” he spoke with clenched teeth. “Shall we get to the fighting now?” 
 
    “Fight’s over, short stuff,” Jocasta said, puffing on her cigar. “You see, the last big blowhard I took down all by myself… so I’m pretty much caught up on proving what I can do. What you assholes keep forgetting is that I’m a pirate! And the last big, dramatic, stand-up fight almost cost me something I love more than being a pirate. I’m not going to take that risk again… gods know I’ve already wasted enough time on you as it is.  
 
    “Oh, Your Majesty?” Jocasta called out, going up on her toes. 
 
    “Yes, Sister, I am here,” Nexia landed on Jocasta’s left side along with three of her attendants, all glaring at one of their most hated enemies. “… and I thank you for this long-awaited opportunity.” 
 
    Uhnveer turned to see four Slip Shrikes streak into his shuttle. The pilot and the five-man fire team would not fare well against these creatures in close-quarters, and when he heard humans screaming he realized they had not even been given the opportunity to get the first shot off. 
 
    “It must really suck to cheat and still lose,” Jocasta remarked. “But you’ve been circling the drain a long time, Plarzo. This was inevitable. I just hope you brought condiments. My friends can be real choosey eaters!” More Slip Shrikes landed all around the Field Marshal, and as he looked into their eyes, there was no doubt what their intentions were.  
 
    “Disconnect feed,” he said as he began to laugh. 
 
    Jocasta frowned. “Those have to be the strangest last words I’ve–” 
 
    “They weren’t last words,” Satithe alerted. “The Jockey just sent what had to be a pre-packaged pulse to the relay. The connection with the fleet has been severed, and the probe just activated a self-destruct device. Captain, that data pulse could not have been intended for a human recipient!” 
 
    “Plarzo uses robots in the thousands,” Nexia warned. “That is how he was able to push us into the caves.” 
 
    “Not just push, beast!” Uhnveer exclaimed. Nexia nodded and two Shrikes passed behind Uhnveer, slashing the back of his calves and the back of his thighs as they flew by. The Delbred man screamed as he collapsed. 
 
    “No, Field Marshal, you will not anger me into giving you a quick death. You are about to learn secrets of our power reserved for the most trusted, and the most hated. It will take time for you to die! 
 
    “Trubble,” Nexia called out and her youngest guard quickly approached. “You brought word to us, and this kill will be noted as yours. But, our Sister-Flyer needs you. Take her to the Star-Wing. Sister, we will see to it that your ships are brought to you.” 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, Nexia, but even wounded my Daedalus–” 
 
    “Is not faster than teleportation,” Nexia interrupted. 
 
    “No… no, he isn’t,” Jocasta agreed. “Man, you can teleport and you still prefer to fly?! My kind of people!”  
 
    “Indeed,” Nexia smiled. “I will send–” 
 
    “No,” Jocasta refused. “Trubble will have to be enough. If this loser’s got plans for my side, we can’t chance that he doesn’t have plans for you and yours. I’ll see you on the other side, my Queen.” 
 
    “Indeed you shall,” Nexia said softly, touched at the flyer’s word choice. 
 
    Trubble smiled and reached for Jocasta’s hand, but she pulled it back and closed her eyes. “Wait.” She turned and ran to the Daedalus. “I can’t believe I am doing this,” she muttered. “Talon, get your butt out here!” Satithe opened the hatch and released the power-suit.  
 
    Sliding her cane into the small sleeve in the back, Jocasta prepared to climb in. “You okay back there, T-Ball?” 
 
    “Feeling quite snug, actually.” 
 
    “Good. Soak it in, there’s a good chance that might be the last comfort for a while. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Great ambition is the passion of a great character. Those endowed with it may perform very good or very bad acts. All depends on the principles which direct them.  
 
    Napoleon Bonaparte 
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    Dungias fell out of the light, tucked into the joint where the Dragon-Man’s wing met his back. The Traveler had braced himself for pain… there was none. He had anticipated a brief period of disorientation or fatigue… neither had come to claim him. If anything, Alpha was glowing with an abundance of power. Checking the level on his brace-com readout, his suit was fully charged, as were his weapons and spare capacitors. Satithe noted that she had to allow nearly a third of the generated power to bleed off into the Dragon Man’s body. Looking around the floor, he could see why.  
 
    “I might have failed you, magnificent creature, but you have served me, and Fate, quite well… twice now.” Aiming for the most familiar place in the nest where he stood a chance of not being immediately attacked, Dungias had focused on the chamber he and JoJo had been brought to when they were seeking answers regarding the source of the Star-Wing Corps’ ability. He stood in the middle of the chamber but he had appeared too low and the Dragon-Man’s corpse had been fused with the solid rock. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” a voice inquired and it resembled Gexxur-Indaysi’s, not that it mattered. Dungias needed to reach one room in particular, and the closer he could get to that chamber without being detected, the better. He jumped up and dropped through the floor. The Sister-Princess came into the room, clad in chain mail armour, with spiked hammer and shield at the ready. She looked on the Dragon-Man and was able to immediately place which of her Brother-Subjects it was… and more importantly, she knew the scent that had reappeared with him. 
 
    “The Star-Wings are here!” she shouted as she ran out of the room. She roared the alarm and her cry echoed through the halls. Dungias decided that he would have to make a stop en route to his intended destination. 
 
    “One of the Star-Wing Corps is here, my Queen,” one of the few remaining adults shouted his warning into the throne room, but he did not dare to enter. The order had already been given that none were to enter without expressed invitation, despite the reason or cause. It was assumed that she must have been conjuring a powerful spell, one that would eradicate the Star-Wing for the crimes committed in the rookery. 
 
    The Sister-Princess ran as fast as her legs could carry her and she cursed the size of the tunnels. She could move much faster in her Dragon form, but there simply was not enough room. Blackwynd and Cloudscar were leaping and bounding to catch up. The former strained, his range of agility in human form was limited, preferring fight over flight. Movement, it seemed, came naturally to Cloudscar, no matter which form he held, and it was out of respect that he did not pass the Sister-Princess. 
 
    They ran past the lower tunnels where receptions of guests were often made. They whisked by the arsenal, but they were already armed and armoured and did not need to stop there. They had, however, drawn closer in their chase as they began the ascent toward the aviary.  
 
    Gexxur-Indaysi smiled, coldly. The one she chased was fast, but she was faster. “I cannot see you, blue one,” she hissed as her eyes changed to fiery orange, the mark of the bloodline. “… but I can smell you! Do you dare to test the endurance of a dragon?!” 
 
    “I have already tested your intelligence, dear Princess,” Dungias whispered, throwing the sound of his voice off to the right of the path. “And I have found you… humanly wanting!” 
 
    “Aarrrgh!” Gexxur-Indaysi screamed as she jumped off the path and shot a stream of fire out from her mouth in a wide sweeping arc. Her flames struck nothing. Cloudscar came to a stop and Blackwynd jumped after the Sister-Princess, changing to Dragon-Man form. 
 
    Dungias dropped his invisibility field, standing not four meters from Cloudscar as they watched her sprout wings in order to glide to the far wall. “As I said… wanting.” Cloudscar turned to see Dungias and his eyes flared wide… not with anger, but with surprise. “You do not want to believe what you have been told… upon the honor gained upon my last visit, grant me twenty seconds and I will show you irrefutable truth!” 
 
    “I will give you ten, warrior,” the fledgling dragon replied. 
 
    “Then begin your count,” Dungias said as he jumped toward Cloudscar, pushing against his chest. The two of them fell down through the path. Conserving power, Dungias phased them through the stone walkway. The Star Chaser looked over at Gexxur-Indaysi and flashed a very evil grin. The rage that twisted her face was palpable, and Dungias fed off the power behind it. 
 
    “This fall will hurt you more than it will hurt me,” Cloudscar warned, looking at the quickly approaching rock floor. He could hear the wings of Blackwynd and Gexxur-Indaysi drawing closer. 
 
    “Follow me, if you dare, dragon!” Dungias challenged, creating an energy field along the rock floor, making it intangible. Blackwynd gasped, knowing where they were and what passage through the floor meant. But his charge was not slowing down, and he would not leave her side. Dungias’ body and that of Cloudscar’s passed through the floor, followed by the other two dragons. 
 
    “Glide with me,” Dungias commanded as they dropped into the throne room. 
 
    “Seven seconds,” Cloudscar notified as he drew his twin swords and sprouted wings. 
 
    “Then we have no time for speeches,” Dungias said as he broke form, reaching to the small of his back and dropping toward the floor. “Receive me, my Queen!” he shouted, hurling his form-weapon as it took the shape of a war-star. 
 
    “Who dares enter my chambers?!” Gexxur-Hahni said, smacking away the weapon with incredible ease. Dungias landed in a low squat and hopped up as two swords passed under him. 
 
    “Your time has expired!” Cloudscar said as he missed with both swords. He received a foot to the face, but it was only so that Dungias could push off and avoid Gexxur-Indaysi who just missed with a swing of her mace.  
 
    “Catch, Cloudscar,” Dungias whispered. “… and forgive me.” Blackwynd wrapped his arms around the Traveler as he made a flying tackle. Their bodies rolled once and Blackwynd was able to maintain perfect control of his body. He landed on his feet with his hands against Dungias’ chest as he slammed him into the wall. The Star Chaser breathed in and out simultaneously to protect his torso, but the strength of the fledgling was still incredible. 
 
    “Do I lie?” he strained to say. 
 
    “It matters not!” Blackwynd screamed. “You will take your truth into the next life!” 
 
    “Do I lie?!” 
 
    “Who cares, foolish human?!” 
 
    “Your brother cares!” Dungias whispered. 
 
    “Blackwynd!” Gexxur-Hahni screamed and the Dragon-Man turned to see the Sister-Princess crying over Cloudscar who was lying on his side, convulsing.  
 
    “What have you done to him?!” Blackwynd screamed. 
 
    “Something I can easily remove,” Dungias replied. Blackwynd pulled him from the wall and threw him toward Cloudscar. 
 
    “Heal my brother!” Blackwynd yelled. Dungias rolled and tumbled through the air, landing on his feet. Gexxur-Indaysi glared up at Dungias as light emanated from her eyes. 
 
    “If he dies–” 
 
    “The condition he suffers from is not fatal,” Dungias stated. “The energy pulse coming from my weapon simply disturbs the flow of MannA. Cloudscar is debilitated because MajiK flows through the blood of Dragons. When he caught my weapon, his very blood was countered. Odd, when your mother deflected the weapon with her naked claw she was not affect at all!” Dungias took the weapon from Cloudscar’s hand. “Let my actions speak for me. My words have never been false. 
 
    “And there is more than one veil in this chamber,” Dungias thought, seeing the reaction of the Brood Princess. “Duplicity! Yes, Gexxur-Indaysi, that would answer a number of my questions!” 
 
    “Kill him!” the Princess commanded. 
 
    “And what of his spoken truth?” Blackwynd inquired. He was not overly fond of the Traveler, but the blue man’s veracity was not to be questioned. Already he had stood before the Queen and changed the ruling of the Brood Mother. 
 
    “Do as you have been told!” Gexxur-Hahni’s voice commanded. “Destroy him and remove him from my sight. He is like the Terrans, full of lies and deceit! He escaped our justice when last he was here, but he shall not evade us a second time!” 
 
    Dungias closed his eyes, feeling the last of a departed life-force. Even from the grave, she fought for her kind. Dungias decided to assist the Queen in her aims, and opened himself to receive her will. His body convulsed as he gasped in fear and pain. His eyes shot open, turning from gold to gray.  
 
    The Star Chaser had very much expected to feel the last of the Queen’s life-force and her KaA, but what entered his body was very different from what he had expected. After so many lifetimes glimpsed, recorded, and shared for his benefit, he had at last engaged in the incidence that would substantiate an unyielding and universal balance: for every push, there was a pull; for every give, a take; and for every light… an equal darkness. It was dark KaA – the faith of the dead – that allowed him to link with Gexxur-Hahni, know her thoughts and her dreams, feel the joys and pains of her life. Never before had he encountered the rage of one wrongfully removed ushered into the Grey Realm. 
 
    “Neyeh!” he cried in K’Vo, the language of the Vinthur, the language of his late wife. The pains of the Dragon Queen mixed with his own, and Dungias screamed like a horrified child made to relive his worst nightmare. He revisited the cold stares of his people, the humiliation his existence caused his family, the lack of acceptance from his peers, his brother, and his people… the loss of his kommis, his unborn son and his beloved Saru! The image of Gexxur-Hahni formed over his writhing body. 
 
    “Sons-Warriors, Daughters-Princesses, hear me! With the last that is my will I implore thee. Heed the words of the Traveler and know that my heir has betrayed our kind. The form you see upon my throne is only flesh. The Tonnogard are within that carcass. They seek to use my body to reach our homeland. Stop them! Bring Gexxur-Indaysi to the ultimate justice! 
 
    “Abettor, hear me! Keep the pact; protect the Eye and the Star-Wing! Name my successor that will rule this Brood Nest. This child of Gemsoul is finished. Live, my children… love!” 
 
    “Master!” Alpha called to its creator, but that mind could not be reached by its efforts. Too much had passed… too much had been taken… with no recompense. The reasoning of Z’Gunok Tel Dungias shattered under the weight of so many lifetimes wronged and not avenged. 
 
    “Hear me, Dragons,” Alpha projected at such a power level that its thoughts echoed in their minds. “DO NOT MOVE!” One of the doors on the Osamu opened and a thin beam of light was projected toward the throne. An image of Jorl’Lassor was painted over the body of Gexxur-Hahni and Dungias’ head snapped around to look at it… with black, bleeding eyes. 
 
    “You are supposed to be my blood?!” the image scoffed. “Your mother had been unfaithful in our bonding. I should have her put to death alongside you!” 
 
    “NOOOOO!!!!!” Dungias wailed as he flew from the floor. The depths of rage seemed to be without limit, but it did not remove from him the skills he had amassed. While in air, he managed to avoid the clawing hand of the Queen Dragon, land in front of her chest, and thrust his hand forward channeling both Chi and his touch with gravity. The skin of the dead dragon lost its form, flying apart as the two lead Tonnogard warriors were pushed into the ten standing behind them. 
 
    “Our guise is undone,” Ranmus said as he reached the ground from what was the head. “But we can still find the–” A spinning kick connected with the new King’s face and sent him falling to the ground. Dungias descended toward the ground, touching the front of his weapons belt. He landed, slashing three Tonnogard with the dragonsteel bastard sword he had procured from the arsenal. Once again, he felt the power that came from just holding the weapon. But this time he did not fear it, he welcomed it… he relished it and he allowed its power to join with his. He spoke, but it was not a fixed language he spoke, merely the twisted sounds of a mind lost to chaos and fury.  
 
    Gexxur-Indaysi had no love for the Tonnogard and thought their participation was the worst part of the plan. But the throne of her people had been promised to her, and surely such a prize was worth the risk. Blackwynd gave little attention to the Tonnogard despite his contempt for the race. If anything, he felt a sliver of compassion for how they were about to meet their fate. The Traveler was a fury unleashed, and the rage of the Queen could be smelled upon his person. Touching his spear to Cloudscar, the fallen man was able to immediately stave off the effects of the anti-MannA pulse. 
 
    “Must be careful to never ask that one to prove himself in the future,” Cloudscar thought as he glared up at Gexxur-Indaysi. Blackwynd slowly advanced as Cloudscar made it to his feet. 
 
    “Our Queen asked for the ultimate justice,” Cloudscar reminded his Brood Brother.  
 
      
 
    The first six of the Traveler’s attacks struck at least one Tonnogard of the score that had taken refuge in the ill-fated Trojan Horse. Some were struck two or three times and when Dungias landed on the ground, twirling the bastard sword, Ranmus had been brought to his lower bend knots. He had never seen a time when the limb of a man could remove bark, but there was naked wood under his mouth and he was bleeding sap. 
 
    Had the Star Chaser been possessive of a balanced mind, he would not have let up. The Tonnogard were off balance, and had not been given time to focus their powers. But there was something the Traveler wanted that he had not yet received. He had decided to bait it out of the Tonnogard. 
 
    “PsyondaRs, destroy his mind!” Ranmus commanded. 
 
    “There it is,” Dungias whispered and his knees buckled as the three of those possessing the capability to wield ThoughtWill lashed out with their thoughts. He staggered back a stride, and one of the three stopped. “Yes!” he said, but too softly to be heard by the two who rushed to take advantage of a staggering opponent.  
 
    “Pain!” Dungias gurgled as he set his stance. His blade was inserted up to the hilt into the first attacker who was then slung into the second. The incredible pain had delivered to Dungias nearly the same effect as absorbing energy. He was stronger, faster… better! He could not see, as the attack had made his optic nerves all but useless, but he had been in the throne room before; his tortured mind had already recalled a perfect map of it. He used the footfalls of his opponents to locate their positions, and as they fell to the ground, Dungias moved with the Stride, lunging by both of them as his blade cut through the length of the first Tonnogard and the neck of the second. He faded from sight before his feet touched down on the ground. 
 
    “Remove the air from the chamber,” Ranmus directed. “He will choke and die!” The fledgling Dragon took in deep breaths as one particularly gifted Tonnogard used his ElemahntiA to remove the air from the room. 
 
    A black-skinned Dungias came into view as his sword came out of the chest of the ElemahntiA-wielding Tonnogard and the maddened Traveler set his bleeding eyes on Ranmus. 
 
    The sound of Cloudscar’s cry could be heard in the throne room and Dungias was distracted. He did not know how, but somehow he knew that particular shriek called for a cessation of hostility, which was something he did not want. Dungias glared at the Dragon-Man as the fledgling maneuvered himself between the Traveler and the Tonnogard King. Pulling the sword out of the Tonnogard who was dying from the wound and compounding backlash, Dungias jumped up and punched the ground. 
 
    “Infernon!” he cried and fire erupted from where his fist had met the rock. “Let them feel my rage!” Elemental flames rose up and fed into the flesh of the Tonnogard.  
 
    A burst of silvery-white light signaled the entry point of Trubble, who had Jocasta on his back. 
 
    “Z!” Jocasta whispered, looking at the fire burn into the tree people, her First Mate and friend somehow orchestrating the flames that tore into their barks. “Kot, someone went and really pissed off the Engineer!” Jocasta could feel Trubble trembling. He had teleported from Tween-Space to real space and from that point to Cloud Keep. He had not gathered himself for the second jump, and the fatigue had taken its toll. “Okay, big boy, you gotta put me down.” She had already opened Talon before Trubble reached the ground and quickly climbed out of the suit.  
 
    “Captain, be advised,” Satithe warned, “madness has taken his mind. He cannot hear me or Alpha!” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Jocasta replied. “Cloudscar, get my friend and your asses out of here. Close and bar the door and don’t open it unless you hear from me.” 
 
    “He’s gone insane an–” a quick slap stopped the Dragon-man’s retort.  
 
    “Did you see that?” Jocasta asked sharply. “No, you didn’t! And blue boy’s faster than me. Now get out of here!” 
 
    “Advice you will find better taken than given, freak!” Dungias growled. 
 
    “My sword to your sword, shay-spawn,” Jocasta said, following her instincts. She had just broken a promise, but she had no guarantee that she would even be allowed to turn around, let alone have a chance at fighting her best friend. “Or are you afraid of a little girl mopping this floor with your gold-eyed ass?!” She could feel coldness sweeping over her shoulders, but she didn’t know how close he was to her back. He growled as his grip on the bastard sword tightened. Jocasta was allowed a slight breath of relief when she heard his boots grind against the floor… less than a meter away. He walked away from her and huffed. 
 
    “Draw your blade,” he said plainly. 
 
    “Right, because that’s your sword that you’re holding,” Jocasta said as she drew her blade cane. 
 
    “Tuitonn, tell me you can find my boy in there somewhere,” Jocasta thought. 
 
    “Not while he is wearing his necklace,” Vigil stated. “The defenses have been reformatted. The path I took to get around those barriers does not exist on his device.” 
 
    “Blue bastard is thorough even when he’s crazy!” Jocasta whispered as Dungias dropped the bastard sword. “Fuck it!” Jocasta said, giving a bow. The scabbard and pommel were in the same hand and when she came up, she threw a throwing knife for the side of his neck. The blade stopped eleven centimeters from its target, and Dungias cast his black eyes on the weapon. 
 
    “That is not a sword,” he stated. 
 
    “Hey, you’re the fuck-what who’s hung up on that honor garbage,” Jocasta said before she threw her body into a spin. Several hairs were removed from the back of her head as Dungias, in Stride, blurred by her. He came out of it with his sword in hand, twirling the weapon. Jocasta breathed hard and heavy, not knowing either of them could move that fast and finding good reason to fear. “I suppose ‘I love you’ is just wasted air at this point.” 
 
    “Less than a waste,” he replied, taking a stance. “What would one such as you know of love? Motherless… fatherless… lover-less!” 
 
    Jocasta’s face twisted as she lunged at her friend with her sword at the ready. “Fuck you, Dungias!” 
 
    “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you,” Dungias fired back as he parried her thrust. “Is that the ultimate pinnacle, pirate? With no history, you hope to build a future with me. You, me, and our little blue babies?” 
 
    Jocasta yelled as she pressed her attack. She was faster, and her skills had definitely improved, but she lacked form, and Dungias blocked and parried until he saw an opening which he sent his fist through. Jocasta went flying and landed on her back, rolling up to her feet, finding it difficult to see clearly. 
 
    “Oh, did I hurt you too, JoJo?!” he ribbed as Jocasta wiped the blood from her mouth. 
 
    “Tuitonn,” Alpha projected. “She… cannot… follow him… I cannot… hold his rage!” 
 
    “Captain!” Tuitonn projected and her head was immediately cleared. “Z may not be a PsyondaR, but you are open to his thoughts and feelings. He is drawing you into his chaos!” Jocasta shook her head, parrying his thrust, and hopping back out of the way of a spinning kick. Her eyes squinted as she looked into his black eyes. 
 
    Their blades flew, dancing like lost kites in the middle of a windstorm, but as Dungias moved all around Jocasta, she never moved from a two-meter diameter circle, even when she had to leave her feet and shoulder roll. Staying on the defensive, she could see the frustration building in his eyes even as she knew wonder built in hers. At one point she made a solid block, but released the blade so that it would flip around Dungias’ weapon. As her cane scabbard passed behind her back to her right hand, her left caught her sword in a reversed grip that she then used to execute a turning block. Dungias staggered by her; no form but plenty of rage, strength, and speed. 
 
    “Thorough even when he’s crazy,” Jocasta whispered as she came up from her stance. “Hung up on the honor garbage. I’ll be damned,” she said, sheathing her sword and putting her cane away on her belt. “Yeah,” she spoke so he could hear her. “I am tuned into you… and you into me. Just do me a favor when you break your oath to me, and send me on my way quickly. I think we owe each other that much.” 
 
    “You think I will not kill you?” 
 
    “Z, if anyone in this universe has the right to be a killer, it’s you,” she said, shaking her head. “But if you do go that way, it’s a place I’d rather be without.” 
 
    “And where do you want to be?” 
 
    “Free,” she replied. “… in a place where we work out our rages together.” 
 
    “There is no such place.” 
 
    Shaking her head in denial, Jocasta shot back, “Tell that to Togg, Zeafault, Kalbren, Mathari, the Sylgarr Family, that damn Upyri, or Plarzo. Speaking of telling… anything you want me to say to Cutter when I see her again?” 
 
    Dungias took one step forward, as did Jocasta. He lifted his sword up over his head… she held her hands out from her side, taking another forward step as her eyes watered. “And by the way, asshole, I do know of love. You taught me!” 
 
    Blood ran down the side of his face as Dungias lunged forward. Jocasta did not take her eyes off of his. He had reached the perfect distance and he knew she would not move to defend her life. The weapon trembled in his hands, but it would not come forward. His whole body began to tremble, and Jocasta could feel the conflict and more importantly, the pain. 
 
    “I don’t pray to a god,” she thought, watching Dungias suffer, feeling his pain. “I don’t believe in one. If there’s a god, she’s a full-of-Kot blonde with one kick ass blue angel at her side! 
 
    “But I know about you stars up there,” Jocasta whispered, looking at the rage on his face. “Z brought me to you. I don’t know the weight he carries, but I know my ass has been heaped up there with the rest of it. I’ll make you this deal: I’ll handle my baggage if you help him with the rest… PLEASE!” 
 
    “I can’t!” Dungias screamed as he turned the blade on himself.  
 
    “No!” Jocasta bolted forward, clapping her hands down on the sides of the blade. Dungias looked into her eyes as he brought the blade down. Jocasta moved the point to where it slid against his ribs. Dungias lifted the blade while swinging a backhand for her face. Jocasta ducked under the swing and rushed forward, wrapping her arms around Dungias. “Me first, remember?” She closed her eyes and braced for the thrust of the blade in her back. She felt nothing… she heard the clang of steel as the blade reached the floor behind him. They held each other as they slowly fell to their knees, both of them crying. Her tears fell to his chest and his fell to her shoulders.  
 
    Moments passed before the doors to the throne room opened up and V’Dalthian came running into the chamber in his man-form. “JoJo?” 
 
    “I’m alright,” she quickly said, waving him off. “We’re alright.” 
 
    “W-w-we… are h-h-h-hardly that… w-woman,” Dungias whispered as he trembled in her arms. 
 
    “Shut up, you. You’re so grounded it’s not even funny!” The sound of a far off explosion made both of them lift their heads. “What the hell was that?!” With a wave of his hand, V’Dalthian took everyone to the top of the nest. He pointed up into the sky.  
 
    It was not customary to be able to see the stars beyond the Pearl Barony due to the planetary shields, and Jocasta had thought they were massive constructs. She could now see they were overlapping fields of energy and they were beginning to fade. 
 
    “The Field Marshal’s fleet!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    He who knows when he can fight and when he cannot, will be victorious.  
 
    Sun Tzu 
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    “Something’s not right,” V’Dalthian whispered as he looked up into the sky. 
 
    “You mean aside from the obvious?” Jocasta questioned. 
 
    “I am looking beyond the planetary shields,” he replied, shaking his head. “Fifty… maybe sixty ships I knew he had, but I see two divisions of that number.” 
 
    “Two divisions?!” 
 
    “And there appears to be a third forming behind them. The Star-Wing Corps is in no condition to mount a defense against such a force,” he explained as they watched the planetary shields continue to take punishment. “The warriors of this nest are spent, and with the crimes of the Brood Princess claimed, a tribunal is being called.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Right now.” 
 
    “Meaning?” Jocasta pressed. 
 
    “No nest will lift a finger until this matter is resolved,” V’Dalthian said, looking embarrassed. “But I can fly to the Home Realm to summon others. It would be at least an hour before I could return.” 
 
    “That long?!”  
 
    “Nothing teleports into the realm unless they are summoned by the King or his Vizier.” 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch!” Jocasta snapped. “Getting really tired of these contingency fuckers!” 
 
    “S-s-scan,” Dungias whispered. Jocasta lifted her brace-com and started tapping controls. 
 
    “What am I looking for, Z?” 
 
    “Numbers… t-t-too many to be… anyth-th-thing but r-r-robots!” 
 
    “Verified,” Jocasta reported. “Life signs are sprinkled throughout, but he’s over three-quarter robotic out there. 
 
    “D-d-d-doubtful robots are… sen-sen-” 
 
    “Sentient,” Jocasta finished, entering commands. “Not sentient. That means they have a central control… and there it is!” Jocasta continued to read the information her scans were picking up. 
 
    V’Dalthian clapped his hands together, nodding. “Fine then, we can teleport to it and–” 
 
    “Uh, I’m thinking ‘no’ on that one,” Jocasta stated. “I’m picking up all kinds of energy signatures that Z has listed as Tonnogard in origin.” 
 
    “That would mean there is little chance a Dragon’s MajiK would go unchallenged,” V’Dalthian concluded. 
 
    “Or anyone else,” Jocasta added. “I’m getting all sorts of MannA spurts in front of the wall of ships guarding robot control. “Dammit, those are bio-signs in the middle of those spurts and they’re dying off just as quickly as they appeared. Looks like the Baron tried to make a go of it.” 
 
    “JoJo?” Cloudscar called out. When Jocasta looked back at the fledgling Dragon-Man, it was clear he was looking at Dungias. Jocasta turned to see her First Mate holding out his Osamu toward her. She hesitated, shaking her head, but quickly concluded that she had little choice in the matter and took hold of Alpha. 
 
    “Much easier to communicate this way,” Dungias projected. “The ship, Captain! The Xara-Mansura can get to that robot control vessel!” Jocasta released the end of the Osamu and stepped back. 
 
    “My ship,” she whispered.  
 
    “Your ship,” V’Dalthian said. 
 
    “It’s in orbit and cloaked,” she explained. “Can’t reach on the com, and I’m not sure how well the cloak field will hold up once we start moving out, but it’s still a shot. Can you get my suit?” she asked looking at V’Dalthian. 
 
    “A power-suit?” V’Dalthian asked as he brought the suit to her. “What will you do with that?!” 
 
    “Easy on the tone,” Jocasta said. “A, I’m really just getting into these things and B, you’re not crew anymore so stow the opinion voice.” 
 
    “JoJo, no!” V’Dalthian said, taking hold of her arm. “Even if you can get to the Xara-Mansura, it’s not exactly a battleship! You have some missile ports and a few energy projectors. That’s it!” 
 
    Jocasta turned and looked at Dungias. His eyes were gold again, but his skin was a very pale blue. “Is it me or did you hear someone say rack ‘em?” Dungias’ eyes flared as he recalled the moment. 
 
    “But every single time I look at that thing, I keep wondering where the cue stick is,” she had said. “… and if I’m going to be aboard when it’s all chalked up for the break.” 
 
    “No, Captain!” he whispered, and V’Dalthian knew the reason for the fear he saw in the Traveler’s eyes. 
 
    “I can’t let you do this!” The grip on her arm tightened. Jocasta looked at it, keeping her smile. 
 
    “Keep watch over Z and more importantly, keep your word!” 
 
    As his hand slid from her sleeve, V’Dalthian lowered his head and bowed. “Yes, Mistress!” 
 
    “You want to help? Get me and Talon up over the Southern Pole of this rock. Then you can organize what’s left of these people and Dragons and do what you can to help. That robot control ship is a ways off, and the Xara-Mansura’s never been one for immediate bursts of speed.” 
 
    “I will rally what I can from this nest and my keep and take them to Sky Stone,” V’Dalthian vowed. “We will hold while you make your run. 
 
    “Jo-” Jocasta reached up and kissed V’Dalthian full on the mouth before she turned and climbed back into Talon. He smiled as she readied herself, but something stirred him and took the happiness from his facial expression. As soon as the power suit started to move on its own, V’Dalthian drew upon his MannA to send the woman on her way. The simple incantation took only a gesture.  
 
    “Cloudscar, summon all the Dragons of this nest who can fight,” V’Dalthian commanded before he turned to face Gexxur-Indaysi. “Blackwynd, take the traitor to the dungeon and see to it that she is secured in this form. I will then look for your war spear on the battlefield.” 
 
    “It will be there soon, Abettor!” 
 
    Looking down on Dungias, the Dragon shook his head once more in amazement. “I must be away from the two of you,” he said softly. “I tire of being made to feel inferior. Gexxur-Hahni was my elder, Traveler. I can suspend what you are suffering from, but it will quickly return and the slow death you are now feeling will resume. 
 
    “D-d-d-do what y-you can… p-p-p-please!”  
 
    As his eyes turned white, V’Dalthian breathed white fire over the Traveler. The image of Gexxur-Hahni lifted from over his body, a twisted perversion of her Terran and Dragon forms. She glared at V’Dalthian, cursing him for interrupting her feed before she faded. Falling to his knees, V’Dalthian was caught by two very fast, sure, and soft hands. 
 
    “Yet another secret to keep, eh, Goldie?” Dungias said, twirling Alpha once. He lifted his legs but did not fall to the ground as he closed his eyes and laid his Osamu across his laps. He had time before the Xara-Mansura would be underway, and he did not know how much longer he would have his strength. To the Traveler, there was no question as to what he had to do next. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Jocasta quickly took her seat at the controls and smiled as she tightened her gloves. “Thanks for keeping the drives primed, girl.” 
 
    “My pleasure, Captain,” Satithe replied. “But it has been difficult, knowing you were limited to the mobile versions of my system. I hope I did not let you down.” 
 
    “That day hasn’t come yet, Satithe,” Jocasta replied. “Even if you still think it’s come and gone. For me, it hasn’t been by the first time.” 
 
    “Power capacitors are at maximum, Captain,” Satithe reported. “If we run the stealth field at one hundred percent, we can accelerate and hold maximum velocity for fifteen hours. It will take us forty-six minutes to reach the front guarding the control vessel.” 
 
    “And if we slingshot around the Pearl Barony?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “I hadn’t considered that tactic.” 
 
    “I know, you were mapping out missile deployment strategies to knock a hole in that wall,” Jocasta said as she began to change course. “Don’t worry, pet… we’re going to need that too!” 
 
    “Roger that, Captain,” Satithe said as she calculated the course. “ETA to destination, thirty-one minutes, seventeen seconds. Recalculating emitter-patterns to cover the gravimetric wake we will create when we come around the planet!” 
 
    “Attagirl!” Jocasta looked around the room and shook her head in disgust. “Look at me, Z. Flying to the fucking rescue?! How the hell is this being a pirate?” 
 
    “You could always bill the Pearl Barony, Captain,” Satithe offered. Jocasta cackled into taking the turn her ship had to make to swing around the planet. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
     V’Dalthian walked through the aperture. He was definitely feeling the strain of the casting he had engaged in for the past hour. He walked slowly and lost balance for a moment, but he did not stumble as he and fifteen warriors, all carrying large crates on their shoulders, presented themselves in front of Sarshata in the Star-Wing War Room… or what was left of it. They did not receive the greeting they were accustomed to witnessing, and V’Dalthian was quick to speak up. 
 
    “We can get to explanations and reparations when the threat has been removed. Until that time, I have fellow flyers in need of pilots. We brought our armour and weapons. The fledglings are coming too, but they will be used solely for defense of the installation.” 
 
    “Sixteen,” Sarshata said, looking them over. “That would be four four-man squadrons. It is a generous offer, but I don’t have three squad leaders I would put on the back of a Dragon right now. 
 
    “Actually, yes you do,” V’Dalthian said as men and women came through the aperture, clad in very impressive armour that was obviously majikul. They were followed by three people wearing Star-Wing flight suits. Sarshata’s eyes opened wide to see Cavern, Snow and… 
 
    “Flaps?!” 
 
    “Reporting for duty, Commander,” Gonxan said as he saluted. 
 
    “And don’t even,” Xoron Dragonne said softly. “This is definitely a Sky Stone matter, and I await your orders. 
 
    “Fine,” Sarshata said as she stepped forward. She looked hard at V’Dalthian and thought for a moment. “Are you as out on your feet as you look?” 
 
    “There is only one more spell I need to cast,” V’Dalthian hissed. “We shall see then who appears dead and who is really dead!” 
 
    “Cavern, you take V’Dalthian and head up Claw Squadron. Your primary mission will be to take as many ships out of the sky as possible.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” the man whispered. 
 
    “Snow, you’ll head up Fang Squadron and defend the Baron. Flaps, the Field Marshal’s no fool. Not every ship is going to come through that hole they’re making and head directly for one city on this planet. You’ll head up Fire Squadron and track whatever peels off to the Eastern Hemisphere, I’ll take Star Squadron and do the same to the west. We will each have four Dragons, but the moment you are airborne, connect with baronial forces, let them know a Star-Wing Corpsman is on the scene and coordinate your forces. The good news is that they’ve got more pilots than we’ve got Dragons. The bad news is that only one of them is an officer, and I’m assigning Jericho to my squad. Any questions? Good!” Sarshata turned to face V’Dalthian. “Meet us on the Basement Platform. We’ll be there and ready in five minutes.” 
 
    “We will be the same in three,” V’Dalthian said as he motioned to his people. “Castellan, coordinate with the technicians and protect this facility at all costs. Am I understood?” 
 
    “You are, my Lord.” 
 
    “Can any of them work a suit?” Hansel asked, holding up his hand. “They’re not in the best of shape, but we’ve got five suits up and running. It’ll be six if I can get back to my work.” 
 
    “We’re done here… Spooky is it?” Sarshata asked. 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    “Given your injuries, weren’t you told to rest?” 
 
    “No one said for how long, sir” Hansel replied. 
 
    “He’s got to be one of JoJo’s,” Xoron commented. “Get to it, kid. Do what you can.” Sarshata smiled and nodded in agreement.  
 
    “That woman is infectious… thank the gods. Let’s go people… we’ve got some flies to swat!” 
 
    Eugenia caught up with Xoron and tugged on his arm. The man winced in pain and she jumped in response. “You’re hurt!” 
 
    “Glad to see that time hasn’t taken your eyes yet, Snow,” the Soul Fighter replied. “I took on three Dragons. You don’t come away from that untouched! What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Trying to remember when was the last time we went up to do some damage and I wasn’t on your wing.” 
 
    “You mean aside from–” 
 
    “Yes, aside from that!” the woman said, waving off an attempt at a very bad joke. 
 
    “In months… three score… and five more,” Xoron said. “… probably be longer next time.” 
 
    “Probably,” Eugenia smiled. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Dungias lowered his hand from his brace-com and closed his eyes as he breathed out slowly and steadily. Once again the cold had returned to him, bringing with it pain and weakness. But he would not tremble, he would not shiver… not again, not this time. 
 
    “I shall call you Entropy,” he thought. “… shadowy cousin of the world I hold dear. You have voice, just as you have silence. I ask of you, speak to me, let me know what it is you want.” 
 
    “How sad,” a high-pitched, emotional tone responded from deep inside the man.  
 
    Dungias pressed his focus deeper, taking his mind into a small chamber of four black walls; the gold-eyed Dungias looked at the black-eyed Dungias and each took the measure of the other. “You actually feel you have the standing to name me.” 
 
    “As much standing as I have to name anything in my world,” Dungias quickly returned. “You are the dark. Nugar warned me about you. The dark that forges the difference of those who look to the Stars; I have been expecting you.” 
 
    “Perhaps instead of a warning he should have informed you of an inevitable truth,” Entropy remarked. “I do not know what you think of me. From this perspective, I can only speak of unfulfilled expectations! Still, as for the name, I like it. I think I’ll keep it. 
 
    “As for what I want, look back in your mind,” Entropy said, holding up his right hand as images filled one of the four walls. “Let’s venture beyond the statue of our daughters and see our last view of the throne room.” The statue was of both Persephone and Jocasta, fused together writhing in agony. The view did indeed move beyond that point and into the throne room of Gexxur-Hahni. The Tonnogard that had been decimated were still burning in the elemental flames the berserk Dungias had released. “Now that is a work of art! But I’m not happy about the scope. Why stop at one chamber when you can burn so much more?!” 
 
    “That would be more to your liking?” Dungias asked, walking over to the wall to examine the picture more closely. He touched the picture, changing it to a view of the Pearl Barony. 
 
    “It is… and that is exactly what I shall one day have!” Entropy claimed. 
 
    “I see,” Dungias said, turning to a blank wall. “Thank you for your time. I shall address you in the future.” Dungias walked through the wall hearing Entropy screaming after him, demanding that he return and do battle. “I do not have the time, dark son. If Jocasta is indeed my daughter, you are also a creation of mine. Go and scream in your corner, I have work to do!” 
 
    Dungias opened his eyes and breathed deeply. Despite how he might have looked in the chamber his body was nowhere near the same measure, but he knew that he could stand, and he lowered his feet to the ground. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    The Xara-Mansura had come around and under the Pearl Barony, speeding its way under the attacking fleet. Satithe had been able to hide most of the gravimetric wake and what little of it that had been left had gone unnoticed.  Three minutes after the ship had escaped the gravitational pull of the planet, the robot warships punched through the shields, beginning their invasion. Jocasta smiled at the explosion that occurred seconds after the breach; scores of robot fighters were caught in a blue fireball. Jocasta looked at her instrumentation and clapped her hands at the spiking measure of MannA in the area. The barony might not have possessed an impressive militia without the Star-Wing Corps at their side, but they were hardly without defenses. 
 
    “But there are so damn many robots!” Jocasta thought as she watched another wave of ships rush toward the breach. Two large signals registered on her instruments; a wave that scrambled directed ThoughtWill and one that scrambled MannA. It was not as potent as the technology Dungias had developed, but there would be no more gigantic blue fireballs. 
 
    “Satithe, I don’t suppose you could–” 
 
    “I have already considered the proposition, Captain,” Satithe interrupted. 
 
    “Okay,” the woman whispered, waving her hands for Satithe to conduct the explanation. 
 
    “The Field Marshal has had what seems to be a very long and challenging history with Jockeys. The system aboard the control ship is massive, and it is not on the Grid! It only has the ability to send commands, and each line of transmission is encrypted to that sole recipient machine and nothing else. I would have to hack them each one at a time and while most of the pulses being sent are indeed instructions, part of the data package allows the master control to recognize that its transmission reached the intended target. I cannot say if a hacking attempt would somehow alter the receiving machine.” 
 
    “But if it can only send, how does it know the message went through?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “I do not know for certain, Captain, but each robot ship and soldier is sending back data packets to the master control ship. They just aren’t going to the main system, but I can piggyback on to the signal and read where it goes.” Jocasta checked her headings and her speed while she waited. “As I feared, each robot is sending to a control station… a manned control station. They verify the data received and then load the information on a data rod.” 
 
    “And once the rod is removed, you’re stuck at the console,” Jocasta hissed, pounding her fist down on her console. 
 
    “Normally I would suggest I download a mobile version of myself, but I can already see the hardware for the transferring of data. I doubt seriously my piggyback would go undetected without having more time to engineer a suitable chameleon program.”  
 
    “And time is something we don’t have,” Jocasta said as Dungias appeared on the Bridge. “Talk about not having any time left!” she barked, getting up from her seat. 
 
    “It is good to see you too, Captain,” Dungias said as he turned to leave. 
 
    “Don’t act like you can’t hear me, Cabin Boy!” Jocasta yelled. “I gave you an order! What happened to your oath?!” 
 
    Dungias stopped, sighed, and turned to face Jocasta. She had never looked more beautiful, but he would not allow that sentiment to register on his face. “Forgive me, Captain, perhaps I am confused. Did you or did you not ground me from any away-missions?” Jocasta took in air to scream at the man, but stopped when she realized where she was and where she had left him. She was furious, and the fire in her eyes did not go unseen. She shook her head as he fought back the forming tears. 
 
    “I can’t lose you,” she whispered. “The last time was the last time. You read me?!” 
 
    “Clean and green, Captain,” Dungias replied. “Now, if you will excuse me, I am going to do what I can to insure I do not lose you.” 
 
    “Then get moving,” Jocasta ushered him to the door as she returned to her console. “So,” she stated on an open com channel. “… this is what it feels like when all the kids are gone and we’re home alone. We can run around naked if we want to!” 
 
    “At last, I have you to myself,” Dungias replied over the intercom. 
 
    “A subject for the day after tomorrow,” Jocasta said calmly. “We can also talk about what happened back there at the Dragon Nest.” 
 
    “If you bring the tea, I will bring the sad story and the tissues. The day after tomorrow then.” 
 
    “Sounds like a date,” Jocasta said as the ship began to rock. “What the hell was that?!” 
 
    “A gravimetric field, and not one this ship generated,” Dungias reported. “It seems the Field Marshal has found a way around our stealth field.” 
 
    “Kot!” 
 
    “A simple solution would be to pass through slowly, but we do not have time for that. Alter course, up or down, now!”  
 
    Jocasta quickly entered the course change, opting to go up. Her instruments then registered another gravimetric disturbance, but more powerful than the one the Xara-Mansura had experienced. “Man, things are getting live up here.” 
 
    “That was one of the three probes the drones had prepared,” Dungias notified as Jocasta heard the engines increase their output. “It carried with it a small stealth field generator and a parcel of scrap metal.” 
 
    “Scrap metal?” 
 
    “I have found that most military defense programs written in The Territories allow for processes to be interrupted when instances of larger and more significant numbers present themselves,” Dungias said as the Xara-Mansura increased its velocity. “I suppose they have fallen one time too many for distractions.” 
 
    “So you counted on that and turned us into the distraction!” Jocasta smiled as she shook her head and muttered, “Damn glad he’s on my side!” 
 
    “It will only buy us a few moments,” Dungias stated. “… but at this speed, a few moments could spell the difference between failure and success.” 
 
    “Amen to that! By the way, what do the two probes do?” 
 
    “One is moving at the necessary speed to remain cloaked,” Dungias reported. “It is on a Seek and Destroy mission. Having studied some of the maneuvers this Field Marshal has employed in the past, I felt it necessary to take certain precautions.” 
 
    “Looks like you’re not the only one thinking along those lines,” Jocasta said as she looked at the monitor. “If you’re close to a monitor, I’m sending you a very ugly view.” The number of warships that were lined up in front of the master control vessel had increased. Instead of five, it was now twelve, and they had created a rather intimidating wall of weaponry. “I’m getting an energy fluctuation in front of that wall, Z. Can you confirm?” Jocasta waited a few moments, but she did not receive a response. “Z?!” she called out. 
 
    “What is your wish, Captain?” he asked. “We can either leave this place or we can bid farewell to the Xara-Mansura.  
 
    “That bad, eh?” Jocasta snorted as she made another course correction. “Z, I think we both know what the answer to that question is. I made arrangements to have the Field Marshal put down… gotta do the same with what’s left of him!” 
 
    “Understood, Captain,” Dungias replied. “All unnecessary systems will soon be falling offline… including the stealth field.” 
 
    “Whoa! We need that!” 
 
    “No, Captain, we do not. I am deactivating hull locks and pulling back extensions. Engaging plating motors.” 
 
    “Engaging what?” Jocasta whispered as she could hear small explosions, sounding like the release of mooring lines during an emergency launch. “What is he doing?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Satithe stated. 
 
    “You don’t know?!” Jocasta barked before she started to look around the room. Motors were engaging and she could hear metal creaking. The pirate was forced to get up out of her seat and walk outside the Bridge. “Good gracious alive!” she sighed, taking hold of the doorway. The walls of the ship – the hull of the Xara-Mansura – were beginning to spin. She could feel a breeze starting to churn up around her body. Jocasta decided to go back to her seat and secure her position. “Uh, Z, exactly what are we doing right now?” 
 
    “The second of our two self-destruct options, Captain,” Dungias replied. “You and Satithe knew of one; the function that would destroy the ship but not do much harm to the surrounding area. With the other option, however, it would be simpler to say that the entire side of the surrounding baronies now facing this sector will be able to see what we’re about to do.” 
 
    “Kot!” 
 
    “Dropping the stealth field now,” Dungias notified. 
 
    “Peak-a-boo,” Jocasta whispered as she took hold of the manual controls. She chuckled, flashing a bright smile. “I can see the poor techs now.” Jocasta leaned to her right, but looked to her left. “What the hell?! Sir, she just dropped her cloaking field!” Leaning to the other side of her chair, Jocasta took a frowning face before looking shocked. “She what?! Good gods what the hell is she thinking? She’s nowhere near close enough!” She then leaned back in her chair, squinted her eyes and pressed her lips together, looking thoroughly disgusted. “That’s what happens when you let a woman take a command. She’s use to dropping her panties whenever she wants. Trouble is, she’s up against a robot now, and it’s about to give her a lesson in basic warship warfare.” 
 
    “Is that what normally goes through your mind at times like these?” Satithe asked. 
 
    “Not normally that clean, Satithe. You need to download yourself to a portable device and get it attached to Talon.” 
 
    “I’ve already made arrangements with Shotgun, Captain,” Satithe stated. “I may not have the next few moments in my database, but I will look to you to fill in the blanks.” 
 
    “Nice hint, Satithe,” Jocasta said as the ship rocked again, but she could not determine the origin. She started receiving alarms of weapons systems locking on to her ship. “Get out of here, Satithe! Kot’s about to get rough.” 
 
    “Aye, my Captain.” 
 
    “Z, does the spinning plating still have shield capability?” 
 
    “The connectors needed to feed power to the emitters are no longer in place, Captain,” Dungias said. 
 
    “Then we’re about to find out what kind of pounding this baby can take!” 
 
    “Indeed we are, Captain.” 
 
      
 
    From his place in Main Engineering, Dungias looked up as the first barrage struck the ship. A slight smile formed on his face. “Energy cannons,” he whispered. “Good!” The ship shuddered slightly as one, then three, then ten massive laser bolts exploded against the spinning hull, and the energy it carried was absorbed into the hull as Dungias pressed a button. Large arcs of energy fired inside the ship to collection ports that fed into the three decks of batteries that had been created to feed on energy. The ship continued to shake, but only slightly; the feed of energy became a smooth process. The first deck was only at twenty-nine percent when Dungias could hear his Captain cackling madly. A bright smile broke across his face and Dungias laughed, accessing a console he had placed Alpha into. 
 
    “Now, Alpha,” Dungias commanded. The Osamu took on a very slight glow as it accessed the power that Nugar had provided. Using the power the ship was collecting, the Osamu created and projected an image of the Xara-Mansura with slowly depleting shields. An energy field was erected around the ship, again using the power that had just been delivered to the ship via laser fire. The robots would not be able to discern whether they were actual shields, not without investigation. It would be easier to conclude since the field was losing strength that it was shields and that their firepower would have to be intensified if they were going to destroy the ship before it reached their position. Dungias knew he could not count on fear, but he could take advantage of faulty programming. 
 
    “You beautiful white-haired, mad scientist, evil bastard!” Jocasta screamed in joy. “Holy Kot, we’re walking right through it. Three minutes to the first ship.” 
 
    “Three minutes,” Dungias whispered. He could not help but think that three minutes was going to be too much time, serving the advantage of the robot fleet. His suspicions were confirmed when the output of the weapons was increased to their maximum delivery capacities. “This Field Marshal was not a very balanced individual,” Dungias said softly as he got up out of his chair. He opened a channel to the robot fleet and played back Jocasta when she was laughing… he wanted the machines to hear her laugh.               “It is a good first stride,” he thought. “These addled machines will eventually make the decision to deploy missiles. They deliver more damage… hull-piercing damage! We must be ready when that happens. 
 
    “Captain,” Dungias said as he verified the transmission was being received. “… in a few moments you will be jostled and slightly disoriented. Calling for your focus, you will be able to clear your head quickly enough to enter in your last course heading. Use everything you have available to chart that course, JoJo. After that, you will need to make your way to Talon as quickly as possible and execute an emergency launch.” 
 
    “And what about you?!” 
 
    “I will be with Talon,” he said quickly, “… though I cannot say what condition I will be in when you find me. And no, Captain, this is not a matter for debate. Now prepare yourself!” 
 
      
 
    “Z!” Jocasta shouted, knowing she would not receive a response. “Don’t make me chart the Grey Realm to come after you, you overly-sane blue bitch!” The ship shook more violently and she looked to see massive waves of laser fire pouring in from all sides of the ship. Still, the Xara-Mansura maintained her heading… one minute and fifteen seconds from the wall. Jocasta did not close her eyes, but she took tight hold of the controls and gazed at the tactical chart, memorizing every nuance of the immediate area as she waited for the moment. 
 
      
 
    Running into the hangar, Dungias put Alpha in its sleeve and looked around the chamber, for the very last time. It was not up for argument on whether he would see the room again; the only question was whether the Star Chaser would see anything else at all on this side of the Next Trek. 
 
    “Size does not matter,” he whispered as he closed his eyes. “Distance does not matter. We are Travelers, and this is what we are given to do!” Concentrating on his senses, Dungias extended his senses to one particular place and the entirety of the Xara-Mansura. With both in mind, he imagined the location as being his right hand and the ship was his left. A slight glow of starlight escaped from between his closed eyes as the pull on his right hand increased. 
 
      
 
    The Xara-Mansura rocked violently and alarms caught Jocasta’s attention as she looked at the console. The heading of Hull Integrity was flashing as it dropped from one hundred percent. Jocasta looked at the representation of the ship only to remind herself that she would not find any further information on the impact. She had no sensors because they had been disconnected. She looked to the only visual she had, and she could tell the energy field around the ship was getting smaller. She could also see something else that allowed her to guess what had caused the impact. Inbound missiles! She counted five and when they hit the energy sheath, the blast from the missiles made it to the hull and she heard metal in a high-pitched whine. 
 
    “Oh baby, hold together,” Jocasta said softly, taking hold of the console. “Hold together one last time for Momma!” Another volley of missiles hit the remains of the energy field and it collapsed. Had Jocasta not been strapped in, she would have been thrown to the floor. 
 
    “Dammit, that was just jostled,” she hissed. “No disorientation. Come on, Z! I’m supposed to be the crazy one, remember?! 
 
    “Oh my sweet maker!” Jocasta gasped as she looked into the monitor. The view was beginning to get snowy, but even with that she could see all of the ships in front of her launch no less than ten missiles each. The look of shock, however, soon melted into a smirk. “That all you got?!” 
 
      
 
    Wind blew through the hangar as some thirty small points of light, shining like miniature stars, hovered around the Star Chaser who now floated centimeters over the floor as a violent wind blew through his hair. The Traveler lit up the room when he opened his eyes, his mind and soul focused on the task at hand. He looked at his left hand and then his right. He cried out as he clapped his hands together, giving birth to another star in the room. 
 
      
 
    Jocasta kept her smirk and she stared at the missiles approaching. Three seconds before they could reach her, there was another burst of light that was blindingly bright but incredibly short-lived. For the pirate, it felt as if someone had reached into her body, grabbed onto her soul and pulled hard, forcing the woman to turn inside out. 
 
    “FUCK!” Jocasta thought, reaching for the console but taking hold of her face instead. “Bastard knows the language, but I’ll be damned if he uses the right words! Disoriented?! 
 
    “But even this is wanting in the wake of what I am,” Jocasta said, not noticing that her left hand had indeed taken hold of the console that had seemingly taken a hold of her. Jocasta shook her head and looked at the tactical display. 
 
    “Gods know I love that blueberry,” Jocasta said softly as she checked the immediate vicinity. The positions of the robot ships had not changed in the least, but the Xara-Mansura was no longer on the far side of the wall of warships. It was now behind her target, a very much unprotected master control ship, and she was two minutes from a collision with the rear of the ship. Jocasta reached to unlock the straps of her chair, but they were no longer on the sides of her chair. She smirked and quickly entered her course. “Damn if he didn’t hand me the stick and the chalk on one hellacious cosmic cue ball! Xara-Mansura, you’re a finer ship than I will ever be a Captain.” 
 
    “I do not agree,” Jocasta heard, feeling the ship’s sentiment enter into her mind. She closed her eyes at the sting of what her Star-Wing training had opened in her mind. 
 
    “Thanks, baby!” she whispered, wiping her eyes. Jocasta ran out of the room whooping and hollering at the run to come, unaware of the slight sparkle of light where her tears had fallen to the floor. 
 
    The launch deck was closer to her chambers but further away from the Bridge than the normal hangar… and that was a good four-minute walk. 
 
    “Suit-up, girl,” she thought, hitting the emergency signal on her brace-com. Her mask formed over her face and the body armour quickly sealed. With her coat on, even the cold of space would be held back, for a time. “Wouldn’t be me if it was easy!” Jocasta thought as her mind recollected Xoron’s method of meditation. 
 
    “Come on, baby,” she whispered, glaring at the path in front of her. “… let’s get deep!” Jocasta ran to the edge of the catwalk, jumping over the side. She clicked her heels together just before landing and she smirked as the paneling gave slightly from the added weight and she rolled up into a sprint.  
 
    “Now, use what you’ve been taught, Jocasta!” she thought as her breathing became tightly metered. “Anticipate!” 
 
    At a full sprint, Jocasta jumped up on the railing and ran at her full speed on the two-centimeter-wide support rail. She jumped, spun halfway around, and clicked her heels hard. Laying out flat, Jocasta’s boots touched against on a wall panel that had been blown into the interior of the ship. Jocasta came to a stop and a gravity pulse kept the panel from tumbling as it descended through the interior of the ship. 
 
    “T-Ball,” Jocasta thought. “… please tell me you’ve got Talon warmed up and ready to jump!” 
 
    “I’ve even taken the liberty of collecting Z, Mistress,” Tuitonn projected. 
 
    “Attaboy! Comin’ in hot!” 
 
    “She thought that as if to imply she had another fashion,” Tuitonn reflected to himself. 
 
    “And here comes my floor,” Jocasta said as she clicked her heels and stamped the panel, causing it to roll. The pirate touched her right hand to the fragment as it rolled, and she was suddenly under it. “Here we go!” The tip of the fragment struck a horizontal support and was sent into a faster roll. Jocasta cried out as she was sent flying from the fragment, over the buckling catwalk, toward an area that was just outside the hangar door. Her boots stamped out to the wall and she turned to land on the floor. She felt a shift in the wind and squatted. Another broken piece of her ship flew over her head and into with the wall, blocking the entrance into the chamber. 
 
    “Fate is such a whiny bitch,” Jocasta muttered, reaching for her cane. She did not know if her blade could cleave what looked to be one of the rafters, but she had no other choice. The left-hand hangar door was pulled into the chamber by a pair of silvery white gauntlets. 
 
    “Show off,” Jocasta said as she stepped into the room before jumping up and into Talon. As Tuitonn had explained, Dungias was indeed in the room, but he had been laid in the center of the launch deck floor and was barely moving. 
 
    “Just trying to keep pace,” Tuitonn replied as Talon fell to Jocasta’s control. She ran to the launch deck and Tuitonn used telekinesis to hit the button for the emergency launch. The launch deck was suddenly encapsulated with metal plates that began to fuse together as the platform sank. “However, it seems we both have some things to learn.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Tuitonn, I got the teacher!” she exclaimed, lifting Dungias up from the floor. 
 
    The launch deck pod fired away from the ship as it dipped down and to the starboard side of the master control ship. The target vessel had fired up all engines and was turning hard to port. Looking at her sensors, she could see missiles tearing into the hull of her ship as it gave off a slight blue glow, making one last change in course. 
 
    “You’ve got to love it when you use English!” Jocasta said softly. Another gravimetric field emanated from the starboard side of the craft and the explosions of the missiles were being used to increase the speed of the spacecraft. 
 
    “Captain, what’s the range of the blast the Xara-Mansura is going to make?” Tuitonn asked. 
 
    Jocasta laughed, believing all along that they were going to be too close to hope for a safe delivery from the maneuver. But she knew she had to come. “Let’s just say we’ve got the best seats in the house to one helluva light show!” 
 
    “Indeed!” Tuitonn said with surprising comfort. “And I have to say that the company is exceptional.” 
 
    “I don’t care where you take me for dinner, I’m not putting out!” Jocasta joked, and the two laughed. The pirate stopped laughing for a moment when she heard a third person laughing with her and Tuitonn. 
 
    “If that is the case, at least let me walk you to your door,” Dungias projected as he activated the stored Jump-Stride he had placed into Alpha during his conversation with Entropy. 
 
    Jocasta gasped as her mind was made dizzy once more. Going through the same steps Dungias had given her the last time, she quickly cleared her head and looked around to see the Pearl Barony. On the other side of the planet she could see the light from the explosion of the Xara-Mansura and the Master Control Ship. 
 
    “He wasn’t kidding about being able to see it,” Jocasta said, thinking that she might need to engage her thrusters. “No, that won’t be necessary… not with where he put us.” Jocasta chuckled, looking down on her unconscious First Mate whose skin was black. “The only place in this sector we could have survived that blast. We used a planet as a shield.” 
 
    “And we can’t see her burn either,” Jocasta thought to herself. “Not sure if you meant to do that, Z, but it’s much appreciated. Don’t think I could handle that particular view right now. 
 
    “And they’re off,” Jocasta barked, activating her distress beacon and her stopwatch. “Let’s see how long it takes these bums to come get their heroes.”               
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Dyortral’s gray-green eyes popped open as he gasped for air. Three maidens came quickly to attend him, but each was telekinetically pushed back to the walls of his sleeping chambers. He sat up in his bed, frowning at the sensations that had invaded his mind. 
 
    “How very odd,” he thought, “… but it would seem that making a rapport with the First Star Chaser is proving to be beneficial. Given the opportunity, I might even tell her that I have established it. 
 
    “But what is this ‘first stride of freedom’ that she was attached to?” he asked as his mind accessed the tomes of the Savanté. There was no formal entry of the Xara-Mansura save for the notes recorded by the Ulti-Mind. “Aahhh, and here we have my student Danatra once again. How interesting that she be involved with this! The Xara-Mansura was the name of the ship crafted by her Vu-Prin… the deliverer!  
 
    “How very interesting,” he thought. “What is the likelihood that the questing Star Chaser was unaware the First Star Chaser had incorporated herself into the construction of his ship? And even more importantly, why would Sylundaree do such a thing? This is a crime among Travelers! Not that Sylundaree answers to the laws of the Vinthur. This also begs the question if the ship was destroyed because the link was discovered. Hmmm.  
 
    “Ulti-Mind, take this fact and note it in the General Log with only a Master being able to read it.” Dyortral could feel his order being carried out and he considered how this knowledge could benefit his station. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Efforts and courage are not enough without purpose and direction.  
 
    John F. Kennedy 
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    (Rims Time: XII-4205.01) 
 
      
 
    Six days. It had taken six days for Jocasta to find her way to the sandy rocks of the Lakrellian Sea. Six very long days. For three days Jocasta had endured the thanks and praise of the Pearl Barony, receiving citizenship to the barony, and therefore baronial passage to and from the Prism Baronies whenever she liked. Dungias had made it a point to insure the codes received from the Black Gate Governor would remain active. It was a matter of fortunate timing that the ceremony thrown for her and Double Duty happened in the middle of the parades and posturing. The assignment of rank and place was attended by Corpsman and Dragon alike. When Gexxur-Jalsathra, the new Brood Queen, wept for the losses of the Star-Wing ranks, including Shuriken, Vivaldi and Snow, it went a long way to healing the tremendous wound that had been struck. A statue, carved by Dragon MajiK, had been given to the Corps. A flying dragon, piloted by a comely woman, had been cast in white gold with diamonds for eyes of both the dragon and pilot. An enchantment had been set upon the statue. The light fall of lofty snowflakes would never stop while there was a Gemsoul Dragon breathing fire. More touching was the presentation made to Cavern of a Star-Wing pin with Snow’s full name and call-sign engraved in either wing. 
 
    “So you never have to take to the skies without her again,” the young and newly crowned queen had proclaimed, knowing that the gifted aviator had perished in combat defending, quite successfully, a wounded Dragon and her unconscious pilot.  
 
    In receiving the pin, the Soul Fighter had also seen the passing and smiled as a lone tear made its way from his eye. He had walked over to the young F.O. pilot who had been saved, smacked the pin to his chest so hard that it remained, and had said, “You’re Snow now. You fly with me!” Without so much as another word, Cavern turned and departed, with pilot in silent tow, stopping once to salute Commander Ravinguez and bowing to Captain Starblazer. JoJo had walked over to her him and reached to the inside of her holster. His hand was atop of hers, preventing the removal of the fragment. “It’s where it has always belonged. You were Star-Wing before you got here. You wanna get rid of it… give it to the lump of hope you send here to become the next in your line.” 
 
    “My line?” Jocasta had returned, trying to take measure of what that meant. After a moment, she smiled and nodded once. “It’s a date,” Jocasta had replied.  
 
    Saying farewell to V’Dalthian had been easier than she had thought it would be. The entire time he was around her, he had seemed anxious to be somewhere else. They had shared a warm and genuine embrace, albeit a brief one. He had been quick to take to the air, and she had been even faster, turning her back to put her attentions elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    The ride to the Onyx Barony had been escorted by Slip Shrikes and they had almost succeeded in keeping Jocasta’s eyes off the debris field where the Xara-Mansura had made her last turn. Her arrival into the Onyx Barony spurred another three days of parties and pressing the flesh. Quordion had seen that his guest was not enjoying the impromptu festival as much as his citizens or her crew. He arranged for a doppelganger to attend the functions, and most of the crew had gone through the events without being the wiser. Jocasta had been given time to herself and she had spent it quietly. On the evening of the third day she had called for her First and Second Mates. The lander and the ships of Project Pinion had been immediately prepped, and they set off for the dead moon and the area of black sands called the Lakrellian Sea. 
 
    “Coming around for final approach now, Captain,” Thomasine reported. 
 
    “Thanks, Thom,” she said before she looked up at Dungias. “Sure hope this parcel of yours isn’t too big. We’re almost at capacity for the lander.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Dungias replied as he typed into his brace-com. “Start your descent here, Thom.” 
 
    “Roger that,” the woman quickly replied, cutting her forward thrusters. Dungias was the first to leave the lander, definitely gaining Jocasta’s attention. The crew was quick to follow him, and they formed into presentation lines just outside the ship. Jocasta slowly walked down the gangplank. 
 
    “What fresh hell is this?” she thought. She put her boots to the ground and looked to Dungias to initiate whatever was about to happen.  
 
    “Are we going to make camp and start toasting marshmallows now?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “Not exactly, Captain.” Jocasta looked into the eyes of her First Mate and flashed a devilish smile. 
 
    “I love that tone of voice,” she whispered before she heard a familiar cry echo across the dark sky. Her eyes gaped wide as she saw a score of Slip Shrikes, led by Trubble, come flying up out of the black sands. She then looked at Dungias who was pulling up the hood of his cloak. 
 
    “Not all the doors to Tween-Space are in outer space, Captain,” Dungias shared. “Especially the temporary ones the Slip Shrikes can make for themselves. Everyone, meet and greet a Silverbeak… and try to make a good first impression. They are carrying us to where we need to be.” 
 
    “They are?” 
 
    “They are indeed, Captain.” 
 
    Jocasta’s screams of joy might have started at the lake, but they did not end until she hopped off of Trubble’s back. She did not know where they were, but seeing Nexia made the coordinates of her current location insignificant. The Queen stood next to a pump of sorts that held several branches of the same plant the Slip Shrikes had provided and burned to create enough air for Jocasta to breathe. These branches were not burning, but the smell of the air was sweet and Jocasta cast a shaking-head smirk at her Chief Engineer just before she embraced Nexia. 
 
    “You gotta love the way our Captain just gets all huggy-like with Dragons and royalty!” Tank monitored.  
 
    “That’s what royalty does when it meets more royalty,” Llaz replied. 
 
    “And I think I have the last piece to my puzzle,” the young man thought, watching the Queen of the Slip Strikes lift his Captain from the ground in celebration of seeing her again. “She’s got some hard steps in front of her, but she’s on her path.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I was thinking, Boss,” Olkin said, in awe of what he was witnessing. “Exactly!” 
 
    When Nexia finally did put Jocasta back down on the ground, it was only after the woman had kissed the side of her face. “What are you doing here?” Jocasta asked. 
 
    “You came into our realm and struck a blow for our kind,” Nexia explained. “You then delivered the bane of our existence to us for justice. I was honored when your Z asked us to deliver to you your latest boon!” Gesturing to an area that was behind Jocasta and her group, the pirate captain turned to see a gigantic black box with the letters N H B painted in gold all around it. 
 
    “No fucking way!”” Jocasta said, covering her mouth as her eyes watered. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Obanyo remarked, tilting his head to the side. “I’m going to trek an uncharted course here and say I don’t think that’s what NHB stands for.” He walked around her and Jocasta took a moment more before she allowed herself to breathe. 
 
    “Stand clear,” Dungias said as he hit a button on her brace-com. Smoke burst from the corners in simultaneous jets around the large box. “Admittedly, I have never presented anything to you before it was finished, but exceptional is perhaps the best way to consider this particular creation.” Cracks started to form in the walls of the box and white smoke started to pour out through them.  
 
    Tears flowed freely as the walls fell, revealing a ship… one that had been made entirely for her. It was not a fighter. It was far too big for anyone to think it was that. It was a pirate ship, and Dungias stepped forward to acquaint ship with commander. 
 
    “There are five decks and twice as many engines,” he stated, looking over the hammerhead shark design. This is what I see when I think of you and the word ‘pirate’. As you can see, the full plating has not been completed, but the craft itself is space-worthy.” 
 
    “She is definitely on her path,” Llaz thought, shaking his head at the look of the ship. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s not finished,” Thomasine said as she moved to get a better look. “… but I can see where you’re going. Z, she’s freakin’ beautiful! Do you have a name for it?” 
 
    “Thank you, Thom, but this ship is not for me to name,” Dungias said plainly, and slowly but surely all eyes turned to look at Jocasta.  
 
    “Thom’s right… it is a ‘she’, and she is beautiful. The Xara-Mansura is the first stride of a Traveler’s Trek, right, Z?” 
 
    “That is correct, Captain. The path toward freedom, always a Traveler’s first destination.” 
 
    “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I think Z’s definitely gotten to that first marker,” Mel offered. 
 
    “Please believe it!” Agatha added. 
 
    “So this is what he does when he’s not building big-ass balls,” Hennix ribbed as the commentary continued among the crew. Llaz took one step toward Jocasta and held up his hand, calling for silence. He kept his eyes locked on Jocasta as she stood there with her fists on her hips. Nexia approached and placed a light hand on the woman’s shoulder.  
 
    “It appears to be a fine ship,” Nexia commented. 
 
    “I can see where’d you get that wrong, Nexia,” Jocasta returned. “What she is… they don’t have a word for. And if the Xara-Mansura was the first step, then this baby has to be the Freedom Road!” The approval of the crew and the Slip Shrikes was voiced quickly and in assorted volumes. 
 
    Kryltane turned to look at Dungias and smiled. “One day you’re going to fall short of outdoing yourself. I get the feeling the rest of us are going to miss it. We’ll be too busy looking at your latest miracle!” 
 
    “Mr. Z,” Jocasta called out, “… did I hear you say ten engines? How fast will that make her?” 
 
    “In atmosphere… she should handle like a fighter,” Dungias replied, folding his arms. He could feel Jocasta’s eyes upon him, the weight of her stare as she stood there with her mouth open. “Of course, passengers and crew would have to be strapped in to keep from flying about… but, yes, very much like a fighter is how she should handle.” 
 
    “And outside the mo-sphere?” Siekor inquired. 
 
    “Theoretically,” Dungias said, rubbing his chin as he squinted his eyes. “We will be racing Corridors!” 
 
    “Oh for crying out loud!” Siekor led the many statements of disbelief that Captain and First Mate ignored as she made her way over to his side. “This ship can Gate?!” 
 
    “So this is what no holding back means?!” Jocasta asked, pointing her thumb at the Freedom Road. 
 
    “I promised to make you a ship, Captain,” Dungias said before tapping his index finger against his lips. 
 
    “Where did you get the tech?” 
 
    “Various trips to and through the InterVoid,” he said softly. 
 
    “To and through?! Are you saying this is beyond…” 
 
    “Simply put, Captain, in many cases of the technology on board this ship… I have come to grasp the theory of how they function. Even the systems for the collection and use of water is something I have never put into practice before. That is why it has taken so long for me and the thirty-five drones to assemble her.” 
 
    “Thirty-five drones?!” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Working around the clock?” 
 
    “These thirty-five here, yes,” Dungias replied. “When this section was still aboard the Xara-Mansura I could count on seven to twelve more.” 
 
    “Z… my friend… how… uh, how long… you know, after you put up the wall–” 
 
    “The basic design was completed three months before I put up the walls,” he advised. “Construction began thirteen seconds after the walls were secured. And the answer to one of your potential next questions is roughly eighty-seven percent of this ship is new technology to me.” 
 
    “Eighty-seven,” Jocasta whispered. “That’s a lot of new territory.” 
 
    “Indeed it is, Captain.” 
 
    “And we can expect a lot of new-ship bugs,” Jocasta added. 
 
    “We may also want to come up with a new term for that,” Dungias replied. “I fear that ‘bug’ will be woefully insufficient.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jocasta said before swallowing hard. She then turned to Nexia and embraced the Queen of the Slip Shrikes once more, and once more the gesture was warmly returned. 
 
    “I know, blazer of the Stars, I know,” Nexia whispered, stroking Jocasta’s hair. “I know how you find long farewells distasteful,” Nexia smiled. 
 
    “See, that’s why you’re a Queen,” Jocasta returned as her face came away from Nexia’s chest. “You made it sound pretty.” 
 
    “I made it sound like a part of you. If that is what you call pretty, know we think the same of our newest Sister. Fly well, JoJo Starblazer.” 
 
    “Long as I fly free,” Jocasta replied, waving at her crew. “Z, see about getting the Pinion people back to their ships.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    “Alright, people,” Jocasta shouted. “Enough slacking. Let’s get everything loaded.” The pirate looked up at her ship once more and noticed that only two of the finished plates were in place. She pointed at them and started to ask Dungias why only two had been secured. 
 
    “Hello, Captain,” a voice called and everyone stopped at the sound of it. Jocasta was quick to lift her hand up to signal everyone to stop. 
 
    “Everyone just be quiet,” she whispered. 
 
    “Would that include me, Captain?” the voice asked and Jocasta, recognizing the sound of the voice, turned to look at Dungias. 
 
    “Satithe will no longer be the main computer for the ship,” he explained. “She will remain my assistant and an engineer for the ship. The operations of the ship and any crew deployments will be handled by the system Satithe composed for you. Like this ship, she too is very new. The same cannot be said for the voice the system has been given. It comes from the same source from where Satithe formatted the mind of the operating system.” 
 
    “Annsura,” Jocasta thought. “It sounds like Annsura! Satithe wants to give my girl back to me! 
 
    “Shall I strike our colors, Captain?” the ship’s computer asked, and Jocasta covered her mouth with her hand as she nodded ‘yes’. The two installed plates emitted an image: a golden Sikh Khanda on a white background. Dungias looked over to Olkin who could not keep the emotions from registering on his face. He dropped to his knees and wept openly. Llaz squatted down and wrapped his arm around the archer’s shoulders. Olkin was quick to reach across his body and take Llaz’s hand in a hard and fast grip. 
 
    Jocasta laughed and cried at the same time. She closed her eyes and put her hand on the ship. At first it was just a means to keep standing, but Jocasta opened her mind to take in her new spacecraft – her new home.  It was surprisingly easy to feel her… almost as if the attempt had been expected, anticipated, and Jocasta could feel something reaching out for her. Nothing could take the place of the Xara-Mansura, but Jocasta Endigun made a silent promise to give it one hell of a try. 
 
    “Yes, you are the Freedom Road,” Jocasta whispered. “But in my book, you’re a member of this crew. It might be cheating… it may even be offensive to those of her culture… but right now, I don’t give a damn. Welcome aboard, crewman. Your pirate name is also your rank. Hello, Cutter.”               
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The question isn’t who’s going to let me; it’s who’s going to stop me. 
 
    Ayn Rand  
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    It was a simple task to discern that the Delman War Pathman was returning to both form and strength. The worst, with regards to the matter of his remaining outside the Grey Realm, was over. A second set of worst was about to begin, as was signified with the difficulty Hurdran had in feeding his friend. It was fortunate that Zyzo had not yet gained the strength to dismiss the riddle of the held nose. He lay there with his breath held until he could not hold it any longer. Then, when he gasped for air, the Olasson Duke was very quick and precise with the large spoon. 
 
    “It’s good,” Zyzo muttered. 
 
    “I know,” Hurdran Vyllynthe said, stirring up another spoonful. “That’s why you don’t spit it out. Even in your hatred of me, your appreciation for good food is burned into every fiber of your being.”  
 
    “So long as you know I still hate you!” Zyzo barked before coughing and getting dizzy. “What did that damn woman do to me?!” 
 
    “Apparently she had studied the two of us quite thoroughly,” Hurdran stated. “For me it was a blade of pure silver at the end of a Tonka-whip. And for you, a dagger of MoGo. No regenerator could repair such a wound, and the elixir she coated the blade with served to reflect unsecured MannA.” 
 
    “Hope you didn’t lose any Healers,” Zyzo muttered. 
 
    “The old woman knew the stench of the poison before she even entered the chamber,” Hurdran replied. “It’s going to take much more than Ukara’s plotting to undo that creature. 
 
    “And I cannot argue your rage, my friend,” Hurdran quickly added. “I was grossly wrong, and it has led us to the brink of our undoing. The MannA Keys… you have to understand…” 
 
    “Do I?” Hillgray asked, and Hurdran stammered as he gesticulated almost violently.  
 
    “Zyzo! I don’t think you… it’s just that they… they…” The InvokeR slowly settled down, realizing something. “No. Not them. Me. Me! May the stars shatter and cut me from my name and blood! What a fool I have been!” Hurdran dropped the bowl of soup and started to rise as tears welled up in his eyes. His wrist was caught in an iron grip, and the Olasson Duke winced in pain. He looked back to see that Zyzo had taken hold of him, looking incredibly agitated as he breathed deeply through his mouth. He stammered several attempts before he managed to speak. 
 
    “Hurdran Vyllynthe… you wasted good food!” A single tear rolled down Hurdran’s face before he broke into laughter. Zyzo laughed for a bit before he started coughing again. Hurdran rushed to give some comfort to his brother, but his body failed him and he collapsed. Weak and dizzy, Zyzo’s hand did not miss, nor did his strength wane. “Hurdran! Brother, I have you now! I have you!” Taking one hand away from his efforts, the heirloom of the Hillgray Line flew to Zyzo’s hand and imbued him with strength. It was a power he shared with Hurdran as he pulled the Olasson Duke close. “Easy now. Easy. I swear on the beard of my father, when I find that woman, she will–” 
 
    “You will do nothing, my friend,” Vyllynthe said calmly, reflecting over a heavy truth. “Not unless you wish to take up the matter… in the Grey Realm!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your… contribution, my dear,” Fyorgunn hissed as he walked away from the steaming mass of flesh that had once been Ukara Curzakiov. His steps were direct but labored. It had been so very long since he had last walked. “We are always in a position to accept such ambitiously given gifts!” A tall, slender, and handsome gray-skinned creature, it took little concentration for him to enact the conjuration to assemble suitable attire about his naked body. He brushed back his long, thick purple hair before running his hands over the long, black coat with no collar or lapels, tapping a brooch holding the coat closed. Platinum was fashioned in a diamond shape that was wider than it was tall. In the center was a pearl with white and gray swirls forever moving, as it was directed to feed. The last facets of the man who had called himself Tempest had been consumed, and Fyorgunn closed his yellow eyes, smiling in triumph. 
 
    “Close, Tempest,” he thought. “You came so very close. There aren’t many who could engage one of the Vythe and hope to walk away with their lives, let alone a victory. To think you challenged three, and I am the only survivor. You should be proud of your incredible accomplishment.  
 
    “But I must reacquaint myself with this place,” the Master InvokeR whispered. “Already I can feel the differences. It is just as we hoped: we have been forgotten.” Walking to the edge of the makeshift platform, Fyorgunn did not stop and his next stride fell to the same level as the floor panels had been, with only air under his boot. The next stride was received by light, and Fyorgunn approached the epicenter of the spell Ukara had been working. With barely a gesture from his hand, all that power shot into the swirling pearl, leaving only the dead fragments that had been there for ages unknown. 
 
    “Hmmm, Olasson Light,” Fyorgunn estimated as he licked his lips. “It would seem that things have changed in their blood as well. There is so much deviation and fallacy here; like a child just learning how to walk. The muscle is there, but little coordination and even less awareness of the lack of control.” The Vythe Marquis smiled at the revelation. “Can it be that in our absence even Olasson MajiK has suffered?!” Fyorgunn chuckled at the possibilities and continued to walk. He could see a familiar system of planets in the distance. He would walk for a while, but he would achieve it before he began to tire. 
 
      
 
    Left without power, the engines of Ukara’s ship lost their fire and with them, other devices tied to their function also failed, including the veil the Mech-Mage had conjured. It was a spell she had taken from the Olasson, tinkering with a few points to improve its strength.  When the field dropped, Freund appeared with agitated ThoughtWill swirling around his body and staff. He was ready to do battle, as orbs of white light burned in his barren eye sockets, but there was no target to engage. There was no life-force to speak of, but the ambient ThoughtWill carried with it the recent events and Freund reviewed it, drawing closer to unhinged rage with the passing of every moment. 
 
    “Unwitting fools!” he shouted, thinking for a moment that he could devote a sizeable amount of his summoned power to bring the woman and her ancestor from their deaths so that he could vent his anger upon them. “Fate has blessed you both! You are not alive to receive my gratitude for your inane actions, and your souls will not bear the guilt of what you have done. It is not as if there was enough to contend with at the moment; you two had to go and make it interesting! 
 
    “The Vythe!” Freund breathed, recalling the most popular characteristic of fear that parents had used to keep their children in line… a characteristic that had haunted Rendell Harrison when he was child… a characteristic that had motivated the young man to become an InvokeR and one of the principals in their eventual downfall and mysterious disappearance.  
 
    “But what are you saying, old man?” Freund muttered as the gathered energy flowed into his staff. “Would you rather have them return after you are gone? At least you remember them… but I am not the only one. Perhaps the time has come after all.” Freund turned to face a particular region of space. In common terms it was called the Frontier, and it was the home of the Tribes of Olasson Blood. There were few Humans who were welcome there and Freund was not one of them; but in his experience, the Olasson seldom insisted for him to leave before he was done with his business. 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    Her tears fell in time with several of the bodies her bolts of coherent light had struck and eviscerated. The Queen of the Mal-Vin regretted using her power in such a fashion, but she had been left with little choice. The attack on her castle had been well-orchestrated. The ones who had perished under her tremendous power were not the only targets with which the monarch had to contend. 
 
    Extending her left hand, BaKedia directed the five bolts to tear into the set of statues that had been received an orbi-term past. Statues the Queen had come to regard favorably… statues that had been well-constructed traps. As the last one fell, the waves of energy set to keep those engaging with ThoughtWill in dire straits finally dissipated. 
 
    Danatra’s knees fell to the water and she panted in relief, kneeling in the center of the wading pool where water mixed with Vinthur and Malgovi blood… some of it hers. She looked up at her Queen, seeing the torment tearing into what was normally such a beautiful face. “My Queen,” the Mistress of The Campus whispered. 
 
    Sadness quickly became rage as BaKedia took a step backward, balling up her hands as she touched her wrists to her ribs and her chin to her chest. She did not close her eyes, and light began to shine from them as it did from several of the stones in her hair. Her head snapped back as she threw her arms out from her sides and shattered the sky with her war-cry. The remaining three bolts became fifty-one; tripling in size, speed, and power yield. They flew out from the Queen’s courtyard and covered the entire castle grounds, destroying each item she had received in the last year. Danatra was awestruck by the display of control she was witnessing. She watched as the bolts went about their assigned tasks. The Malgovi woman centered herself and stood up. 
 
    “The frames of the paintings were shielded,” Danatra observed. “How could that have been missed?”  
 
    “Oh, student,” a voice projected to her mind and the young woman spun around with her weapon ready to strike, a soft yelp escaping from between her lips as she recognized the voice, the power that had touched upon her thoughts. “… I see you are still given to presumption. That is quite disconcerting.” 
 
    “My Master,” she whispered, making a full circle without seeing the man who had trained her in the Mental Arts. 
 
    “Well, at least you remember your place! That is good!” 
 
    “You’re dead!” Danatra claimed. “You’re dead! I killed you!” 
 
    “Alas, you did not! You did manage, however, to kill the fool to whom I left you in the care of. It was time to sleep, you see. A time when the Savanté increase their strength and ability. I have returned to my people and find that my recruit has abandoned our ways. I think it is safe to say that you will not be invited to join the Savanté.”  
 
    “Your Majesty!” Danatra said through clenched teeth, “…Savanté!” BaKedia heard the young woman as her minions of energy completed their run over the grounds. “Hear me, skull reaper! What my Vu-Prin so ably started, I will see to its completion! I swear it!” 
 
    “We shall see, Z’Gunok Viora Danatra,” the Savanté that Danatra had only ever called Master projected, though it felt as if he was moving away. “For the moment, I have achieved all is required of me. You have your Traveler… and now we have our own!”  
 
    “Your own Trav– No!” Danatra exclaimed in realization. “Your Majesty–” 
 
    “Go, Campus Mistress,” BaKedia commanded, closing her eyes for a moment. “Tend to what you must. I will see to this matter.”  
 
    Opening her mind, The Campus took hold of her form and teleported its Mistress to its grounds. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” a guard called as she ran out onto the grounds. “The Queen has been attacked!” the female Malgovi cried.  
 
    “By my own guard,” BaKedia added, looking up at the young female Malgovi. “What makes you believe that your approach will be allowed to draw close enough to be of any effect?” 
 
    “I am already close enough!” the guard cried before her body exploded with enough force to level the courtyard and the eastern wall of the palace. Alarms sounded and more guards were dispatched into the area. 
 
      
 
    “My love!” Danatra cried after teleporting to the holding chambers of The Campus. The hallway was clear, save for the body of Chaysor Zel Felrus, a warrior, a graduate of The Campus, and the beloved mate of the Mistress of The Campus. He sat on the floor, his back against a wall that was smeared with his blood in a streak down to his seated position. His hand held on to the neck of a spear that had been run through his chest. He tried to speak his wife’s name, but no words would come out.  
 
    “No, don’t speak!” she said, rushing to his side and taking hold of his head. “Scream instead!”  
 
    With the compliment of training received at The Campus, Danatra had indeed become incredibly proficient in many of the Mental Arts. It was a point of great pride that Danatra found she excelled in two disciplines: telekinesis and pain manipulation. Though she normally applied the latter of the two mostly to her ability to absorb great amounts of punishment and continue to function, the excitement of the pain centers of the brain was something that came to her with artistic ease and poetic power. It was the head of an illusion she had grasped, but it was the minds of the three assassins that screamed as they phased through the walls. 
 
    “Campus, defend me!” 
 
    “Yes Mistress!” the Campus responded, and she could feel the Energies engage around the facility. A quick and powerful telepathic sweep disgusted Danatra who wished she possessed such skill. She gave the command for the Beta Forms to awaken and resume their duties. 
 
    Looking back at her three targets, Danatra shook her head. The unit projecting the illusion of the body was quickly crushed by her talent, and she put her fists on her hips. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Beta-Alphexeous asked as he stepped over one of the assassins. “And who are these wannabes?” 
 
    “A doppelganger has breached the grounds,” Danatra explained. “Once we are secured, I will have the signature of my body shifted so that whatever sample the Savanté have cannot be used again.” 
 
    “Did you catch your man?” Felrus said as he walked onto the corridor, dressed in his battle armour, carrying his helmet. 
 
    “No,” Danatra admitted, wanting to strike something in frustration. “We captured three, but the Savanté made off with Tolandria. We have only managed to lose ground.” 
 
    “That all depends on what we can pry from these crying fools,” Beta-Alphexeous pointed out. 
 
    “Then I shall leave it in the capable hands of my beloved Soul-Fighter,” Danatra said as Felrus came and took hold of her arm and walked her away from the scene.  
 
    “I received word from Prince SonBa,” Felrus reported, and Danatra stepped away from him. 
 
    “By the Stars, no!” 
 
    “No,” Felrus said in an effort to comfort his woman. “Well, yes, but like the attack mounted against the Queen, this one too was unsuccessful… much in part due to the Queen’s arrival.” 
 
    “Her arrival?” 
 
    “I suppose she had to go somewhere after the fanatic destroyed herself with a bomb while trying to kill the Queen,” Felrus remarked. “She only managed to kill a light projection, but the Queen foresaw the worst and arrived in time to keep the Prince from perishing.” 
 
    “Then we survived their attack,” Danatra said, sighing in relief. 
 
    “Unfortunately, it would seem that the three of you are the only ones who can make that claim,” Felrus stated. “Reports are still coming in, but persons of power and influence within all three races have been killed. I get the feeling that those who survived will be among those we should not trust.” 
 
    “And how do we express that distrust without alienating others?” Danatra posed. “Right now there are those of our people who are torn between our old ways and the new. If we do as you say, if we do what is sound in judgment, we will all but push the undecided to the Savanté.” 
 
    “Then what is the correct response?” Felrus asked. 
 
    “That I do not know, my love,” Danatra whispered before she was brought into an embrace. “We are on the brink of a war with our own people, and it seems that every option only changes how many of our kind we will face.” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    “It was my understanding that meetings such as these would take place at the Stick & Rudder,” Hanvashi said before putting down his empty shot glass. 
 
    “I am no longer welcome there,” Alistair said, re-filling Baron Zoll’s glass. “Once it gets out that you have been dismissed from the ranks of the Star-Wing Corps, that particular clientele would prefer for you to not come around. Besides, I thought you were looking for discretion.” 
 
    “I am a man in search of many things,” Hanvashi replied. “A waste of my time, however, is not one of them.” 
 
    “Then I’ll come to the point,” Alistair smiled, lifting his glass from the table. Halfway to his mouth the glass stopped and the man frowned. His grip on the glass changed as it was moved to the center of his palm. 
 
    “It’s obvious you were never truly among the higher echelon of the Corps,” Hanvashi commented, a slight white light shining in his hands. “You don’t even understand when you’re in the vicinity of a power you couldn’t hope to contain. The very will of Xaythra flows through my veins, foolish man. If you are not in service of her, you are not in service to me, and therefore a waste!” 
 
    “I can get you an army!” Alistair Codges stressed as he felt an invisible hand take hold of his torso. “An unbeatable army numbering in the hundreds of thousands!” 
 
    “That is quite a claim to make,” Hanvashi said calmly. “I am disinclined to believe you.” 
 
    “I swear it!” Codges strained as the hand squeezed, locking his body into place. He screamed in in pain as his hand was made to crush the shot glass. “It’s in Gulmar! I know who owns them!” 
 
    “Owns them?”  
 
    “They’re slaves!” Alistair claimed. “Born and bred to be warriors! And not just with archaics. They know how to use technology too!” 
 
    “Isn’t that a bit difficult to do in Gulmar?” Hanvashi said. The hand began to squeeze harder and Calamity struggled against focused gravity. 
 
    “They’re owned by a Governess in Gulmar! She controls one-fifth of Redmoon!” Hanvashi rubbed his hand and thought for a moment. 
 
    “Kigalori Stoneblade,” Hanvashi recalled. “Governess of Keepstone. Yes, I am familiar with the woman. I did not know she possess an army. To even begin that conversation, I would need money, and that is where I am sorely wanting. So you see, you are still a wa–” 
 
    “I have a cache!” Codges cried. 
 
    “My, you are resourceful!” Hanvashi admitted. “Where and how much?” Alistair looked at the man who held his body in his power, and Baron Zoll grinned as the pressure of the gravity increased. “Are you seriously looking for leverage here?” 
 
    “K’Shurki Fields!” Alistair strained to inform. “Millions… in the hull… of mothballed ships.” 
 
    “The yield of the adventures of a Star-Wing mercenary, no doubt,” Hanvashi said, getting up from the table. “I was told by your precious Swan that no such thing existed.” 
 
    “There are at least six of us!” Alistair argued and the gravity field released him. The man collapsed to the table and breathed in pain and relief that he was no longer dying. 
 
    “Call them. Advise them to meet us at the mothballed fleet,” Hanvashi ordered. “And do come along, Commander.”  
 
    “Commander?” Alistair said, looking up at the Baron. 
 
    “Would you prefer Air Marshal?” 
 
    “I would, my Baron,” Alistair smiled as he reached for his wrist-com. He sent the message and dropped to the floor with his back broken in three places. He could not move, he could not scream, and he could not breathe. Before his skull was crushed he saw Baron Zoll waving goodbye over his shoulder. 
 
    “We wouldn’t want to make a liar out of Swan, would we?” Hanvashi walked out of the bar after he left everyone in the same condition he had put upon Alistair Codges. He then crushed the establishment down to the size of a beach ball and set it rolling down one of the streets of Black Gate. 
 
    Alarms sounded and the godling used his KaA to create a portal that took him to his ship which had launched an hour prior to his meeting with Alistair. Just beyond the control sector of Black Gate, Hanvashi materialized inside his chambers, feeling the building of tracing energies beginning to surround his body. 
 
    “Shields!” Hanvashi commanded as he worked to destroy the forming tendrils of energy that sought to take him back to Black Gate. He was nearly at a struggling effort when the shields finally formed around his ship and the wards of Xaythra protected him. “Engage engines!” 
 
    “Sire, we are already underway,” the deck officer reported. “Black Gate has launched five ships that are already moving faster than us.” 
 
    “Not for much longer,” Hanvashi said as he closed his eyes. A gravity well formed around his ship and swallowed it, sending it to another point of space outside the sector. “And now?” 
 
    “Blessed Goddess,” the officer whispered before reporting, “All screens and scans are clear, sire!” 
 
    “Good. Set a course for the K’Shurki Fields. We will need several teams at the ready to scan ships and recover credits that have been stowed away!” 
 
    “By your will, my Baron!” 
 
    “Yes… by my will!” 
 
      
 
     ** b *** t *** o *** r ** 
 
      
 
    The Star Lark cried in triumph. She had overshot her destination; the distance off, cosmically speaking, was negligible, and in that she took a short breath of relief… but her instincts told her the moment would not be long and she set herself to the task. 
 
    She had expected to see the cosmic version of a wasteland, a planet nearly blackened if not broken, and barely remaining with its orbital path of the yellow sun. No, Tolarra was not allowed to remain too positive. What she saw quickly quelled her jubilation and for an instant she pondered if such an instance of disappointment was commonplace to Freund. With remnants of life still clinging to it, looking upon the dead Earth filled the woman with sadness. 
 
    “But that’s not what I’m here to do,” she whispered as she started reading light. “No, this isn’t going to work. I need old light. But the old light has come and gone… unless it was stored!” Streaking away from Earth, Tolarra landed on Mars and searched half an hour before she found an underground vein of water. In the riverbed there were crystalized rock formations, and inside those crystals were the annals of history she needed. Her eyes poured over the recorded time until she could at last see the arrival of Baron Nomed and his attack on the Earth. It was an event that was recorded in the minds of many humans, but their memories were slanted. They saw what they wanted to see and heard what they wanted to hear. 
 
    Tolarra set off from Mars and was quickly up to her best speed as she set herself to the task of creating another wormhole to get her back to the Rims. She had to get to the Guardian before the start of the game. Death had not lied to Freund… she simply had not told him all of the truth. 
 
    “Nomed didn’t declare war on humanity!” she thought. “He declared war on the Binadamu!” It was an ancient word, Binadamu. In some places the people that word referred to were called the Q’uor-Kwynn.  “He promised to destroy everything that walks on two legs!” 
 
      
 
    – Fini –  
 
      
 
    For the Eager Reader, look for the in-between action in the Bridge Novel 
 
    Birth of the Strides 
 
      
 
    Beyond the Outer Rim will continue in Starborne: The Freedom Road 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    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/ 
 
      
 
    Get Insider Information, Exclusive Bonuses, even FREE books! 
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