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   The thing I hated most about working for the government, any government, they all seemed to think alike, was that then they invariably thought that they owned you.  Patriotism, duty and all those other words that meant they thought they were entitled to what was yours.  All meaningless trite to a world-less vagabond like myself.  My ship was my home and I needed no other.
 
   “They’re waiting for a response, Captain!”  Tanya Serensen said, my strong First and the meanest bitch I have ever met.
 
   The war was over.  We were, had been, part of the Federation forces which had unsuccessfully attempted to unify the four hundred and seventy-two known human worlds.  We had been smashed ruthlessly, to put mildly what had been a lost cause from the beginning.  I had been paid handsomely with trade goods and supplies; semi-precious metals and fuel rods, to be exact, plus I’d brought my ship, Last Chance, and my crew through without a scratch.  So I had not complained when everyone started signing peace treaties.
 
   The problem began when I informed my erstwhile employers that with hostilities ended, so too were my obligations.  I had fulfilled to the letter our contract.  I owed them nothing more.  They had not agreed.
 
   There were now three of my former allies, positioned in attack formation outside Last Chance’s hull.  Not only did they not feel as if I had not completely fulfilled my end of the bargain, but I was getting the distinct impression they would not be satisfied until they had added Last Chance herself to their now depleted arsenal.  I guess they felt, that with all the losses they had suffered, that Last Chance would be a welcome addition to their much depleted Navy.  I guess they hadn’t quite learned their lesson about attempting to force their wills on unwilling subjects.  Some people are simply incapable of understanding.  Especially people in positions of power, like governments, for example.
 
   “You bastards!”  I snarled.  I should have known these ungrateful hypocrites would try to back stab me, especially now that every planet was a law unto itself, only answerable to itself, and they angry at the defeat they had suffered.  They were quick at jumping on the bandwagon of self-governance, now that no unifying government held sway.  That was for sure.
 
   “Is that your response?”  Tanya asked, no inflection in her voice.
 
   “No!”  I snapped.  The crazy bitch would repeat it too, if I didn’t specifically say no!  A first impression of Tanya Serensen would never give you the insightful depth that existed behind her innocent appearing, stunningly beautiful face.  Blond hair, blue eyes, body and face of a love goddess, barely fifty kilos soaking wet, but as vicious as a Tarnian Bola Raptor when angered, and if you’ve ever been to Tarnia you know there is no living creature meaner nor better able to defend itself.  That’s my Tanya, in a nutshell.  A very tough, unbreakable nutcase.
 
   “What are we going to do?”  Demanded David Bren, my Science Engineer, when I didn’t immediately make a decision.  Bren is a mathematical genius and quite able to compute our odds, no matter which decision I ultimately made; whether we fought or fled, against the three Class Four Katon Destroyers which were arrayed around us now in a roughly triangular formation.  Not that it took a mathematical genius to figure these odds.  We were fucked, and that was the long and the short of it!  To fight would be bad.  To flee, worse.  To surrender, the worst!  They weren’t going to let us survive to go running around telling anyone who would listen how we had been robbed by the honest, law abiding Katons. They had their tourism and immigration to think about, but they also needed ships to patrol their borders.  Hell, I was seriously worried, and I, Marc Deveroux, am usually quite unflappable.  There was really only one answer.
 
   I keyed ship’s intercom;  “Battle Stations.  Delegate targets.  Fire on orders only!”  I looked into Tanya’s cool blue orbs and winked my left eye.  A left wink meant to be prepared to fight.  The wink was redundant, of course.  There was no other option but to fight.  She smiled at me serenely, the calm before the storm.
 
   “Tell them,” I said,  “that we surrender.”  I smiled my own smile back at Tanya, my goodbye, if that was what it would come to, but we had been through so many such tough scrapes, that it seemed impossible that this one could really be the end.
 
   “You damned maniac!”  Bren yelled, jumping up from his seat at his computer console, glaring at me furiously, but he shut his mouth on whatever he had been about to say when Coto, my pet Xiong, chittered insect-like at him from the ceiling above me where it was resting.  Impossibly, and as comfortably as I was myself sitting in my own seat, it clung effortlessly to the seamless, smooth ceiling panels like a fly, or spider, and this under full gravity.  I was not one of those captains who preferred his ship’s gravity at near zero for the comfort it provided.  I liked my full gravity, and even more, upon occasion, to keep my body fit.  Coto clung to the ceiling now under that full gravity, as if on some invisible perch.
 
   Coto appeared to be some kind of sick hybrid of ant and spider, except on a mammalian scale.  Six legs, segmented brown body with bristly short black hairs, lusterless matte black eyes (it was impossible to tell where Coto was looking) and razor sharp pincer mandibles.  Though only the size of a small dog, it could be a vicious killer if antagonized, and it didn’t like anyone yelling at me!
 
   Xiongs were considered partially sentient, able to use simple tools when it was necessary, but having been adapted to survival so well from the beginning (they had been at the top of the food chain on their own world until humans arrived) that they hadn’t needed to evolve further.  I had saved Coto from a gang of boys with shock-sticks and the aggressive little creature had been my loyal friend and protector since.
 
   Not that I needed a protector.
 
   Tanya ignored the little drama and passed along my message.
 
   “Prepare for boarding!”  The Bridge speakers relayed immediately, aggressively.
 
   My answer was to buckle the acceleration harness of my Captain’s chair.  David sat back down, looking as petrified as he always did before a confrontation, but he buckled himself in as well.  Tanya was already secured.
 
   “Melanie, Janice, Manuel?”  I asked over ship’s intercom.
 
   “What’s happening?”  Manuel Terrarium asked.  “Why am I looking down the barrel of a photon cannon?  What the hell did you do now?”
 
   “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”  I said sarcastically.  “The Katons want to confiscate Last Chance.  I think you can guess what will happen to us if we let that happen.”
 
   “It looks like they’re succeeding.”  Melanie Vang said.
 
   “Do you have a plan?”  Janice Ortiz asked.  “One that doesn’t involve breathing vacuum or copious bleeding!”
 
   “No.”  I said.  “Be ready to fight.  There are no odds in surrender. They’ll kill us sure as I’m Marc Deveroux.  Anyway, there are only three of them, so the odds are in our favor.”  I thought I sounded convincing, and no one contradicted me, though Bren was staring daggers at me from his station.  If looks could kill . . . !
 
   Maybe I am a maniac and maybe I sometimes enjoyed risking the lives of everyone around me (as well as my own), but there was absolutely no doubt in my mind that we didn’t stand a snowballs chance in hell once we’d surrendered Last Chance, and ourselves, to the merciless Katons.  Our time remaining in this life could at that point be measured in the number of steps it would take to march us to the nearest airlock.  No.  Surrender was not an option.
 
   “Forward Destroyer moving in to dock.”  Tanya said.  “Ten seconds.  Nine.  Eight.  Seven.  Six.  Five.  Four.  Three.  Two.  One.”  The hull rang as the pilot of the Katon Destroyer brought his vessel up against Last Chance’s docking locks.
 
   “Engage locks.  Seal all airtight hatches.”  I told them.  Bren’s fingers moved over his keyboard and we heard the locks engage gratingly and seal with a clang.  Our two ships were now one.  Locked together.  Our Fates inseparably intertwined.  That left only the two unengaged ships able to fire on us from their attack formation, and even they would have to worry about damaging their own comrade if and when they did, or the secondary fusion reaction if we were destroyed while the two of us were still mated.  The Katon ship now locked to our side was as fucked as we were, because I did not feel for one moment, not one second, that the two remaining Katon ships would refrain from firing just out of consideration for their comrade.  When we opened fire, they’d return it, in spades.
 
   We had no time to dally.  The engaged ship could blast or cut through the lock in only moments.  If I gave them those moments.
 
   “Fire on free targets!”  I yelled into the com, at the same time engaging Last Chance’s main fusion engine, throwing the controller over hard to thrust away from the Katon locked onto our side, hoping literally to rip it loose and fill it with nothing.  Fill it with the vacuum of space and the joys of explosive decompression.  If they had not thought to seal their interior airtight hatches, it would be all over for Destroyer number one.  A rather gruesome way to go!
 
   The thrust threw me back in my seat despite Internal Gravity.  It could only compensate for just so much.  Last Chance groaned desperately under the dangerous stress as she tried to pull away from the ship attached to her side, and failed, the metal straining but somehow holding, the Destroyer coming along for the ride with us.
 
   The two loose Destroyers, shown on separate view screens, were glowing with stripes of luminescent green death as Last Chance’s plasma cannons poured the green fire into them at such close range, the gelatinous plasma smeared across the hulls of the ships sticking where it struck and eating into the thick armor like napalm on flesh.  Nothing but nothing could scrape it off once it adhered.  The thick armor of the Katon ships boiled away into space in billowing clouds as the plasma tried to eat its way down into those ships.
 
   The image on my right hand main screen (Last Chance sported two main view screens plus twelve smaller, secondary screens) showed the Destroyer to our stern taking fire from both Janice and Melanie’s rear guns, though the way we were beginning to rotate, those targets would soon swap positions, and the Destroyer on the left screen would be under those twin guns, Janice and Melanie’s, which were mounted above and below the main rear fusion engine.  The Destroyer now under those guns was losing armor quickly.  It was taking a hell of a beating.
 
   Melanie and Janice were pouring their fire into the same area amidships on their joint target, hammering the same spot over and over again until the whole section was glowing green fire and which was rapidly creating a huge sink hole in the side of the ship.  Atmosphere exploded outwards from the red-hot and green glowing area as the Destroyer lost hull integrity, blowing a green and yellow flame many meters out into space as the red hot plasma ignited the escaping oxygen into open flame.
 
   I shoved my controller back over to avoid throwing us into a complete spin and to maintain those two stern guns on the damaged ship as long as I could, and in the hope that I could get the bow Destroyer under Last Chance’s photon cannon, at whose controls Tanya was eagerly awaiting the opportunity to fire the powerful weapon.
 
   As powerful as the plasma cannon were, they were but a minor nuisance compared to the energies of the photon cannon.  The photon cannon was too large to track independently, however, so if I wanted Tanya to get off a shot I had to bring the enemy under our nose, even if only momentarily, for the opportunity to become reality.
 
   The bow Destroyer realized my aim and lit her own engine, shooting past us before I could give Tanya her chance, but we striped her with green fire as she flashed past, but doing insignificant damage.
 
   “Destroyers falling behind!”  Bren yelled.
 
   “We can see that.”  Tanya said, glaring at him for a moment while she had nothing else to do, angry that she had not been given her chance.
 
   The Destroyer we had hulled was floundering behind us, but the second Destroyer, having spun out to our side and having missed its first opportunity to fire its photon cannon at us, either out of surprise or the fear they would hit their own companion locked to our hull (a plan that paid off for once) were thrusting side-wise to get around behind us and realign their main gun again, evidently willing to risk their companion now in their own fear and anger.
 
   I couldn’t allow them a shot down our fusion engine.  One such direct hit would mean the end for a certainty.  Maybe for them as well, as they looked to be well within the blast radius, if I were any sure judge.  Space battles were seldom fought at such close ranges.  They were usually long over before two such vessels could get to such intimate proximity.  It was much easier to target the photon cannon on a long distance target than it was to try and twist around to get it within your own moving targeting brackets.  Such contests were normally determined by which ship possessed the largest capacity to generate fusion electricity, because that ship would have the longest striking ability.  I on the other hand, am quite familiar with this close in infighting.  It was my style.  Last Chance was far too small to engage the larger vessels she most frequently found herself contesting.  And anyway, I wasn’t interested in a victory that included my own destruction.
 
   Last Chance’s plasma guns were firing wildly, their green streaks of fire fanning off into space around the second Destroyer as I pushed Last Chance hard into her spin, the Destroyer riding our side helping our spin as I fought to get our gun on our enemies before they finished their turn and got their big gun on us.  A battle of orientation, of maneuverability.
 
   “Be ready.”  I told Tanya calmly, but it was hardly necessary and I doubt she even heard me.  Her entire concentration was centered on her fire control screen and the ship I was slowly putting in the cross-hairs of her photon targeting brackets.  She was smiling suddenly.
 
   Last Chance was swinging around rapidly now, her exterior cameras, under Bren's sure control, tracking the second Destroyer, keeping us on target.
 
   Suddenly the Destroyer whipped across the screen.  Whipped across the red targeting cross-hairs.  Tanya stabbed at the fire control on her console.  The pencil-thin red beam of the condensed particle stream flowed out along the cross-hair targeting bracket, following it even as Last Chance continued to turn, the beam curving away into space, and then it cut across the nose of the Destroyer, separating it cleanly from the rest of the ship.
 
   There was time only to begin seeing the sections separate before the Destroyer exploded in painful brilliance and the video dampeners blocked the screens to save us retinal burns.
 
   “Hit their photon cannon!”  Tanya said cheerfully as the screens slowly brightened and we could see where we were going again.
 
   I pushed the stick over and fought Last Chance’s inertia to twist us around for a photon cannon shot at the first Destroyer, and to keep the pressure on our piggy-backers, whom I couldn’t forget would be doing all they could to get inside us.  This I could not let happen.  The turn threw me over hard in my seat but I wasn’t in time to give Tanya her shot and the Destroyer slipped out of our grasp as it went tumbling beyond us, tossed mercilessly by the explosive force of its dying comrade.
 
   The explosive repercussion of its comrade had snuffed out the fusion fire of its main engine or the green plasma fire it took would have been blown away like so much chaff on the wind.  Several of Last Chance’s plasma guns now poured the green fire right into the bowl of the extinguished engine as the great ship spun past us, completely out of control.  I knew what was going to happen next before it happened and threw my stick forward as far as it would go, racing to get as far away from the doomed ship as I could get us, before . . .
 
   If I had thought the explosion of the first ship bright, it was as nothing to that of the second.  Unaware that the bowl of their engine was full of burning plasma, or maybe they were aware, and knowing their only chance at that point had been to ignite their engine to attempt to blow away the plasma, they had lit their engine and allowed the burning plasma an inlet to their fusion reactor.  Instant cataclysm.  A minor star going nova might not have been the brighter.  It was the same stuff, only on a smaller scale.
 
   Though we were running and putting distance between ourselves when it went, the explosion sent a tremendous shock wave through us that rocked us to our core.  Stressed metal screamed and groaned and I let off the stick immediately, fearing if I didn’t I would tear us apart.
 
   “Release docking locks!”  I yelled at Bren as all of our screens once again went dark.  Even our forward screens, which were pointed out into the blackness of space.  It was a sure measure of the forces which had been unleashed.  Universal forces.  The stuff of creation, except in this case, the stuff of destruction!
 
   The locks grated momentarily, pinned under the pressure of the spinning ships and dissipating force from the fusion explosion, then gave way silently.  I felt it as a change in our inertia when the Katon Destroyer left our side, but it wasn’t until the screens came back up that we could see for ourselves the ship was gone.  It was spinning away from us, out of control, having been unprepared for its sudden release.
 
   “They’d already released their own locks.”  Bren said redundantly.  Tanya gave him a look which was easy to interpret and which he ignored.
 
   Our plasma cannons were lighting up the third Destroyer even as it spun away from us, but it had twisted in a way that did not give our guns an open shot on its engine and suddenly it was burning and the ship trying to right itself, and throwing plasma fire right back at us.  From four turrets!
 
   Last Chance shuddered under the attacks from the larger plasma cannons but continued to put distance between us as I held the stick forward, outrunning most of the fire but not all.  We seemed to stagger under each new blow, but then we were beyond range and accelerating rapidly.
 
   “I wouldn’t plan any vacations in Katon for a while.”  Tanya said conversationally.  “I hope everyone cleaned out their bank accounts before we left.”
 
   “Never did like Katon anyway,” I said, “and I brought my bank account with me.”  I patted the armrest of my Captain’s chair.
 
   “You sure know how to wear out your welcome.”  Tanya added.
 
   “I burn my bridges as I go.”  I said.  It was the story of my life.  “As I recall,”  I went on, recounting a worn out story, “you had more than worn out your welcome on Teva when I came along and saved your bacon.  Something about some missing Crown Jewels!  Suspiciously like those you’re wearing around your neck right now!”
 
   “Allegations.”  Tanya replied.
 
   “Yeah, and you almost dragged me down with you.”  I said.  “You just couldn’t leave without the goods!”
 
   “They’re worth more than this crappy ship you set so much store by.”  Tanya replied.  “A crappy ship we all just risked our lives to save, need I remind you!”
 
   “That’s really amusing,”  I said, “when this crappy ship is the only place you can wear those jewels!”
 
   “Funny,” Tanya mused, “but I bet the Katons report Last Chance as a stolen ship!”  Now she really smiled.  An evil smile if I ever saw one, and one that meant she had scored the point.  “Plus we wouldn’t have been in this mess in the first place if you hadn’t lost all your money gambling on the Kievor Trade Station.  A fool and his money are soon parted!”
 
   “We wouldn’t have been in this war in the first place if it hadn’t been for you.”  Bren accused.  “We nearly lost our lives a dozen times all because of your sure thing on the card table.”
 
   “They cheated!”  I defended myself.  It was true; they had to have cheated.
 
   “Put us in warp space, Bren.”  Tanya said disgustedly, playing her advantage to the hilt, as was her wont.
 
   Bren’s fingers worked over his console board and suddenly space shifted sickeningly around us.  I really, truly hated the transfer in or out of warp space.  Human bodies weren’t designed for this.  Warp space is a completely different dimension.  When you transferred in or out of warp space, you felt the transfer right through your body, all the way down into and within the very smallest particles of your body.
 
   Yet I didn’t like the idea of hanging around and fighting it out with the Katon Destroyer, either.  Once again I had scraped us through an impossible situation unscathed, so now was the time to make my curtain call, and get out.
 
   The Katon Destroyer would not be able to follow us.  It was not equipped with the drive necessary to enter or travel through warp space.  Only the Katon’s big boats came equipped with warp capability, and the rest, their Destroyers, mine layers, torpedo boats, fighters, scouts and all else rode piggy-back through warp until back in normal space again where their conventional engines would once more find purchase.  It wasn’t a good system but one that they thought would save them money in the long run.  It hadn’t.  I had seen too many of those unequipped ships left behind in battle zones when their transport vessels either left them behind under fire, they couldn’t get docked in time or the Capitol ships hadn’t made it through the battles themselves.  It was the latter in most of those cases.  Those planets had been fighting for their independence and there was no man who fought harder than the man who was fighting for his home, his family and his freedom.  The Katons had shown little regard for those left behind.
 
   I began gagging dangerously as we pushed into warp, taking much longer than usual because of our slow relative speed.  We'd had no choice in the matter with the Katon Destroyer swinging around to get a bearing on us.  It was either warp out at our slow velocity or face the Destroyer’s photon cannon while our own was pointed out towards open space.  My mouth flooded with saliva and my stomach lurched.  Nausea washed through me in a wave that reached from all the way down into my guts and outward and upward, nearly rising into my throat.  Goose bumps rose over my entire body.
 
   I reached to unclasp my safety harness so I could get out of my seat and get to Bren’s station to shut off this hell.  The controls for the warp space engine had been deactivated on my own console for just that reason.  I would shut it off mid-jump and damned the consequences, not caring where we came out, or even if we did.  Suddenly we were through the wall of normal space however, and fully into warp and the terrible sickness was gone.  Gone as quickly as it had come, and all that was left to remind me of the horror of it all was the taste of the bile in my mouth and the burning sensation it had left in my throat.  I had held it down but only barely.  I glared at Tanya;
 
   “We could have gotten up a little more speed first!  We had plenty of time!”  I had been watching the Katon Destroyer’s progress as it came around onto us and we had still had plenty of time.  I knew that she had ordered the early warp just to make me sick.
 
   “Screw you.”  Tanya replied sweetly.  “You’re not risking my neck to save yourself a couple moments of warp sickness.  You can shove it right where the sun doesn’t shine!”
 
   I have always been able to bring out the best in a person.  Any person.  It’s one of my unimpeachable assets.  I smiled at her to let her know she had won no points with me.  She smiled back, not the least bit perturbed.
 
   I unbuckled myself and breathed a sigh of relief, but quietly.  No one could know that the great Marc Deveroux had been sick or concerned, not about three lousy Katon Class 4 Destroyers and certainly not about any little old warp jump sickness.  Not miscreant Marc, as my loving mother, bless her honest soul, had so unwittingly called me as a child.  Marc Deveroux didn’t get worried, because no matter what, Marc Deveroux was going to come out on top!
 
   I’m an indomitable specimen of mankind.  Six foot, two hundred and ten pounds of solid muscle and aged at only about 21 Terra Standards.  I had just undergone my first rejuvenation treatment even though I had been, at my thirty-nine calendar years, just as handsome as I had ever been.  At least I had thought so.
 
   “We’ve jumped out of the frying pan,” Bren said, “so where’s the fire?”
 
   I gave him a murderous look.  Coto chittered at him from the ceiling where the battle and jump had seemed to affect it not at all.  At least Coto knew and understood it was in good hands with Marc Deveroux at the helm.  It was small consolation, however.  Coto was, after all, only a bug, albeit a large one.  Bren’s mouth snapped shut on whatever else he had been about to say.  Hah!
 
   I stood up and began to stretch the kinks out of my muscles.  Battle, however brief, always did that to me, and I’d certainly had the opportunity recently to test that theory thoroughly.  The Katons had tried to use us and Last Chance as cannon fodder over and over again, yet somehow we’d come out it if unscathed, so it was triply treacherous that they’d turned on us in the end.  Unforgivable.
 
   We were officially on vacation as far as I was concerned.  We had food and supplies for years if we stretched them, all taken on at the beginning of the war, in the mistaken belief that the war might actually drag on that long.
 
   “Set us a course for the Kievor Trade Station when we exit warp.”  I told Bren and took two steps towards the exit hatch when I felt the familiar, sickening sensation of warp transition once more beginning to wash over me, and it came with a lurch that threw me into the bulk-head of the reinforced Bridge hatchway head first.
 
   My forehead slapped against the plas-steel and stars burst in my head as I crumpled to the deck.  I believe I blacked out for a moment, the warp space transition probably having a part in it, because the next thing I knew I was looking up into Tanya’s eyes from the deck where she was bent over me, wiping blood from my eyes and face with a piece of her shirt she had ripped free for that purpose.
 
   I glanced at the view screens around me.  We were back in normal space once again!
 
   “How far from Katon?”  I managed to croak.  It felt like I had cracked my head right open.
 
   “We’re safe enough.”  Tanya said.  It was true that there were very few ships of any description that would be able to outrun Last Chance.  Her huge fusion engine, which had been retrofitted for Last Chance from a huge ore freighter I had found cut to scrap by pirates who had stolen her load of malachite ore (and don’t ask me how they had hauled it all away) made Last Chance nearly the fastest thing on a fusion plume.  What was found floating in space was legally salvage, though of course I had not filed any of the requisite forms, in triplicate, with the local human governing body (who would have tied up the salvage rights for years and who might have blamed me for the crime simply so that they could close the case) but had simply cut it free and run with it to the Kievors.
 
   The Kievors had been happy for their part to install it for me, in exchange for my old engine and a few credits.  In a human dock I would have walked away with surplus credits, but humans couldn’t be trusted like the Kievor.  The Kievor were reliable and didn’t ask questions (nor answer them) and charged accordingly when the situation allowed.  They always seemed to know just how much they could charge in every given situation.  I guess that was what made them such great traders.  They could smell a credit’s profit from a parsec’s span.
 
   Now I’m not saying I’m Joe Innocent, but I had nothing to do with that ore freighters destruction and I swear that on my innocent mother’s soul.  That isn’t my style.  I’m no murderer.  That’s not to say I don’t kill.  I’ve been forced to kill more times than I’m willing to count, for my own peace of mind, but with people like the Katons and the pirates who patrol the fringes and every other type of unscrupulous human about (not to mention all the other alien races) a man is forced upon occasion to defend what is his.  That’s just how the old Universe turns ‘round.  The Kievors may be expensive and unscrupulous bargainers, but once they strike the bargain, you can count on them to live up to it.  I trust the Kievors far more than I trust my own kind.  Their entire trade empire (and rumor is it spans unimaginable galaxies) is based upon their honesty.  Without it they would have no empire.
 
   “What happened?”  I asked.
 
   “Warp field failure.”  Bren said.  “We must have taken a hit near the superconductor array.  Only lasted long enough for a short jump and then shorted out.  I’ll know more in a bit.  You all right?”
 
   “No.”  I said.  Bren ignored my comment and stepped over me to exit the Bridge.
 
   “Hold this.”  Tanya ordered me, indicating the swath of material she was now holding on my split open forehead.  It didn’t seem to be slowing the flow of blood.
 
   I took the already sopping rag and continued to hold it down on the wound.  I could feel the blood flowing between my fingers.  Scalp wounds always bled a lot.  You didn’t think so much blood flowed in such a constricted area, or could spill from such minor wounds, but it felt like I was losing gallons.  Tanya moved over to Bren’s Station to check long range scan and I took the opportunity to sit up.
 
   “Holy mother of God!”  Tanya yelled, causing a piercing spike to lance through my head as her voice seemed to hit the exact place where I was hurting.  My heart rate increased and new blood poured from my lacerated head.
 
   “What now?”  I asked, but not really wanting to know.
 
   “Katon Battleship just came out of warp.”  She told me what I didn’t want to know.  “Fifty two thousand clicks and closing.”  She hit the intercom;  “Back to your guns, children!  Report!”
 
   “Reporting.”  Melanie said.
 
   “What’s happening?”  Manuel asked.
 
   “Katon Battleship is what!”  Janice answered him.  As a rear gunner she would have the Katons on her screen, little good it would do her at this distance.  Little good it would do her at any distance, with her puny plasma cannon.  We were in deep trouble and well I understood it.
 
   Last Chance was still under full burn, running flat out on her long trail of fusion reaction energy, the auto pilot under the impression we were yet in warp space, where, though there is no friction in the sense of normal matter, there is an inhibition of forward momentum as the Universe tried to squeeze you back out into normal space.  It was gravity and gravitational waves.  Though humans had learned to manipulate gravity now, it was only in small ways, and we had not even learned to detect or measure it.  How gravity could exist in the emptiness of space without visible mass to explain its existence was still a hotly debated question and one I did not bother trying to understand, though Bren was often trying to explain it to me.  Universal Force, he called it.  It was enough for me to know that it existed and that it was what held everything together.  More I did not need to know.
 
   So we were running flat out as fast as Last Chance could push us and there was nothing else to be done for the moment.  I needed the time to think.  That was a certainty.
 
   “We have a lead on them,” Tanya told me as I struggled to my feet, “but that won’t last long.  They came out of warp sooner than we, probably thinking we were doubling back to confuse our trail.  We’re lucky we weren’t doing just that.  They’d have had us cold.  We need to get into warp again.  We can’t outrun them.”
 
   That was the truth and the whole case in a nutshell.  Last Chance could outrun most anything holding back vacuum but by no means could she outrun a Katon Battleship.  A Battleship was little more than fusion reactors, engines and guns.  A Battleship was the only thing, nearly, which could catch us, and somehow our luck had run out.  Try as I might I could envision no way out of this mess I had once again gotten myself into.  If it wasn’t one thing, it was always another.
 
   “There has to be another answer.”  I said.  “We can’t hide from them in warp any more than we can hide from them in normal space.  There has to be something else.”
 
   “David should have seen them on warp scan!”  Tanya swore.  “They had us on their scan!”
 
   “Now they’re doing things right.”  I swore myself.  You just had to see the humor in things sometimes, if you wanted to keep your sanity in an insane world.
 
   “I hope you have a plan, Captain.”  Tanya said sarcastically, so that I reacted.
 
   “Of course I have a plan!”  I snapped back.
 
   Of course I didn’t.  Tanya could always bring out the worst in me.  She’s talented that way.
 
   “Of course I don’t have any damn plan.”  I amended.  Now wasn’t the time for childishness.  “If you happen to have any bright ideas now would be a good time to mention them.”
              “Captain.?”  Bren’s voice came over intercom.
 
   “He can hear you.”  Tanya said after activating the link, but did I want to hear.
 
   “The warp array and sensor dish took a hit.”  Bren said from the nose of Last Chance where he was inspecting the gear.  “I don’t think the damage is too severe but I can’t get the circuit to stay open.”  The warp array is a super conducting mesh of Trinium filament covering the nose of Last Chance and, when electrified, creates electrical mass and thus the gravity needed to bend and warp space and allow us to enter, travel through, the curved walls of normal space, bypassing great extents of distance.  In theory, the Universe is a much smaller place than it seems, but because of the curvature of space seems far vaster than it really is.  It is vast, just not as large as it seems upon first glance.
 
   I moved over to stand beside my Captain’s chair and thumbed the switch on the armrest control panel to lock open the communication’s channel;  “Well?  How long is it going to take you to fix it?”  I demanded.
 
   “Under battle conditions?”  Bren demanded, but didn’t wait for an answer.  “It’s not going to get fixed under battle conditions.  Otherwise, an hour or two.”
 
   “Get outside and fix it!”  Tanya ordered, but Bren's only response was to laugh.
 
   “There’s nothing you can threaten me with that will get me to do it.  It’s certain death to attempt it under acceleration.  You’re not leaving me behind in space.”
 
   “We need to find a place to hide.”  I said, interrupting them before a full blown argument got underway.  It wouldn’t help a thing and I wasn’t in the temperament to put up with it at this time.  I admit that it was mostly my fault the way we have learned to deal with one another, but when you live the stressful lives we do it takes a bit of insanity sometimes to bear the reality.  Our reality was often quite unbearable.  Our present circumstances were a prime example.  We seemed always to be in such predicaments.  I admitted blame in that department, as well.  It was usually always my fault, maybe how I had gotten so good at getting out of such situations.
 
   “You’re just now figuring this out!”  Tanya said crossly, having failed to get Bren to do her bidding and taking it out on me, not that I would have allowed it.  We really could not do without Bren.  Who else with his credentials would agree to crew on a ship like this, and without a Bren aboard to keep the old scrap heap up and running we’d soon find ourselves on a long journey to nowhere with no power or some other essential system, like life support or gravity or, well, you get the idea.
 
   Tanya didn’t bother to look up from the long range scanner she was studying as she berated me and I didn’t respond.  Like I said, this wasn’t the time for it and despite how it grated me to let her have the last word somehow I just kept my mouth shut.  We were really in bad trouble this time.  Tanya looked up at me with an acknowledgment of my pass, then quickly bent back to her task.
 
   The Battleship massed many thousands of tons more than we did and on a dead stop start would respond sluggishly compared to Last Chance, but on a flat out run in open space the Battleship’s massive engines would soon have her upon us and no two ways about it.  We had to find a place to hole up and I mean we had to find it yesterday.
 
   I sat down in my Captain’s chair, getting my blood all over it but not really caring, as Bren came back on the Bridge and went over to stand beside Tanya.  She ignored him as he looked over her shoulder, also studying the long range scanner.
 
   Bren’s a complete geek.  I think everyone knows the type.  He is as different to me as day is to night.  He is the last person anyone in their right mind would count on to get them out of a situation like this.  The only thing he had ever attacked in his whole life was computer viruses and gallons of ice cream but I was counting on him.  I knew he could do it.
 
   “We’re finished.”  Bren pronounced after only a moment studying the scanner.
 
   Tanya turned a look upon Bren that would have shriveled a bull elephant if any such Earth creature still existed.  None did.  Earth was a ball of plas-steel and  concrete teeming with mad human multitudes bent upon pointless existences mostly reminiscent of cattle at the feed trough.  Deadly place.
 
   “What do you want from me?”  Bren demanded after taking a decisive step away from her, making sure he was completely out of her reach before he spoke.  Not that it would make any difference.  If Tanya wanted to harm him, there would be absolutely nothing he would be able to do to stop her.  It was that simple and understandable though Bren could not seem to do so.  He could compute and understand vast concepts, but he couldn’t comprehend just how quickly the deadly Tanya could move.
 
   As I have indicated, Tanya is by far the most dangerous human being I have ever encountered.  Part of that danger was her complete innocuousness.  You did not expect a slip of a girl to possess the ferocity, speed and strength of a Tarnian Bola Raptor.  I did not say that she was as mean as a Tarnian Bola Raptor just because it sounds slick, she really is just that mean and capable.  Truly dangerous.
 
   Besides her meanness and capability, I have always suspected that she was somehow bio-molecular enhanced, which as a trend is becoming quite popular these days.  I don’t know where she could have gotten such enhancements, but I can only surmise that it was in some way government sponsored.  I do not believe that the level of enhancements she possesses is available to the general public.  A government weapon gone rogue, may-hap, I really do not know, and Tanya is not telling.  Since she does not particularly invite such personal questions, it has gone unanswered in all the time that I have known her.  Suffice it to say, she is as capable as any organic organism I have ever heard of.  More so, probably.  She has been enhanced, it is my firm belief, in every way imaginable.  She is a deadly killing machine.
 
   “What if we take evasive maneuvers?”  I said as I strapped myself back into my Captain’s chair, where of course I was now wishing I had stayed in the first place.
 
   “How have you survived this long?”  Bren asked conversationally.  “Evasive maneuvers will only shorten the time it takes the Katons to catch us.  Do you have any more bright ideas, now that you’ve gotten us into yet one more untenable situation.  Maybe you think we should turn and give them a fight.  I bet we can take them!”
 
   I’m sure my face turned red but somehow I held my tongue.  I have never been good at holding back what I think and this was no exception, yet somehow I did it.  I would make him pay when this was all over.  If we survived, that is.
 
   Carefully Bren moved back to stand near enough to Tanya that he could see the scanner again.  She wasn’t emanating quite as much hostility since he’d stuck me with such a quality barb and they were like co-conspirators on the quest to emasculate and completely rob me of my self-esteem.  Let them have their moment, if it would in any way go towards getting us out of this mess I had somehow gotten us into.  Just let them have their moment, I grated under my breath.
 
   “Evasive maneuvers in open space, huh?”  Tanya said directly in my ear the moment I looked in another direction.  She would not show her speed openly, but in small ways that still let you know just how quickly she could move when required.  Bren was hunched over the scan and hadn’t noticed a thing.
 
   I was pretty sure I didn’t jump even though she had definitely startled me.  As usual I had not heard her move nor had I any inclination that she intended to.  Her remark and the reason she brought it to my attention was that it was similar in essence to an incident where once we had been followed by an irate gentleman who was interested in my clearing up the small matter of a rather sizable gambling debt I had incurred but had left unpaid before departing his gambling establishment.  The gentleman was as crooked and dishonest as the day was long and so should not have been quite so irate over having done to him what he did to others on a daily basis.  At least that was how I figured it.  He figured it otherwise.
 
   We had jumped to the area of a globular cluster whose fusion emissions chatter I had hoped might confuse our trail, but which had not, and when the gentleman actually followed us there, where we couldn’t transition back into warp (such massive bodies interfered with our ability to enter warp space, having already affected space with their massive gravitational pulls), I had had no choice but to attempt to evade him.  Despite the warnings of crew and common sense I had attempted to use evasive maneuvers to elude him and it had done just what I had been warned it would.  He caught us and we had had to fight our way out.
 
   Actually catching us had been the gentleman’s downfall, however.  Whatever else I might be, I am a master of close space combat.  I am a master pilot par excellence.  We cut him to slag and salvaged what was left.  I am not ordinarily such a ruthless fellow, but when you play with fire, you must be careful lest you be burned in turn.  That was the ruthless nature of the Universe and no less than he had intended for us.
 
   “I don’t recall that anyone else had any Universe shaking ideas.”  I replied without looking back at her.  The incident in question had occurred before Last Chance had been retro-fitted with her new engine and there had been no chance of outrunning the irate gambler.  “Nor are you helping the situation now by picking at old wounds.”  The behemoth behind us had all the thrust it needed to catch us, and catch us it would, if we couldn’t think of some way out of this.  We would not be able to fight our way out again, no matter how great a pilot I thought I was.  We didn’t stand a snowballs chance in hell, and that was the positive outlook.  I didn’t want to contemplate the negative.  If we didn’t think of something, Last Chance had burned up her last chance.
 
   If this were one of those inane big screen movies always being produced and we were the heroic space heroes fighting galactic tyrants, then in the nick of time, and that would be right about now, we would be finding some vast rubble field to maneuver through or hide within, or a sun or huge planet to use to slingshot us to safety, or some enemy of the Katons would show themselves and the two mortal enemies would fight to the death while we escaped, or some such other nonsense.
 
   The real Universe seldom worked that way, however.  None of those things happened.  That damn Katon Battleship just kept getting bigger and bigger behind us.  Crawling up our fusion wash like some irresistible monstrous spider upon its silken web, and we the prey.  Well we were certainly the prey.
 
   Tanya doesn’t really seem any happier when she gets everything her way than when she is getting nothing her way.  She never really seems to be happy, but that is just Tanya.  She stood behind me a time, contemplating some new verbal abuse (and possibly a physical one as well, if I think I know her only half as well as I think I do) but she couldn’t avoid the simple fact that she had no Universe shaking plan to offer either.  Without another word and an elusive smile I felt rather than saw, she moved back to her own station, sat, and buckled herself in.
 
   “We’re falling into effective photon cannon range.”  Bren warned.  Effective photon range, I knew, was about 40,000 clicks for a boat of the Katon Battleships fusion power producing capacity.  They were catching up to us quickly, and we were in the worst possible position to be taking that photon fire.
 
   The Katon Battleship did not have to line up on us to strike us with its photon cannon, as Last Chance must.  It was more than large enough to hold independently tracking turrets.  It would have a dozen or so, though not all would be able to target us at once.  It didn’t need to target us with all of them, though.  One was more than sufficient.  One strike and we would be finished.
 
   I bumped my stick to slightly alter our course just as the first of the Katon Battleships ruby red photon beams began to slice around us.  They were like thousand kilometer long red filaments whose mere touch would destroy us on contact.  They burned the vacuum around us where we had been only moments ago and I immediately reacted by bumping us on a new tangent.  The only good thing was that a photon cannon could not be fired continuously, it had to be recharged before it could be fired again, or I am certain we would have been finished there and then right in the beginning of falling into their effective range.
 
   “Did you see the size of that photon beam?”  Bren exclaimed.  Neither I nor Tanya nor anyone else who would have heard him over the open ship’s com said a word in response.  What exactly was there to say!  Yep they were big, thick photon beams.  Yep, they’d take us in half with the merest touch.  Yep, we were certainly finished.  No.  No one said a word.  Everyone was busy thinking their own thoughts.  Making their prayers to whichever God they worshiped, if they worshiped a God at all.
 
   Janice and Melanie opened up on the Battleship with the rear plasma guns.  They created a solid stream of the green fire linking us to the Katon Battleship.  With the size of the target and the way the plasma spread as it traveled it found its mark unerringly on the nose of the onrushing Capitol ship.  Now we were one, tied together by glowing chains of green fire.
 
   Melanie and Janice continued to keep the Katon Battleship pinned with the plasma cannons while I maneuvered us through the rain of thick ruby photon beams.  The plasma we were pouring back upon them with would do little or nothing to the armored hide of the monstrous Battleship.  Its nose would be hardened armor thicker than Last Chance was long.  The only point to the exercise was that the constant stream of plasma would serve to partially blind their sensors and possibly damage their warp capability.  If there was any chance we could escape into warp ourselves the effort might be more than futile, but the hope that it might actually do something really damaging was far too much to ask.  A Battleship was designed to take such a beating.  It would ride it out like a catamaran on a calm sea.
 
   As much couldn’t be said for ourselves.  We were playing the game of Russian roulette waiting for the hammer to fall on the cylinder containing the accurate targeting data needed to pinpoint our immediate location.  I was altering our course every couple moments but as the pursuing ship drew ever closer its targeting systems would begin to paint us with ever growing accuracy.  This was a game that could not go on forever under present circumstances.  It would end sooner rather than later and the end meant our end.  Unless something changed we could count the remainder of our lives in moments, and not long moments either.  It would soon be over.
 
   “How much velocity do we have to attain before their photon beam falls back on themselves?”  I asked Bren for something to do other than think about the onrushing Katon Battleship behind us.
 
   “It doesn’t work that way.”  Bren answered.  “It will only exist as long as there is energy to push the photons, but after that it will dissipate.  It won’t fall back.”
 
   “Figures.”  Tanya said.
 
   “Why don’t you use your superpowers to get us out of this.”  Bren told Tanya sarcastically.  “Somehow I don’t think the Katons care that you’re a super hero.”
 
   “I don’t have superpowers!”  Tanya said dangerously, turning a venomous look on Bren.
 
   “It’s your story.”  Bren said.  “Tell it how you want.”
 
   “Shut up!  Both of you.”  I yelled, and for a brief, peaceful moment, they did.  Then all of a sudden everyone was talking at once.
 
   “Micro-meteor field ahead!”  Bren yelped like a frightened child, as the ship’s proximity alarms began to ring and everyone was talking.
 
   I studied the scan at my own station and could see little.  A smudge of haze here or there but nothing distinct.  Why we hadn’t seen it from further and one of the very real reasons space travel at these velocities was a truly reckless endeavor.  Why it was so much safer to travel in warp.  When your ship functioned properly, I amended.  There were no debris fields in warp.  Inside the fabric of space.
 
   “The Katons are pulling off.”  Melanie said over com.  I could see that for myself but the dangers of the micro-meteor field seemed insubstantial compared to the certainty of the outcome of the Katons catching us and we were all relieved.  At least for the moment.  Melanie and Janice continued to pour plasma fire back at them, more or less just for something to do.  I didn’t begrudge them that.  Pour it on!
 
   There was no time to wait or waste.  I cut the main engine and spun us on our auxiliary thrusters until we were pointing back the way we had come.  Then hit the main thrust again and was thrown back in my seat until environmental gravity could adjust.  The Katons were doing the same thing only more slowly.  They had a lot more mass to compensate for and couldn’t turn on the dime as we could.  The bastard was now a sitting duck and nothing he could do about it.  It was either face our one gun or the sure destruction the meteor field represented.  No ship could survive that meteor field at these velocities.
 
   “Fire!”  I screamed but I was late.  Tanya had already acted.  Last Chance’s ruby red photon beam had already spanned the vacuum between us and transfixed the mammoth fighting ship.  It speared out and connected us for a moment, and then was gone as it expended its charge.  Last Chance was a small ship with a small fusion reactor.  Thus her capacity was minimal, but we had hit her and hurt her.  Just how badly was the question.
 
   Though I would have loved to have stayed right where we were for the chance to put another photon beam right up that Katon pig’s arsehole, I recognized that we were slowing down a lot more rapidly than they and if we maintained our trajectory then they were going to run right over us.  In essence we would decelerate right into them.  Right into their fusion flame.  I bumped my stick to port and began to put a little tangent between us and the approaching giant, but there would be nothing we could do if they suddenly opened up on us with her photon cannons.  We could only hope their concentration would be elsewhere, as it should be, on saving their own lives.
 
   It was less than ten minutes later that the behemoth went sliding past.  I had put a thousand kilometers between us but it still seemed much too close, the ship still huge as real life, the size and mass of some small moons.  Atmosphere was issuing from a huge gash in the side of her hull, where we had hit her.  The damage was substantial but minimal at the same time.  A deep scratch, no more.  The Katons left us alone.  Their guns were firing into the debris field, but they had such a hole to open I did not know what their chances might be.
 
   To all appearances we were racing back the way we had come, with Last Chance pulling out into the lead, but that was only appearance.  We were still racing backwards with our kilometer long fusion flame leading the way, as if all the laws of nature had been turned topsy-turvy and our fusion flame actually pulled us along rather than propelling us.
 
   “Bren?”  I said.  “Are we going to be able to stop before we hit that asteroid field?”
 
   “You don’t want to know.”  Bren said.
 
   “You see what the Katons are doing?”  I asked then.  I had already been fairly certain we were not going to be able to stop.  It takes exactly the same amount of thrust to decelerate as it does to accelerate, and we had been accelerating too long to now stop.
 
   “I see them.”  He said.
 
   “I need a targeting program that will bracket our exact vector into the micro-meteor field.  Then we’ll follow our own guns right into the eye of the storm.  You understand what I’m asking for?”  I demanded.
 
   “I understand.”  Bren said, already busy calculating, typing commands into his keyboard.  I did not know if he had the time to give me what I asked, and Last Chance had no overriding AI program, like most ships these days, which could have made the calculation in a nan o-second  An AI would relinquish command of the ship to authorities when ordered to do so.  It came in all of their basic programming, and in my line of work, that would mean a short ride to a fast death.
 
   “Janice.  Melanie.”  I said.  “Do you girls have the asteroid field on your screens?”
 
   “Kind of hard to miss.”  Janice said immediately.
 
   “It ain’t goin nowhere.”  Melanie said.
 
   “We gotta burn us a path through it.  Bren’s gonna be uploading a vector analysis and I need you girls to burn us a nice, big, wide open path.  Are you with me on this, my dears?”
 
   “Now we’re dears?”  Melanie asked, a strange tone in her voice I couldn’t say I recognized.
 
   “When he wants something, we are.”  Janice said.  “When he’s through with us he’ll cast us to the dogs.”
 
   “Now say here . . .” I began, but Janice cut me off.
 
   “Just shut your mouth and let us do our jobs.  Here’s that targeting data now!”  Both girls were instantly pouring green fire back behind/ahead of us, clearing that path.  Our lives were now dependent on Bren's calculations and the girl's marksmanship.  It wasn’t the first, or hopefully the last time, that we had been in such circumstances, morbid as it may seem to wish to live just to find oneself once more beset by terrible odds.  That was a mercenary’s life and all a mercenary could hope to ask for was to live to fight one more day.
 
   Our chances weren’t good but I daren’t put a gloomy face on the endeavor.  Rock wouldn’t melt the way metal would but I was hoping this micro-meteor field was as much frozen water vapor as it was rock.  If so the super-heated plasma would melt us a path and we would sail right on through.  If not, well . . . the end would come quickly.  It would be like running Last Chance into the blast of a gigantic bird gun.  We’d be holed in a million places nearly the moment we hit the field.  We’d live long enough to know we were dying but that was about all.
 
   It wouldn’t hurt that we were riding Last Chance’s fusion flame into the debris.  It might sweep away some small percentage but not all.  We had to clear the path we intended to travel and nothing else was going to be acceptable.
 
   “Empires have been built on less.”  I said aloud to incredulous looks from my two best fans, but I gave it back as I got it because if anyone here was truly crazy it wasn’t me.  Either Bren or Tanya could find a berth on almost any space going vessel if they wanted.  Only the truly insane would choose to crew with Marc Deveroux.
 
   Bren could find a post anywhere.  It wouldn’t need to be a space going vessel.  His kind is rare and in high demand in our society so his choice to crew with me was a mystery I wasn’t trying to solve.  Tanya was if anything even more of a mystery.  She had enough stolen goods stashed in her on-board safe (not to mention what she wore around her neck) to retire for eternity.  Buy her own planet.  An undeveloped one, in any case.  You would think that after ninety-one years of life she would have gotten her youthful boisterousness out of the way and settled down to the business of enjoying what she had worked so hard to attain.  She truly seemed to enjoy the excitement of this life, however, possibly even more so than I myself, as hard as that is to imagine.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to be aboard that Katon Battleship just right now.”  Manuel said over com.  “I don’t think those photon cannons are going to be able to do much on that meteor field.”  The Katon Battleship had not even been equipped with plasma cannon.  Plasma cannon were nearly useless in a battle between two such Capitol Class ships and now they were feeling that loss.  They had nothing with which to clear themselves a path, as we were doing.
 
   “Do you have time to put us back on top of that Battleship?”  I asked Bren.  “There’s no guarantee we’ll be able to cut our own way through, but if we follow them I think we can be assured of a clear path.”  Bren did a couple quick calculations and then nodded to me in the affirmative.  I threw caution to the wind and pulled Last Chance out of her trajectory and fought her towards the now far distant Katons.  It was a race I wasn’t sure we were going to win before it was over but quickly enough we were following the huge ship down into the micro-meteor field and soon after knew what the Katons had been planning.
 
   The Universe turned a brilliant yellow ahead of us.  Out ahead of the Katon Battleship.  Our screens went dark momentarily and we now knew what the Katons had planned.  “Nukes.”  Tanya said.  “Looks like the Katons are going to make it after all!”
 
   “Which means they’ll still be around to give us their attention on the other side of the meteor field.”  Bren added unnecessarily.  More explosions darkened our screens as the Katons continued to blast a path for them, and coincidentally, us as well.  We followed them into the tunnel they had created but I was feeling no gratitude for the lives they had given us.
 
   “They’ve cleared a path completely through the meteor field!”  Bren yelled excitedly.  “We’re home free!”
 
   “Not exactly.”  I said, but I was acting to change that.  I cut deceleration and spun us with our attitudinal thrusters.  The only thing that changed was the direction we were facing.  We still raced down the tunnel the Katons had so obligingly created for us except that now we were facing them nose on.  “Fire!” I yelled at Tanya.
 
   She had already done so.  The pencil thin seeming photon beam sliced out and pinned the distant Katon Battleship like a bug on a display board.  At this distance the Katon ship seemed no more than bug size but there was no forgetting that only moments ago it had been trying to kill us and would return to attempting to do so now that the present crisis had been averted.  While the photon beam had them pinned and before it timed out I again hit the attitudinal thrusters and spun Last Chance just the slightest.
 
   If there had been no obvious results from the initial attack there were noticeable results now.  Altering our attitude while the photon beam had them pinned turned what would have been a mere pin-hole hulling through their ship into a gash that nearly cut them in half.  Instantaneous explosions marched throughout the Katon Battleship and then suddenly her fusion reactor went and our screens once more went black.
 
   I didn’t have time to marvel on our success.  Using the nav screen to see what I was doing in a world of visual blankness I turned Last Chance once more upon her tail and hit the thruster.  There would be no repercussion from the explosion of the Katon Battleship at this distance but there was certain to be debris.  We could only hope that the fusion flame would burn it up before it could strike us.  The screens came back alive as I got us reoriented and we continued to rush backwards down the tunnel the late Katons had provided us.  There was little to see standing on our fusion flame the way we were and it was a tense next few minutes as we envisioned rushing down on massive chunks of flying armor and bulkheads and all else loosed by the fusion explosion of the Katon’s reactor.   Somehow we survived the moment and the Universe returned to a semblance of normality, other than the micro-meteor field rushing by beyond our hull.
 
   “I think we’ve really gone and done it this time.”  Bren said.  “The Katons will never stop hunting us now.  Not ever!”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   I thought the Katons would be too busy to be wasting more men and ships hunting us.  It had not been profitable for them so far and I thought that they should have learned their lesson by now and would just let us be.  They had reconstruction and debt and all else that came to the losing side in a war.  They would be utterly foolish to prosecute this matter further.  Or anyway so I thought.
 
   The War of Succession had not gotten as bloody as many of man's previous conflicts.  Men of enlightenment had seen the futility of further bloodshed and had put an end to it before it reached the surfaces of the Federation planets themselves.  Only a foolish government would continue hostilities once the battle for dominance of space had been lost.  The devastation the radioactive photon beam created within a world’s atmosphere was not a pretty picture.  The destruction could be horrific.  In this case it was the governments of the rebel planets themselves who decided not to further press on with their attacks, though if anyone had the moral right to do so, I thought it was they. All they had wanted was sovereignty of their own worlds, not conquest or control of other worlds not their own.  When the Federation forces retreated the rebel secessionists let them go.  I wasn’t entirely sure it was the right decision.  There was no guaranteeing the Federation planets might not rise once again with their dreams of Empire.  Possibly why the Katons had wanted Last Chance so badly, already thinking of new campaigns.
 
   Last Chance had originally been a multi-billionaire politician’s private luxury yacht.  It had been very well armed for its class but pirates are always a concern and can be a deadly nuisance.  I had stumbled upon some damning video surveillance of the individual in question (without repeating names, I am a man of my word) in a very sordid type of circumstance and the individual had found Last Chance a small price to pay for my silence.  Blackmailing the rich and ruthless can be a dangerous occupation and I have always believed since that I got out of it just in time.  I’ve made many enemies since, I seem to have the knack for pissing off powerful people, but now that I am the Captain of my own ship, it has become just a trifle more difficult for those who would like to kill me to make those wishes a reality.
 
   I named my ship Last Chance because she was the politician’s last chance to make good.  The politician had tried to have me killed first rather than pay me off but I had been in that line of work long enough to expect just such reactions and the killers the politician sent had found their noose round their own necks.  They I gave no mercy.  The politician only escaped because he could pay.  I make it a point to avoid the galaxies where this certain politician holds sway, though I still have copies of the data disks I used to blackmail him in the first place.  One can never be too sure, can one.
 
   Six is considered a skeleton crew, but we are a very comfortable skeleton crew, if I say so myself.  I do have to pay them wages, after all, and I am not a wealthy man.  I have always believed in making do with what it was possible to make do with, even though that often entailed a great deal more work for the rest of us.  Despite what I might sound like I am not a shirker.  I am not afraid to work.  It’s just that where I came from there was very little opportunity for people like me.  If you had not come from a position of money and influence, there were few avenues open to attain those pinnacles.  Everything was done to keep you in your place, within your caste.
 
   Tanya had come from similar circumstances though that alone was not enough for us to see eye to eye.  We would never agree on much.  She was a vicious, emotionless animal who did not consider others when she made her decisions.  She had been born on the frontier world Marvo in one of the worst ghettos man had ever engendered yet had somehow thrived when most around her withered and perished.  A society that crushed hardened men to whimpering insanity had seen her rise from the morass like an omnipotent goddess.  Much else about her I did not know, because it was ‘none of my business’, except her age, which was public knowledge and that she had no criminal history that had ever reached the court system.  Yet one look into her hard eyes and you knew there was a great deal to Tanya that was not visible upon the surface of her being.  That within her soul she carried the scars from wounds garnered in the foulest pits of man’s domiciles.  At the same time, there was no one I trusted more with my life than I trusted her.  Like me, when she gave her word, it was the principle of the matter which mattered.  Having given her word to a thing, no matter who you were, you could count on her to honor it to the letter.  She had saved my life more times than I cared to count.  We might be unable to find common sympathies, but when the chips hit the table, there was no one I would want more beside me than my Tanya.
 
   So we were quite comfortable with only the six of us, and that after I had turned the whole lower deck into a cargo hold.  Last Chance was a working girl now.  A working girl with a gym, sauna, real showers, large suites rather than berths, recreation areas, a small theater (which Bren had supplied with every movie ever made, commandeered from some unsuspecting vendors not fully protected server), her  galley with real appliances (where real food could be cooked; space rations could grow very old very quickly) and all of her other non-essential fittings you would not find in most ships, where economy of space came first and luxuries a far second.  We’re a flying palace, at least taking into account where most of us came from, yet within several weeks of escaping the Katons, I was nearly out of my mind with boredom once again and needing release for my built up tensions.
 
   Last Chance could run herself under most normal circumstances, like those we found ourselves in now.  We were in the vastness of interstellar space and there was little to nothing which could or would detect us here.  Last Chance could handle any circumstance herself which might arise here, from making emergency course alterations to activating escape measures should the need ever arise.  She was programmed to run from everything on auto-pilot, even as far as to escape into warp drive if conventional escape proved ineffective, the mechanism for which Bren had long since repaired.  All unless I didn’t want to escape.  I have cut up and salvaged more than a few pirates who underestimated Last Chance’s ability to put up a fight.  I shed no tears over them.  They had gotten what they deserved.
 
   “You’ve changed our course!”  Bren accused me when I entered the main lounge after having done just exactly what he was accusing me of. I looked at him with surprise, because I had not meant that my course alteration should be detected.  I had programmed a very gradual change and no one should have noticed it.  Last Chance’s environmental gravity control system, like the warp field, created a particle field within the deck so dense it actually simulates mass. This dense particle field in turn creates the gravity we need to live and move about as if we were on an actual body of mass, like a planet or heavy moon.  In a sense the gravity is simulated because it can be turned on and off, but no physical laws are changed or altered to make it work.  The particle field, when on, has an actual measurable mass, thus naturally creating the gravity that kept us stuck to the decks, but it was malleable in that we could manipulate it for our own needs.  Ship’s environmental gravity was supposed to compensate for all exterior inertia, lateral forces and anything else that could affect us inside her, but obviously had not.  Not if Bren had noticed it, minute as the motion had been.
 
   I looked around at those present guiltily, though why I should feel guilt at having decided where my own ship should go next I cannot say.  Probably because I knew how they would react.
 
   “So what new surprises do you have in store for us, Captain?”  Tanya asked, the sly emphasis on the word Captain.
 
   Coto chose that moment to scurry into the lounge after me.  Coto followed me wherever I went.  Coto’s presence gave me a moment to gather my wits from the surprise of being caught as everyone’s eyes turned to follow its movements.  It moved over to the corner and then climbed the glass smooth plas-steel wall as if there were an invisible ladder there only it could see.  It climbed to the ceiling and rested there at the juncture of wall and ceiling.  Everyone’s eyes followed it but Tanya’s, I amended with some inner humor.  Her eyes never left my own.  She was waiting for me to answer her question.
 
   “Unload the cargo.”  I answered her as if it should have been obvious.  It had been obvious, but she had just wanted to see me squirm.  I refused to do such a thing.  The load of Trinium ore we were carrying in our hold had been my payment for enlisting with the Katons in that ill-fated conflict.  Though it wasn’t any great fortune, we couldn’t refill the holds while it rested therein, taking up potentially valuable space.  Of course the real reason was that I wanted to get out.  To get out of Last Chance and carouse.  To see new faces.  I was beginning to go stir crazy languishing about with no discernible purpose.  I needed something to do!
 
   I have a strict rule about fraternizing with my crew.  I will not do it.  It does not work.  I have learned this the hard way.  As the Captain of my own ship it is often quite easy to seduce the women crewing for me, they will sometimes practically throw themselves on me, but when the relationship ends and a return to the status of crew and Captain is demanded, and I have to trust these crew mates with my life, I found that I no longer could.  I generally do not leave relationships on good standing with the one I leave, and then to have to trust that person later with my life . . . !  It proves most difficult to do.  Most difficult.  So I have my rule and as much as it sometimes pains me to do so, I abide by it.
 
   I was sure I had been getting mixed signals from Tanya, as if the idea of sexual relations with me were repulsive to her in the extreme, but that her body were following its own agenda and traitorously wanting me.  Tanya is by far the sexiest woman I have ever met, yet she is also absolutely the last woman I would ever allow myself to sleep with.  That part of it would be heavenly, no doubt, but the analogy of the black widow spider, where the female kills and devours the male afterward, would never allow me to get that close to her without a weapon in my hand, and I do not think she would appreciate that in the heat of a romantic embrace. I also know myself and what a low life bastard I can be.  I would not want to anger Tanya in that way, for reasons of physical health; I would not maintain my health much longer after angering her in that way.  Tanya grinned at me now as if she knew exactly what I was thinking.  Sometimes I thought she could read minds, so completely cognizant of all that went on around her.  I gave her an evil look.
 
   “So where are we going?”  Manuel asked.  Manuel Terrara was physically the oldest among the crew.  He was forty-nine in both actual as well as physical years.  He had refused rejuvenation treatment because he did not believe it was God’s will.  That it was a mortal sin to tamper with God’s work.  If God had wanted us to live forever, went the train of thought, He would have created us thus in the first.  There were a growing number of people who felt thus and I did not criticize him for his belief, for though Manuel was a pious man, he could also be a ferocious one.  “God never said that you could not defend yourself,” he would say, and so far I had done nothing so sinful as to make him leave me.  We never had to hunt out trouble.  It seemed to find us all of its own volition.  If we salvaged afterward, then those were the spoils of victory and not to be gainsaid  Manuel was a good man to have on your side in any kind of fight and that he had God on his side did not seem to hurt things either.
 
   Brown skinned like much of the human race, Manuel was a mix of nearly all of the original races of men.  He was balding now and running to softness, but with a regal, self-conscious bearing indicating a confidence that you couldn’t help but to trust.  He and Janice Ortiz were lovers.
 
   Janice is thirty-one but wearing the body of a nineteen year old.  Though also religious she had had no compulsions about rejuvenation.  She was of a similar stock as Manuel, a bit lighter and with straight black hair as compared to Manuel's tight curls.  I had recruited them as a couple ten years previously on the world New Madrid and their relationship had withstood all those years, but I was not so sure how much longer it would last, with Manuel’s belief concerning rejuvenation.  He would continue to age while with repeated rejuvenations, Janice would not.  I wondered how Manuel’s religious beliefs could weather such a storm.  I did not see how he would be able to keep them.
 
   Melanie Vang was of Asian descent.  I knew almost nothing about her, less than I knew about Tanya, if that were possible.  The numerous Red Chinese (who controlled over a hundred worlds) did not share data with the rest of mankind.  When I plugged her name, prints, retinal scans or DNA into the Multi-Net search engine, I got absolutely nothing back on her.  Not a thing.  As if she did not exist.
 
   I didn’t place a lot of stock in a person’s Multi-Net credentials, however.  I was a face value type interviewer when considering applicants for berth aboard my ship.  I think face value is the only kind of value which has any true merit.  Data can be faked, or for instance in Melanie’s case, there may be no data.  Melanie’s credentials had been impeccable, anyway.  I had watched her butcher her owner with a piece of scrap steel she’d produced from the folds of the rags she had been wearing when her owner had tried to give her to a lizard to cover a gambling debt that he could not or did not wish to pay in credits.  I think her reaction had a great deal to do with the fact that the lizard openly admitted during the transaction that it had never tried human and was genuinely looking forward to the culinary experiment.  I blew the lizard’s head off afterward when it tried to take possession of Melanie anyway, and she had been a faithful member of Last Chance’s crew since.  Four and a half years now.
 
   We had received rejuvenation treatment from the Katons as part of our payment for services to be rendered (all but Manuel) before the hostilities had begun.  Melanie had gone from a still attractive middle aged woman to a stunning, porcelain skinned beauty you wouldn’t expect to find anywhere outside of your dreams.  I had found myself intensely attracted to her and had to remind myself of my rule before I made a precipitous and rash act.  It had not helped that she noticed the interest I was not able to hide and made it clear that she would be mine for the asking, despite her on again, off again relationship with David Bren.  In a way she scared me more than Tanya, even.  At least with Tanya I understood her motivations, but Melanie was as incomprehensible to me as the deepest, darkest depths of space.  I could not fathom her at all.
 
   “Kievor Station.”  I answered Manuel’s question.  There were several such Kievor Trade Stations within reasonable jumps of human inhabited space, but I had one in particular in mind.
 
   “Which one?” Tanya asked innocently.
 
   “The one we always go to.”  I told her with a small bit of annoyance.  The Station’s designation number was H496-847, whatever that meant.  The reason she was asking was that H496-847 was where a certain woman I knew worked and lived.  She was a Public Relations Officer there for the Kievor and a woman with whom it might be said I had a special relationship.  At least when my schedule allowed for it.  Every Kievor Station near human space had a human Public Relations Department to smooth over the frictions any two such races were bound to develop in such close relations, though I for one found the Kievor an honest, easy to do business with race and in whom the only problem I had ever encountered was in getting a good price for the goods I brought them.  The Kievor were tireless hagglers and would use any tool at their disposal to deprive you of your goods at a value less than what they were worth.  All honestly, of course.
 
   “Back to where you blasted that Mudok last year?”  Bren demanded incredulously.
 
   “Ancient history.”  I said, but had it really been that long since I had last seen Cheryl?  It hadn’t seemed like it.  I did recall her saying, however, that if I wasn’t going to be coming to see her on a regular basis, that if there couldn’t be any semblance of normalcy in their relationship, then that I shouldn’t bother to come and see her at all, because I wouldn’t be welcomed.  I clearly remembered that much, but it had not been my fault.  A guy had to make a living, didn’t he?  My ship would not run on good intentions or my credit, because I had no credit.
 
   “Mudoks mate for life.  I sincerely doubt the Mudok will have forgotten you.  They do not have such short memories.”  Bren said angrily, incensed that I would risk my life for no reason he found of importance, but I had killed numberless lizards over the years and I’d certainly never let that fact alone sway my behavior afterward.  Humans killed lizards and lizards killed humans.  It was a simple fact of life that was unlikely to ever go away and if I ran in fear from every potential confrontation that might greet me I should never be able to visit one of the Kievor Stations ever again.  The Kievor Trade Stations were crawling with lizards of every stripe, from every corner of the Galaxy, and I would not hide my head in fear of them.
 
   In all honesty, however, Bren had a right to be concerned.  Mudoks are a particularly vicious breed of the common sentient reptile (which I liked to call lizard, because they knew it was derogatory and it angered them) of a breed that massed about triple what a human does, has a mouth full of razor sharp teeth, cat like reflexes, a plodding low grade mental capacity and a very long memory.  I’d had no choice but to cut down the lizard in question.  It was either that or get my head bitten off.  Something this lizard would have had no problem doing if I had not dove out of the way at the last second, and drawing my blaster as I moved, splattered it guts all over the bar, the tables, the walls, and the patrons behind it (including it's mate) in the flea ridden lizard watering hole I had gone into to gamble.  The Mudok had had the temerity to accuse me of cheating, which in this case at least, due to its terrible ability to play cards, had hardly been necessary.  It had been an affront to my dignity, more than anything, which had caused me to laugh in its face.  Then of course it had tried to bite my head off.  Totally unacceptable.
 
   The Kievors did not care who killed whom on their Stations as long as you weren’t trying to kill one of them.  The Kievors are non-aggressive and do not mingle with those whom they do business with.  They do not enter the warrens of the trade sectors and to see one of them a special dispensation must be arranged, and then that would occur deeper within the heart of the Trade Station, under strict Kievor control.  The Kievors did not mingle, in other words.
 
   The rumor went that there had been heavy betting on H496-847 concerning the outcome of the potential confrontation  between the bereaved mate (who I had held at bay with my blaster while I made good my departure with my winnings and who, I had heard later, was definitely looking for me) and I.  Though I had not been hiding, I was not actively seeking this lizard either.  I was not a cold blooded murderer.  I could have murdered her then and there if that was what I had wanted.  The way I saw it, the Mudok had to look for me and make its threats to keep its honor intact, but as long as it didn’t look too hard and actually find me, I wouldn’t have to kill it.  Then the Mudok’s ship had pulled out and that had been the end of it, I had thought, until Bren decided to remind me of it.
 
   “Don’t sweat it, Bren.”  I said.  “I’ll protect you.”
 
   “The Captain can barely protect himself.”  Tanya scoffed.  “That Mudok only missed you by a hairs breadth, and Mudoks aren’t even really very quick, as far as the lizard races are concerned.”
 
   “If they’re so slow, why didn’t you blast it before me?”  I demanded, scoffing back.
 
   “Because you had just finished telling me, when I pointed it out to you that the Mudok was beginning to show all the signs of oncoming rage,” Tanya pointed out,  “that you did not need a woman’s advice.  That I wasn’t to interfere in a man’s business.  I’m sure you recall that little conversation.  Remember, I was telling you to take your winnings and to get out while the getting was good?  But you didn’t want any advice from a meddling woman, as I recall.”
 
   I really had said that, as I did recall.  That had been the liquor talking.  That and Tanya and my constant dispute with her over dominance.  The lizard really had been getting angrier and angrier with each new hand it lost, and it was losing them one after another.  Tanya had certainly tried to warn me, and as usual, I would not listen.  Several hands later the lizard’s patience wore out and it tried to snap off my head.  It was a good thing the lizard was so enraged because instead of making a grab for its holstered weapon it reverted to its primordial instincts and tried to do the job with the tools Mother Nature had endowed it with.  It’s mouth full of razor teeth, but teeth aren’t as fast as hand guns.
 
   “From now on you’re ordered to interfere.”  I snarled ungratefully.  Snarling was the only thing I think Tanya truly understood.  It was the only thing that ever seemed to get her attention, at least, I thought.  She often seemed to have me on edge, I noted belatedly as a small smile flickered briefly across her face, but I couldn’t stop now.  “That’s your job!  Even though I hadn’t needed your help.”  I tried to finish calmly, but somehow didn’t seem to pull it off, if the looks on the faces of the others were any accurate judge.  Damn the old hag!
 
   “Don’t sweat it, Captain.  I’ll protect you.”  Tanya said, and everyone laughed.
 
   At me.  I felt the heat gathering around my ships uniform collar, but I smiled gracefully, as if unperturbed.  Then Coto chittered from the ceiling behind me, sensing my agitation, and giving me away.  As if there had been any great secret.
 
   “Thanks Coto.”  I said, but not really sarcastically.  Coto’s friendship was unconditional and I couldn’t get mad at it.  In its simple mind it was backing me up.  It quit chittering instantly, knowing I was talking to it.  The last thing I wanted was to create animosity between my hairy little friend and any of the crew.  Coto’s bite would necessitate a trip to the Auto-Doc and some serious anti-venom treatment.  If it tried to bite the wrong crew member, Coto would need that trip to the Auto-Doc.  A trip that would likely do it little good.  The Auto-Doc could not replace vaporized flesh.  There was simply only so much it could do.
 
   “I keep expecting that thing to jump on my head whenever I have to walk under it.”  Manuel said.
 
   “It knows better.”  Tanya growled but without actually looking up at the monstrous insect.  I think there was a grudging respect between these two that went without acknowledgment  that did not need to be acknowledged.  That was understood.  Two predators who understood one another well enough to respect the other, and that did not require tacit threats to be understood.
 
   “Coto’s not going to bite anyone.”  I said.  “Stop being ridiculous.”  I made kissing noises and Coto ran across the wall and then when it got near enough to me leapt down and into my lap where I was now sitting in one of the lounge chairs.  It crawled around on me for a moment and then made itself comfortable there in my lap.  My hand petted it’s black, bulbous rear section lovingly.  Bren made a choking, gagging noise, but he was one of those spider/bug haters anyway, so what could you expect.              “You aren’t right, Marc!”  Janice said, but she was grinning.  People make pets of all kinds of strange creatures and I’d seen what I considered far stranger.  Coto was a guard pet of the highest order, and thus, to my way of thinking, the idealist of pets!
 
   “What’s our ETA?”  Melanie asked, surprising all of us, I think.  Melanie seldom left Last Chance.  Far different than I, she was content to stay aboard and do her thing here.  She practiced her Chinese Martial Arts, perused her personal interests and lived her life quietly, calmly and serenely.  There was nothing, or never had been anything, that held any interest for her on any of the Kievor Trade Stations, so it was with surprise that we heard her ask when we would be arriving.
 
   “You’re not deserting me, are you?”  I asked, genuinely concerned.  Bren looked suddenly stricken.
 
   “Why would I?”  She asked, no expression on her face, but her question was not an answer.
 
   I only smiled my acceptance, but my smile felt forced and contrived.  Something seemed to be wrong, but I just couldn’t put my finger on what it was.  I couldn’t imagine that she would want to leave.  Though we lived a life of constant danger I had always somehow managed to pull us through in the past.  I had a knack for survival in a Universe that was characterized by its brutal nature.  Melanie had not fared well before I had found her and with no substantial amount of credits to depart with was unlikely to fare well if she left.  Though I felt uneasy about it I let the subject rest.  If she had nothing to say about it there was little I could do.
 
   “Seven days or so.”  I answered.  I could have gotten us there much more rapidly by utilizing the jump engine but it would be a waste of fuel when with the velocity at which we were already traveling we would get there in the seven days or so without spending another micro-gram of fuel, except deceleration at the end.  Though Last Chance had enough fuel for years, I would never really be able to leave behind my humble beginnings, when nothing was wasted frivolously because you had no idea where or when the next was coming.
 
   Living amongst my own crew was like living in the savage jungle, amongst cannibalistic savages, I sometimes thought.  If you left yourself unguarded one exposed moment too long, you might find yourself on the dinner table.  At least that was the way it felt.  There was little mercy among us.  We acted this way with one another to counteract the stresses of a perilous, strife-ridden life.  Yet I think mankind was designed for optimal performance under these or similar other difficult circumstances.  As much as we seemed to hate it we always seemed to rise to the occasion and even sought new such occasions out.  So I guess I only felt I was doing them a favor by taking them back into the eye of the storm, returning us to the Kievor Trade Station to see what new mischief we might stir up.
 
   “I’m looking forward to doing some shopping, anyway.”  Tanya said happily.  She would never shun trouble.  She liked trouble.  She liked it in its every form.
 
   “Shopping or thieving?”  I asked her.
 
   “Is there a difference?”  She asked.  “At least I don’t kill my victims before I salvage them.”
 
   “I have never attacked an innocent person in my life.”  I snarled.
 
   “Paint whatever face you want on it, Murderer!”  She replied sweetly.  She had gotten me mad and I spluttered out something nearly incomprehensible, to which she only smiled the sweeter.
 
   “The kettle calling the pot black.”  I added after a moment, but a moment in which all knew who had scored the telling point.
 
   We settled into an amicable silence.  No one was really willing to jump into the chasm Tanya and I had left within our midst.  I thought we could all use the vacation, anyhow.  Tanya wanted to go shopping.  Melanie had her secret plans.  Bren, Janice and Manuel would go ashore (an old Earth adage I liked using), and I, I would go see Cheryl, see if my old charms were still working (add to those already powerful incentives my new youthful form), dump this load of Trinium, and even maybe win a few credits on the card tables (it was amazing how quickly the lizards had picked up mans' vices!)
 
   Time always seemed to move at its slowest when you were waiting for something.  It was a good exercise of patience for me not to run to the Bridge and jump us into warp.  As much as I wanted to I pretended I did not want to and forced myself to find other things to do.  Forced myself not to talk about it.  To pretend I did not care.  Of course I was seething inside now that I had made the decision.  Made the decision and also gotten over the hurdle of informing the rest of the crew, which was in essence the most difficult part of the hurdle to begin.  I think it earns me a bit of respect to be able to restrain myself in things like this, and I need all the points I can get, because I am often completely unrestrained.
 
   I was really looking forward to seeing Cheryl though, and not only because it had been so long since I’d had a woman, but because I really truly missed her.
 
   We picked up the Kievor Trade Station on long range scan while we were still five days out.  Five days at our present velocity.  Someone had to be on the Bridge now at all times because we were so close to the major shipping lanes and I did not take undue risk.  I pulled one of the shifts and continued to wear out my old deck of cards in preparation for the games to come, while watching the vast emptiness of space unroll outside the ship.  The Kievor Trade Station finally came into visible range and we all watched it on video link from our outside camera feeds.
 
   There were thousands of various space craft all over scan.  The auto-pilot had to be disengaged because it wanted to alter course.  We kept an eagle eye on everything around us, because not only were pirates a concern but I had many enemies as well.  Most whom I wouldn’t even recognize.  I began to regret sailing in here at such a sedate speed, because everyone and their brother had had plenty of time to scan us and do computer recognition.  If there was anyone actively looking for me, they would have detected us.  Sure as my name was Marc Deveroux.  Part of the downfall of such a successfully long run was that my enemies just continued to pile up and I was still just me.  Me and Last Chance.  My eyes were especially watchful for Katon signatures, however, as I knew they were looking for me.
 
   The closest ship on scan registered as only several dozen clicks off, yet was completely invisible until I zoomed in on its location.  A massive ore freighter, it was long and rectangular, made of cheap iron and dinged and banged from much use.  A massive engine threw an orange flame many clicks into space behind it, burning some kind of hydro-carbon fuel and an immense waste of valuable fossil fuel resources.  I hoped that for their sakes they didn’t have too far to go as I brought it into sharper focus and could see that they weren’t warp equipped.  Whichever race it was had probably journeyed a long time to get here and had probably come looking to trade for technology.  It was a good arrangement for the Kievors.  The Kievors traded them the knowledge they needed to upgrade their fleets and bring the Kievors even more trade.
 
   The ore freighter was only one of hundreds of various space craft coming and going from the Kievor Trade Station.  The various races came to trade, to sell, to buy, for repairs, or even just for pleasure.  Numerous personal pleasure craft, representing every type of alien species imaginable, lay off outside the Kievor’s Protected Zone while their passengers caroused.  It cost credits to stay docked so many just stood off after dropping off their passengers.  I would never leave my ship like that.  Along with the docking fees came the guarantee of the Kievor’s Protected Zone.  It cost credits but while within the Protected  Zone you were under the Kievor’s protection and no one would dare to infringe upon that.  If I couldn’t afford the docking fees I couldn’t afford to be there.  That was my rule.  There are no laws on the Kievor Trade Station beyond respecting the Protected Zone and the Kievors themselves, and every vice is readily available to those who can afford it.
 
   The Kievors were the most technologically advanced race we humans had yet met.  I have visited four different Kievor Trade Stations personally, the fourth so far away that we might have been the only humans within her at that time.  I saw neither other humans nor signs that humans had ever visited.  I have heard the stories of human explorers who claim to have visited dozens of Kievor Trade Stations, but we have all heard these rumors and I personally have never met any of these supposed explorers myself. They are no more than rumors, I believe.  It is a generally accepted fact that the Kievor Trade Empire is massive beyond belief.  We humans may not have traveled much, but there are thousands of alien races just in this sector and we hear their stories as well.  The Kievors are technologically superior and trusting in this superiority has expanded, unchecked, throughout the Universe, if the stories are all to be believed.  The Kievors true numbers or strength is an unknown factor, at least to humans.  None of the races with which we are familiar, however, would dare to challenge the Kievors.  There are none with which we are familiar who would dare.  In this part of the Universe, at least, the Kievors are dominant.
 
   We were less than a day out and now decelerating when Tanya came to stand on the Bridge with me.  Despite our differences we are much alike.  She is a careful, untrusting being who likes to make sure her life is not being risked needlessly.  I was sitting at Bren’s Station, watching scan, trying to determine what ships, if any, posed potential threat to Last Chance, when she joined me.  A few of them were giving identification readings that Last Chance listed beside their scan signatures, but most, like Last Chance herself, were nothing more than unidentifiable blips on the screen.
 
   Last Chance does have an identification beacon which by human law is supposed to remain on at all times.  The beacon is not supposed to be disabled, of course, but the first thing I had done after acquiring Last Chance was to have an electronics expert do just that.  He had installed a switch that defied the best investigators ability to detect, yet allowed me to turn off the beacon at will.  When you do questionable things for a living an identification beacon can be very bad for business, and for your survival.
 
   “Looking for old friends?”  Tanya asked knowingly.
 
   “No, just new ones.  I’m a sociable person.”  I replied.
 
   “Lots of Mudok ships, I see.”  Tanya said smugly.  The Mudoks were clannish.  They never turned off their beacons, so as to be visible to their comrades if and when they needed assistance.  Since they are a hot headed species, if not hot blooded, they often needed the assistance of their comrades, and when you screwed with one of them, you screwed with them all.  Clannish.
 
   “I’m more concerned with potential Katons right now.”  I said.  “Their treachery seems to know no bounds.”
 
   Tanya leaned over me to point out several signature designations that began with K’s, but those could be interpretations of alien names or even other human worlds.  Katon wasn’t the only human world that began with the letter ‘K’.  A Katon ship signature designation didn’t mean that it was a war ship, either, or even that if it were a war ship, it were after us.  We were a long way from Katon space now and the Katons might still believe their Battleship chasing us.  I did not think they would have expected us to defeat it.  I hadn’t expected it.  That we had defeated it was completely Karma.  The Katons had got what they deserved.  Karma.
 
   “I can think of about a hundred other alien groups you’ve pissed off equally.”  Tanya said as she walked over and sat in my Captain’s Chair.  “And that’s only since I’ve known you.  I’m sure the real numbers are staggering beyond belief.”
 
   “And you’re the goddess of love,” I sneered, “spreading love and warmth everywhere you go!”
 
   “I may not be the goddess of love, but I’m not a cold blooded murderer.  Why don’t you just kill them first and save all that extra drama for the vid screens!”
 
   Then I did look up from the scan.  To glare at her.  Coto chittered from the ceiling above me but it was a subdued noise.  Coto and Tanya had their understanding.  I was sure my insect friend had the olfactory senses of all its kind and would smell it if Tanya were giving off a fear scent.  Though I could not smell it myself I knew that she was not.  There was very little of the physical nature that Tanya feared, and maybe nothing of the spiritual, either, as far as I knew.
 
   I wondered if I ever smelled of fear?
 
   I changed my glare to a smile to let her know she had won no points and nonchalantly went back to watching scan.  I had turned the helm over to the Kievor’s automated docking AI before Tanya had walked onto the Bridge so there was actually little for me to do but watch, but still I wanted to be careful.  Be sure no other ships tried to get near enough to us to attack before we got into the Kievor’s Protected Zone.  Our own sensors would warn if any other ship were trying to train a photon cannon on us, a photon cannon had to be charged prior to being fired, but I liked to watch anyway.  Once we were inside the Kievor’s Protected Zone we could let down our guards completely.  The Kievor’s would not allow a ship inside their Protected Zone to be attacked by any other.  That was part of the allure of trading or visiting a Kievor Trade Station.  You knew you were completely safe as long as you could continue to pay the docking fees.  After that you were on your own.
 
   I especially liked it because it didn’t matter who I pissed off while I was aboard the Trade Station itself; because I could hit warp before departing the Protected Zone and after that there was almost no one who could catch me.  It was probably a big part of why I had so many enemies.  Their only chance was to kill me in person, right up front and in my face, and I’m even harder to kill like that.  Where I grew to manhood, it was eat or be eaten, and many it were who were eaten long before they reached manhood.
 
   I really should have had the crew at their gun posts, but if I knew them they wouldn’t be far from them.  Even though we had yet to enter the Protected Zone proper, we were now under Kievor docking protocol and though technically we could be attacked with impunity the Kievors are a mysterious race and as such unpredictable.  I wouldn’t dare attack someone else this close to the Kievor’s Protected Zone for fear the Kievors wouldn’t like it.  The last thing anyone would ever want to do is antagonize them.  Their weaponry is so far beyond anything man or any of the other races man has so far encountered that it makes them almost Godlike in their powers.  So far beyond man’s technological understanding to be classified almost as magic, though of course there is no such thing as magic.  Everything in the Universe can be explained by one Universal Law or other, even if those Laws are not known to every race.  The Laws exist and they are uniform and unchanging, but are like magic to unsophisticated man.
 
   Melanie Vang suddenly came through the hatchway and onto the Bridge, startling both I and Tanya, I think.  I know I looked at her longer than was necessary and Tanya’s eyes seemed to be glued to Melanie’s face.  Melanie almost never came on the Bridge.
 
   I had the strangest sensation, a mix of inquisitiveness and fear, as I felt Melanie walk over to me and put her hand on my shoulder.  I flinched just the slightest, so unexpected was the act.
 
   “Can I speak with you a moment?”  Melanie asked me, her hand still too familiarly upon my shoulder.
 
   “Sure Melanie.”  I said casually.  “What’s on your mind?”
 
   “It’s personal, Marc.  Can I talk to you in private?”
 
   I looked away from scan again long enough to look up into her limpid eyes.  She looked soft and vulnerable, but that image didn’t jibe with the Melanie Vang I knew!  Not the Melanie Vang whose plasma cannon had slagged to molten metal the escape pods from a converted to war cruise liner we had fought in the just resolved conflict.  Not the same Melanie Vang who is a master martial artist.  Not the same Melanie Vang who had ripped out her owner’s throat with a scrap piece of steel.  Not the same Melanie Vang for any number of reasons, and yet, the evidence that there was also this needy Melanie Vang was standing right there next to me, her hand still resting suggestively on my shoulder.
 
   “All right.”  I agreed.  “But I’m busy right now.  Once we’re within the Protected Zone . . . “
 
   “I’ll be in my quarters.”  Melanie said and walked off the Bridge, but not before giving my shoulder a squeeze.
 
   I couldn’t help the glance I sent Tanya’s way after Melanie left.  Her eyes were burning holes in the side of my head and probably would have succeeded in cutting all the way through if I had not looked at her.
 
   “What?”  I demanded.
 
   “I’ll be in my quarters, Captain!”  Tanya mimicked smugly.  “I have some personal business only you can satisfy!”  She said this slowly and seductively, for a moment making me forget that she wouldn’t kill me and eat me if I was ever stupid enough to go there with her, but only for a moment, and then I remembered who she was.
 
   Now, I’m used to women wanting me.  It comes with the territory when you are as good looking as I am, but I had never given Melanie any reason to think I was interested in her.  It has always been my policy, as long as I have owned Last Chance, sixteen years now, not to encourage my crew inappropriately.  As hard as it has been for me sometimes, the darkest recesses of interstellar space can also sometimes be the loneliest, I have never broken my rule.
 
   I don’t flirt or talk sexual innuendo.  I keep my business relationships strictly business, strictly professional.  I have to be able to count on these people in the crunch, and I do not want there to be the possibility of personal matters interrupting the professionalism that is required in some of the situations in which we find ourselves.  I need to be able to count on these people.  My crew also knows of my rule.  There are no secrets.  I tell everyone up front how it is and how it will remain, so it was with a certain degree of unsettling contemplation that I reflected upon Melanie’s actions.  I did not understand how she had gotten the wrong signal from me.  I was sure I had done nothing to warrant it.
 
   “Do you want me to take over so you can go take care of Melanie’s needs?”  Tanya asked, all innocence in her voice.
 
   “No Tanya,” I said tersely, “I’ll do my job before I go see what she wants.”
 
   “Oh you know what she wants.”  Tanya said.
 
   “I don’t know anything!”  I snapped, finally starting to come unglued.
 
   “Nice comeback.”  Tanya said with a chuckle.  She got up and walked over to stand behind me, for once not treading too softly not to be heard.
 
   My skin positively crawled as she stood there behind me.  I really shouldn’t feel this way about Tanya because Tanya has proven her loyalty so many times it goes beyond counting.  She has crewed with me eleven long years and never once, beside her sharp tongue, given me pause to regret recruiting her, yet she had this power over me.  Probably over everyone.  I just couldn’t shake the sensation as she stood behind me.  I’m sure she knew this, and reveled in it.  Hell, her olfactory senses had probably been enhanced like the rest of her and she could smell my fear as easily as could Coto.
 
   I was losing my concentration on the scan when she put her hand on my shoulder, the same exact place where Melanie had touched me, and gave me a sexual caress.
 
   “Oh Marc!  I need you!”  She said, then she broke out laughing, maybe the loudest laugh I have ever heard her utter.  She walked over to my Captain’s Chair and fell into it laughing, peals of mirth still tolling out from her like the bells of St. Augustine on a Sunday morning call to prayers.
 
   I’m pretty sure I turned red in both anger and embarrassment.  I know certainly I had no ready retort.  For once I was completely tongue tied with nothing to say.  I just sat there, studying my scanner screen, the blood hot in my cheeks, while Tanya laughed and laughed.
 
   “What’s so funny?”  David Bren asked as he came onto the Bridge.  I hadn’t even heard him enter over Tanya’s laughter.
 
   I turned to stare at Tanya, already sure I knew where she was thinking about taking this.  She had an obvious conniving look on her face and I glared at her menacingly.  I knew that look well.  I shook my head ‘no’, but she had already decided and once decided, there was little that could sway her.
 
   “Your girlfriend is waiting in her rooms for Marc right now.  There’s a little something-something going on I thought you should be aware of.”
 
   I sat speechlessly stupefied as Bren looked back and forth between us.  I tried to make my face tell the lie but apparently I was unsuccessful.  Suddenly he turned and was gone from the Bridge, before I could utter a single word.
 
   “What the hell is the matter with you?”  I demanded of Tanya once I had recovered my wits.  I’d completely given up watching the scan now to glare angrily at Tanya’s smug face, hardly able to believe what I had just witnessed, like I didn’t even know who she was anymore.  There was obviously some kind of epidemic of this going around, like the flu, or the black plague.
 
   “There is something wrong with her.”  Tanya said.  “I don’t know what it is.  I only know that there’s something the fuck wrong with her, something other than just seducing you, and I’m not having it.”
 
   “Really?”  I said, the word dripping sarcasm.  “Just what is it she’s up to, other than maybe having a hard time dealing with her new hormones?”  Often those who went through rejuvenation had a hard time acclimating to their new younger bodies and the return of those youthful squirts of testosterone and estrogen, hormones and all the rest.  I didn’t think it could be more than that.
 
   “You had better watch that scan.”  Tanya said, ignoring my question.
 
   “We’re more of a danger to ourselves than any outside influence could be.”  I said sarcastically, ignoring the scanner and keeping my angry eyes glued to hers.  “Just leave us to our own devices and we’ll kill ourselves.  No need for outside influence.”
 
   “That was funny, Marc.  Are you going to watch that scan?”  Calm.  Composed.  Tanya all the way.
 
   “So what is she up to, Tanya?”  I demanded, still ignoring the scanner, risking my life as well as hers, needlessly, the only thing that really gets under her skin.
 
   “I don’t know the answer to that, Marc, but I think you’ve known me long enough to know my hunches are seldom unfounded.”  Tanya said seriously.  “I may not know what the issue is, but I do know that there is one.  Something is wrong, though I have no way of guessing what that might be.”
 
   “Maybe or maybe not, but this was no way to go about resolving it.  Did you have to bring Bren into it?”  I demanded with resignation.  She had done it because she had felt like doing it, and for no other reason than that.  “If Bren leaves us, and you know that we cannot afford that, I’m holding you personally responsible!”
              “What you gonna do?  Dock my pay?”
              I was a little behind on wages.
 
   “Watch the Bridge while I go and try to fix this.  I guess I can count on you to do that, at least.”
 
   “Sure Marc.”  She answered, all innocence again.
 
   I got up and departed but wasn’t even off the Bridge before she had taken my seat at the scan console.  She might have no problem with risking others’ lives, but she took her own very seriously.
 
   Last Chance might be a luxury yacht but she was still no more than a flying tin can.  The tight little corridor passing the Bridge led to two staircases, one up and one down, and beyond that, at the end of the long corridor on this uppermost of levels, lay the door to the sealed fusion reaction chamber, its Forbidden radiation warning sign a grim reminder of the forces at work behind the thin steel and carbon walls and of the fragile nature of human existence.  Man had yet to escape his deadly dance with radiation, but Last Chance had the best shielding money could buy and only a terrible breach of structural integrity could release its deadly force upon us.  Any damage that severe would already have opened us to vacuum in the first place, or so the theory went, but I felt sobered every time I looked down that corridor and at that door, knowing that just beyond it forces were at work that made insignificant the thought of man’s puny control over nature.
 
   The fusion reaction chamber and the Bridge were at the innermost core of Last Chance.  Designed to be the last sections to fail, or fall under siege, the hard inner shell, the Command and power source.  Once you cracked this inner nut you had cracked Last Chance, but conversely, until you had cracked it, you hadn’t cracked me, because while there was power and command, there was still hope.
 
   I took the descending staircase to the next lower level, where Melanie had her quarters.  Last Chance is five levels altogether.  The lowest were the converted cargo holds.  The second, where I was now, living and recreation areas.  The third held the Bridge, the fusion reaction chambers, and the warp engines.  The fourth was the galley, more rooms and other recreation areas.  The fifth level was really more than one level, but it was considered a level because there was an access way to the photon cannon there.  The photon cannon took up more space than all of the rest of the levels combined.  It was, in fact, about ninety percent of Last Chance’s mass.
 
   Melanie’s hatch was only a few steps beyond the staircase and I turned towards it with more than a little trepidation.  I was really hoping Bren would be here already so I could talk to them together but in that I was to be thwarted.  As I neared her hatch it dilated open and there she stood, just inside, wearing nothing but a seductive smile.
 
   She must have taken my harshly indrawn breath as a sign that I was pleased because she smiled and held out her hand for me to take, so she could draw me into her quarters.
 
   “Melanie!”  I exclaimed.  “You know my rule and you know I don’t break it.  What’s gotten into you?”
 
   Her eyes slitted at the rebuke but she wasn’t deterred.  She walked right out into the hall and up to me, holding my eyes the entire way, demurely, passively, she was mine for the taking, all I had to do was take her.  Let me just say here and now, I was excruciatingly tempted, but I have not gotten to where I am now in my life by breaking my own rules.  As tough as it was, I took a step back away from her, shaking my head in the negative.
 
   A ‘tsk’ escaped her lips as her eyes re-slitted at this further rebuke.  Her lips tightened into a vicious smile that was only a caricature of the Melanie Vang I knew, or at least thought I had known.  For a moment further I thought she was going to attempt to strike me; her body tensed, her small shapely breasts and rigid nipples quivering in impotent rage, her hands clenching, her pupils dilating and the veins in her neck beginning to throb strongly.  She was a sight to see in this primordial state and I think I was even more attracted to her then than I had been in the beginning, or at any other time I had ever known her.
 
   Footsteps sounded on the staircase down the corridor, interrupting whatever Melanie had been contemplating doing, but she still just stood there staring at me, daring me not to take her into her quarters, still wanting me despite my rebuke.  This was so out of character I simply did not know what to say.  This was not the Melanie I knew, but for the life of me couldn’t figure out where this Melanie had come from.
 
   The footsteps came down the staircase and around the corner and there stood Bren, wearing first the most astonished look I could ever imagine, horror mixed with acute pain, and then the first really angry look I had ever seen him direct my way, once the enormity of the situation had imprinted itself fully upon him.
 
   His face went through a transformation, changing from the pain and hurt of the humiliation and betrayal to the insane rage of the spurned lover.  I didn’t know what he might not attempt.  I thought that just about anything was possible, at this point.
 
   I did a double take around myself to make sure Coto had not followed me but had not.  Coto would sometimes wait a bit before following, to see if I was coming right back before bestirring itself, like for my constant trips to the head to drain off all the coffee I drank incessantly, or the pacing back and forth around the ship that I was known to do when I was becoming footloose and feeling cramped in the ship.  I didn’t want Coto biting Bren if Bren actually got up the courage to do something crazy, like he appeared to be contemplating.
 
   I looked back at Bren in time to see his mouth working but without any words coming out.  His eyes were round O’s of anger and fury.  His hands balled into fists, and suddenly he was coming at me.  I’m sure my sigh of exasperation was plainly audible.  I meant for it to be.
 
   Melanie gave Bren a side wise glance and a slow, apprising look, then said;  “Go away Bren.”  Just as calm as you please.
 
   I knew that she had not been talking to me, of course, my name isn’t Bren, but I took the cue anyway and used that opportunity to beat a hasty retreat out of there and whatever madness inhabited the place.  I felt rather than saw Melanie’s angry eyes following me as I left but I did not look back.  The sensation was acute, but then I have always had the ability to sense such things, or maybe it was just the level of animosity behind the look that made it strong enough to feel.  However such things worked, it was strong and I could feel it as if it were a physical presence.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?”  I heard Bren demand as I reached the corner of the corridor at the base of the staircase, not pausing as I went around it.  A pleading tone had insinuated itself into his voice, but then I was gone up the stairs and did not hear whatever response Melanie had to make.  Never a dull moment, I thought, grateful to be out of there.
 
   I didn’t want to go back to the Bridge and have to look at Tanya’s smug, self-righteous face, though now I wondered if she hadn’t been correct, in fact, to bring this to a head immediately, as long as we were heading into dock.  If it was going to boil over, then now was definitely the time for it to happen.  If either of them wanted to leave me, they would be able to do so without any further problems erupting over the whole ordeal, though where this had all come from I still could not begin to fathom.  It was just another of those great cosmic mysteries that simply went beyond human understanding.
 
   I felt more like a captive, suddenly, than Captain.  There was nowhere I could go to escape if I wanted to get away from the maniacs I called my crew (unless I wanted to lock myself away inside my own quarters), or at least not until we docked.  Then I would disappear.  For as long as I had credits to pay the docking fees, or until I had spent it all on the poker tables and drink, which could turn out to be a goodly long time, depending on what I got for the load of Trinium in my holds and my luck on the tables.  I had to admit, also, that my luck on the card tables was often bolstered by a certain expertise at handling cards.  Honest gambling is so, well, so much of a gamble that a man had to do what he could to eliminate the odds.  Otherwise the odds always seemed to be stacked against you.
 
   I found myself standing outside the hatch to my own quarters, Last Chance’s huge Master Suite, with conflicting thoughts running through my head.  I should stay visible and be available to help ward of the inevitable fallout from Melanie’s strange behavior, but I just didn’t care enough to put forth the energy.  If they were going to become problems, then I supposed it was best that they went now, rather than later.  I would always be able to recruit new crew members from the Kievor Station, there were always just such misfits available, but Bren would not be that easy to replace.  Melanie either, as far as that went.
 
   “The hells with them!”  I said loudly, as much for my own benefit as anyone who might be listening.  There were no restrictions on shipboard communications and anyone could spy on anyone else if that was what they really wanted.  I wouldn’t have been surprised if most of the crew wasn’t watching me via the little video monitor in the corridor here.  Well let them watch.  “Open.”  I told my hatch.
 
   It dilated open and I went in.  It closed behind me.  My suite was three large rooms and a private bath.  It was a palace by normal standards.  I sat at my real wood desk in the first room, my office, opened the bottommost right hand drawer and pulled out the bottle of Old Home sipping whiskey I always kept there.  The last such bottle I possessed.  I poured full the tumbler I always kept with the bottle and then threw in a splash of water from another bottle I kept for that purpose.  The whiskey bottles always seemed to empty faster than the water, I have noticed.  I took a long gulp of the nearly raw whiskey and wondered, not for the first time, who had thought to call this stuff sipping whiskey.  Whoever sipped whiskey anyway?
 
   I had been sparing this bottle of whiskey for a good long while now (the Katons had been unwilling to supply us with whiskey) so I drained my first glass with a certain amount of haste and then immediately refilled it again.  The heat of the high proof liquor washing through my body seemed to release the tension within me and I felt myself really seem to relax, for the first time in a long time.
 
   I might even go so far as to say I am an alcoholic, but booze is a small evil in a Universe filled with all sorts of much more terrible evils.  Men used all kinds of drugs.  Anything and everything the human mind could imagine had been conjured from the pharmaceutical laboratories of the major drug companies and I had been born and grown to adulthood amid the drug induced atrocities the lowest of humans could inflict one upon the other.  That living hell I had witnessed around myself, that I had narrowly avoided myself, which I had vowed to escape, had been the motivating factor which had given me the wings I needed to escape that pit.  To escape the miasma of the hopeless drug infected ghetto the government used to draw the line between the castes.  I had determined early in life that I would not share the fate of those around me.  What had baffled me the most was that it wasn’t clear to everyone else.  That living like that was acceptable to most.  In a way I could see the government’s point.
 
   I had a bank of computer monitors built right into the wall above my desk, for surveillance or conference calls or for whatever reason the previous owner had wanted them.  They came in handy now as I looked for Bren or Melanie, but neither was in evidence.
 
   Tanya was on the Bridge, glued to the scan monitor screen, right where I knew she would be.  She certainly didn’t appear to be showing any of the signs of Malacker’s disease, the name for the malady that caused perfectly healthy humans (healthy through rejuvenation) to lose their interest in living, and once lost, to slowly slide down into death, despite perfectly functioning youthful bodies.  There was no known cure for this disease, no root genetic cause which could be pinpointed.  Tanya had all the lust and desire for life as a newborn.  A newborn with claws.
 
   Manuel and Janice were in the theater watching a movie stored on a database Bren had hacked us from Katon.  Thinking of the little drama being played out between Bren and Melanie now reminded me  that an equally dramatic dispute would not be long in coming between the pair I now watched on my screen.  If Manuel continued to refuse rejuvenation.  And frankly, with the prohibitive cost of rejuvenation what it was, and with the little he made working for me, it was questionable whether he would ever be given such an opportunity as he had turned down again anyway.  It had been a shocking moment for me to hear Manuel refuse the treatment, especially since it had been free.
 
   I could survey both Bren’s or Melanie’s living quarters, but that was a step I was unwilling to take.  It was really just none of my business.  I really hoped Melanie had turned her lust loose on Bren, they have been lovers after all, even if only on and off, but it would relieve some of her immediate pressure until she could work through whatever it was which was ailing her.  I didn’t want to find out they had not made up either, because I did not know how it would turn out if they did not.
 
   I continued working on my whiskey until I couldn’t stand up straight, and then I stumbled to my bed, passing out as soon as my head hit the pillow.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   I woke up in time to return to my bank of computer monitors to watch Last Chance slide into a docking bay that could and had accommodated Battleships, cruise liners, and every other imaginable kind of space going vessel.  I watched Tanya on another screen, but as always there was nothing to watch.  She was competent and in control of the situation.  She was always competent and in control of the situation, whatever that situation might be.
 
   There was still no sign of either Bren or Melanie.
 
   I dressed in my best combat gear.  Material designed to deflect both a reptile’s teeth as well as a laser’s concentrated energy.  I put steel toed shoes upon my feet and to top it off a real cowboy’s hat.  I looked what I was, a rogue human with nothing to lose, so just fuck with me.
 
   I strapped on my Kievor made blaster and tied its lower holster string around my thigh.  Humans did not yet possess the technology to miniaturize such weapons, and reverse engineering would not work.  Trying to open a piece of Kievor technology would get you fried, burned or exploded, and if you attempted it, when it did explode, you had no one to blame but yourself.  The Kievors warned against tampering when they sold you their technology, so if then you did screw with it, and you got burned, and you would get burned, you had no one to blame but yourself.  Kievor technology did not blow up accidentally.  They were far too advanced for that.  If it blew up, you were to blame.
 
   I opened a new package of cigars, pulled out one of the fragrant tubes of fine, gourmet tobacco leaves, bit off the end, and stuck it in my mouth.  Air scrubbers were expensive, so I couldn’t consider lighting it inside Last Chance, and now in a hurry I went to collect Tanya.
 
   I wasn’t sober but I wasn’t stumbling drunk anymore either.  Tanya noticed my state right away as I met her outside her quarters, coming from the Bridge after shutting down all Last Chance’s systems.  She gave me a disgusted look.
 
   “I see I’ll be babysitting.”  She said.
 
   “The day I need you to baby sit me is the day we start ordering our ice from hell.”  I replied.  “You just worry about yourself.”
 
   “Don’t you think selling the Trinium should be your first point of business?”  Tanya asked, no doubt thinking of her shopping trip, not that she would spend many of her own credits.
 
   “No.”  I said.  “Bren or Melanie won’t leave until they’ve been paid and I can’t pay them until I sell the Trinium.”
 
   Tanya laughed.  “You’re like a little old woman.  All games and intrigue and drama, but I don’t think either of them need your paltry puny last check.  As a matter of fact, you’re the only one of us who always needs his next check or he’s bust.
 
   “As a matter of fact,”  Tanya added,  “if you could learn to be a little wiser with your money you wouldn’t have to be getting us into so much trouble just to see yourself with another poke in your pocket.  Another poke you’re only going to go and lose on the card tables anyway.”
 
   “Keeps us busy.”  I defended myself lamely, but I honestly did not think Tanya would be happy with a sedentary life.  She was programmed, hard wired, to deal with stress.  She’s a problem solver, and without ready problems that need solving, I think she would literally go crazy.  She only glared at me now.
 
   After glaring at me a moment she ordered her door open and went into her rooms.  I followed behind, mostly out of curiosity, it had been a long time since I had been inside her quarters (I really never eaves-dropped).  I followed her around the partition wall that blocked line of sight from the hall and got quite a surprise.  Her whole first room was filled to capacity, wall to wall, with racks of clothing.  I had known she had a lot of clothing, of course, she loved clothing as much as she loved jewelry, but I’d never realized just how much of it she really had.
 
   “What do you think?”  She asked, pulling out a little mini-skirt outfit from an overstuffed rack.  The cloth covered hanger appeared to have more material than the dress she was showing me.
 
   “But what are you going to wear?”  I asked.
 
   “Funny.”  She said, and without another word she undid the inviso-seam of her ship’s suit and stepped out of it, letting it fall to the floor at her feet.  For the second time that day, or within a twenty four hour period, at least, there were many worlds and the word day  usually meant something entirely different on each and every one of them, I had a beautiful, nude woman standing before me.  My resolve quailed!
 
   Tanya was riper than Melanie.  Her breasts were larger, her musculature fuller, her stance more confident.  There was none of the passivity Melanie had shown.  For a moment she stood before me, as if daring me, somehow, to push the envelope, but then that moment was gone, and with a strange look, almost longing I thought, she dressed herself in her skimpy outfit.  It hardly hid anything.
 
   Still she found places to hide the series of flat little throwing knives and other little pieces of metal accouterments, some whose purpose I recognized, others which I did not but suspected were electronic lock picks, carrying embedded programs right inside the metal of the picks themselves, and hid them all about her.  On her hip she installed a laser pistol of human manufacture.  A powerful one.  She possessed Kievor weaponry but never carried those while actually on a Kievor ship.  She put black calf high boots on her feet but didn’t add any weaponry to those.  I knew the reason for that was that the boots were pre-loaded, stuffed to capacity with every manner of weapon and gadget you might imagine.  I’d seen the boots in action before!
 
   A little black purse, that matched the boots, topped off the ensemble/disguise.  And it was a disguise.  She looked like one of the innumerable spoiled little rich girls out spending daddy’s credits on a lark and a whim, especially with the overlarge laser pistol strapped to her hip, a weapon that looked much too unwieldy for such a small, helpless society girl, as if it were there only for show and not an integral part of the woman who wore it.  A mistake which has gotten a good many dead.  Tanya was the last person you would ever want to underestimate, but nearly every man she met did.  One look and the hustlers were at her side, but it never turned out the way they hoped.  It never turned out the way they imagined it would.
 
   The purse, I knew also, contained a small field nullifier for disabling alarms.  A field nullifier was not something you would want to get caught with on any of the human worlds.  There was only one use for a field nullifier and that was to break and enter secured dwellings.  It meant an immediate death sentence.  Kill, rob or rape anyone you wanted in the ghetto, but take your crime spree to the taxpayers and you would see yourself dancing on the end of a short rope.
 
   Theft was Tanya’s bread and butter.  If there was one overriding factor which made Tanya stay with me and Last Chance, it was the opportunities it presented her with to ply her trade.  Where else, and I do literally mean just where in the hell else, could she ply such a vicious, murderous occupation right under her own Captain’s nose, and get away with it?
 
   The only small thing I’ve wondered is why she hasn’t bought her own ship.  With her own ship she could pursue her trade full time, with no hindrances or hiccups in her operations.  She could certainly afford it, if she wished.  The jewelry she has stashed in her quarters would be worth millions and millions of credits on the open market, less on the black, but when a good ship could be gotten for a half million, there could be no other explanation other than that she just did not wish to.  Either did not wish to or would not part with any of her jewels.  I wasn’t sure which.  In any case, I have never asked her this question probably because I have feared that it simply has not occurred to her.
 
   Tanya struck a pose when she had finished, knee cocked at a rakish angle, hands on hips, head turned and chin in the air.  I couldn’t help but to admire her.  Look, yes.  Touch, never!
 
   “Well, you look innocent.”  I said.
 
   “You must have misplaced you halo,” Tanya said,  “because I don’t see it glowing around your head!”
 
   “I’m a secret operative.”
 
   “So you’re still in the closet?”
 
   “No.”  I snarled, not that snarling got me anywhere with her.  “That isn’t what I meant.”
 
   “Oh so you’ve come out of the closet.”
 
   “No closets, Tanya!”
 
   “I can’t tell.”
 
   I did not know what that was supposed to mean but felt that this was one of those times when not asking was the best option.  I said instead;  “Obviously we all needed this break.”
 
   “And you had better be planning on us staying a while!”  Tanya said, ignoring what it was I had been saying.  “That means spending your own credits frugally!”  She added, in case I hadn’t understood the implications of what she had been saying.
 
   “For once I agree with you.”  I agreed with her.
 
   “Shall we?”  I asked, holding out my arm to her like she was royalty.  In a way she very much is.  She is queen of all she surveys.  She smiled and took my arm and together we walked down through Last Chance to the lower level air lock in the midsection cargo hold (Last Chance has two but the second was primarily for ship to ship docking in space, not for dry docking, like we had here.)
 
   The inner door of the airlock cycled open at my command and at the last moment Coto appeared out of nowhere and raced up to us, chittering at me as if I had meant to leave him on purpose.  Still arm in arm Tanya and I entered the airlock, with Coto close on our heels.  I could smell a fruity perfume on Tanya over my own whiskey breath even before the hatch irised closed.  Her feminine smell was heady once we were closed in and waiting.  I was sure hoping Cheryl wasn’t too pissed at me because with the way the women around me were bombarding me with their femininity I knew it couldn’t be long before I broke.  There is only so much a man can be expected to withstand before caving, and I felt I had already been pushed to the brink.
 
   The air lock re-pressurized to match exterior atmospheric pressure and opened to release us.  Just a matter of a few seconds.  Kievor technology was advanced light years beyond our own and their AI had sensed the cycling of our air lock and a platform of their trans-metal ship material was awaiting us, having butted itself up to our air lock deck level with nearly no seam showing.  As if Last Chance were now actually a part of the Kievor Trade Station and not a separate ship.  We walked out onto the platform, which was now a solid seeming fixture of the docking bay (but in reality no part of the Kievor Trade Station could be called solid, when the trans-metal could and did change shape at the Kievor’s will).  I ordered the air lock closed and as it closed the platform we stood upon began melting into the deck of the dock.
 
   Until you’ve seen trans-metal in action it is almost impossible to imagine what it is like.  Its transmission back into the deck of the dock was invisible to the naked eye, no matter how closely you might scrutinize the process.  The computing power necessary for the redistribution of the metal at the molecular level is staggering, Bren says.  Absolutely beyond man’s wildest dreams.  I tried not to think about it too much.  It was just another of those things you took for granted, like the fact that Last Chance would hold atmosphere in a vacuum.  You took it for granted because you had no other options.  It lowered us to the level of the deck and the platform was no more.  It had vanished as if it had never been.
 
   The huge bay which we were in appeared to be open to the vacuum of space, but gravity shields were old news.  The warp field and environmental gravity Last Chance possessed were variations of the same technology.  It was the first time in a long time I had seen space with my own eyes, however, and not just transmitted through a video feed.  You forgot how magnificent it really can be.  Or how dangerous!
 
   The environmental gravity field the Kievor Trade Station produced was individualistic to each separate being.  I might stand directly next to a Martin, a heavy world biped not dissimilar to a human, except that the Martin’s musculature made the Earth gorilla look scrawny and weak, yet not be affected by the triple Terran Standard gravity the Martin was experiencing, and it unaffected by the single Terran Standard I was experiencing.  The atmospheric content and consistency worked the same way as well.  Each individual alien experienced the exact atmospheric concentration it needed while next to it another breathed a completely different atmosphere, all without visible evidence.  Or mostly without visible evidence.  Some of the atmospheres these different aliens lived in were thick enough to be visible.  They could be seen as clouds around these and it was always good to keep just the slightest bit of distance between you, in case you couldn’t breathe methane or other such toxins.
 
   Other technologies weren’t quite so evident.  The Kievors used immense energies to power this vast synthetic world, from the trans-metal and individualized gravities and atmospheres to the gravity shields which held vacuum at bay within all of their huge docking bays (and remember that there are thousands of such) to the immensely powerful weapons they could bring to bear when forced to do so, and everything else of wonder upon the Kievor Trade Stations, yet no one outside of the Kievors themselves knew what type of energy source they commanded.  What energy source could generate this kind of output.
 
   The Kievor Trade Stations were also as mobile as Last Chance herself, despite their bulk.  More so, if the stories were true, but there were no obvious means of locomotion.  No fusion engines.  No warp arrays anywhere visible.  Nothing that was understandable, anyway.  The computing power necessary just for the trans-metals action went so far beyond human ken that it was pointless to continue adding up the things that went beyond understanding.  Humans could not begin to understand, and it was as simple as that.  We were technological babes in the woods compared to the Kievors.
 
   I don’t think of any of the things which can go wrong within the Kievor Trade Station any more than I think about Last Chance’s puny hull holding out vacuum while we are aboard her.  The Kievor’s systems will work and my stay here will be an enjoyable one.  Tanya, Coto and I walked through the dock and out a huge bay doorway into a wide hallway that is the beginning of the Trade Warrens (imagine leaving the front door of your space habitat open to space but yet not worrying that the computer operating the gravity shield system would suddenly have a glitch, even momentarily, and let your entire atmosphere out into space), and you begin to get an idea of the Kievor’s enormous technological superiority.
 
   Immediately we were amongst every conceivable kind of gawking creature.  Gawking at us because bipeds are a relatively rare evolutionary creation.  We were the only bipeds in the immediate area, in any case.  What were in evidence were lizards and reptiles of every imaginable stripe.  Lizards which walked on all four feet.  Lizards who crawled on all fours but which could rise and walk on their hind legs.  Lizards which could not walk on all fours, built like the raptors of Earth history.  And many more.  Of every imaginable build and look.  None exactly the same.  Of all colors and patterns and strange bone structures.  All sharing one common trait, however, though they represented completely separate evolutionary lines of development, from entirely separate worlds; that their large predatory mouths, most full of large predatory teeth, and razor sharp killing claws.  Predators all.  The alpha predators.
 
   Reptiles had once dominated Earth, as well, but a massive meteor strike had ended the reptiles rein on Earth and given rise to the mammals from which man had sprung.  Without that meteor strike man would never have evolved and some variety of lizard would have claimed dominance of Earth and climbed to sentience in man’s place.  Reptiles were Mother Nature’s most successful design, though certainly not her only winning design.  Any type of living creature could reach sentience under the right circumstances.  All that was needed was time and the right conditions.
 
   The Kievor Trade Station, though a completely synthetic world, is like many developed worlds you will find almost anywhere, except that it is populated by the citizens of thousands or maybe even hundreds of thousands of other worlds.  Manufacturing, retail, services, housing and carousing!  Vice, avarice, greed, gambling, biological engineering, theft and murder!  All under one roof.  A lawless land where Charles Darwin’s theory of The Survival of the Fittest had found a fitting home.
 
   Tanya and I were like two children in a new toy store.  A new toy store just chock full of goods!
 
   “Grubenstugels?”  I asked Tanya as we moved towards a lift.
 
   “Where else!”  She said.
 
   Grubenstugels was a popular bipedal bar I often frequented.  I mostly avoided human places now because I was too well known and because humans often weren’t the easy marks that many aliens were.  I had a few credits left in my Kievor account (redeemable on any Kievor Trade Station) that I hadn’t spent the last time I was in (spent or lost being the same thing), enough for a friendly game or two, anyway.  I had found that the rougher the clientele the less astute they seemed to be at the card tables.  It wasn’t a rock solid rule but it had held me in good staid so far, and Grubenstugels was one of the roughest.  Winning at the card table in Grubenstugels was only half the battle, however, because then there was always collecting, a none too guaranteed assurance in a place like Grubenstugels.  That was part of its charm though.
 
   I always asked for docking as near to Grubenstugels as could be arranged to save travel time.  Our dock was line of sight to the lift and only slightly farther beyond on the other end, dropped by the lift, to Grubenstugels itself.
 
   The lift arrived and we stepped in when it opened for us.  I punched in six-ninety on the lift's keypad, Grubenstugel’s level (in human numerology, of course, the keypad adapting to its occupants), and the door closed and it took us to our destination.  It made no noise nor did it even seem to move.  The door closed, a moment later it opened, and we were there.
 
   We left the lift and walked among the teeming crowd towards Grubenstugel’s entrance, advertised by a simple electric sign.  Quaint and antiquated but charming.  Tanya drew stares from the passing aliens of the bipedal design.  In her state of near undress it was obvious just how hairless we humans are.  In the bipedal races we humans are nearly unique in our hairless-ness.  Strangely enough, Coto drew almost no looks at all, as if he were the normal one, and we the oddballs.  I guess we were.
 
   “Marc Deveroux, you old devil!”  Growled Grubenstugel when he saw me.  “You dare show your face here?  You have some nerve, I’ll say that for you!”  Grubenstugel spoke Galacta flawlessly.  He was a master linguist of some expertise, but in his line of work that was a requirement.  I had no idea how many languages he spoke but it might have been thousands.  The better linguist the bartender the better the business.  On a Kievor Trade Station, anyway.
 
   “What could you possibly mean?”  I asked innocently as I bellied up to the bar and took a seat on a plas-steel stool.  Everything in Grubenstugels was designed and built for endurance.  He didn’t smile.  Frankly, I wasn’t sure he could.
 
   Several of the patrons sidled away as Coto worked his way through the crowd, following me at his own leisurely pace and enjoying the disturbance he created.  I gave looks to several aliens who did not look to be appreciating that fact that they had to move out of Coto’s way, letting them know that bothering Coto meant bothering me.  My blaster was loose in its holster on my hip.
 
   “You left a hell of a mess the last time you were here.”  Grubenstugel growled.  “You owe for cleaning services.”
 
   I just shrugged.  Owing and paying were wholly separate issues.  Coto didn’t like Grubenstugel’s tone of voice and with barely a flex of his legs leapt up upon the bar to stand between us.
 
   “No bugs on the bar!”  Grubenstugel ordered.
 
   “Tell him yourself.”  I replied easily, barely able to hold in my grin.  Grubenstugel hated bugs, something to do with the variety of poisonous ones on his own home world, and really hated big ones, like Coto.  I wasn’t really sure about the poisonous bugs and his home world story and suspected his dislike for bugs had more to do with the parasites that plagued furry bodies and that were passed around among the furred alien races when and where they congregated.  I have heard that it is a constant battle for the furred kind, especially when not all furred kind is quite as diligent as others at eradicating their own infestations.
 
   Grubenstugel looked poisonously mad at my rebuke.  For a brief moment I thought he would grab the blaster on his own hip and begin shooting.  The holstered blaster was the only adornment Grubenstugel wore, not needing clothes over his furry body.  I had no way of knowing what other weapons he might have on his person.  If there were more, and most likely there were, they were hidden in his heavy pelt.
 
   “I don’t like your bug!”  Grubenstugel growled further, his hand dropping so far as to hover over the grip of his blaster.
 
   “I’d be very unhappy if you killed Marc’s pet.”  Tanya said at my side, ever so sweetly.  “He dotes on it so!”  Since only a blind fool would miss the menace in her innocent statement, and Grubenstugel was neither blind nor a fool, and he knew Tanya, his hand moved away from the grip of his blaster.  Ever so carefully.
 
   “Human women do not know their places!”  Grubenstugel told me, ignoring Tanya.  I think he liked uppity women, of any species, even less than he liked big, vicious, poisonous bugs.
 
   “You’re free to show me my place, dear Grubenstugel!”  Tanya said cheerily.  “Big brute like you, I might even enjoy myself!”
 
   “You would never be satisfied by your human man again.”  Grubenstugel bragged.
 
   “I don’t have a man and I doubt you could satisfy me.”  Tanya replied.  “Don’t forget, dear, you aren’t wearing any pants.”
 
   I think we would have seen the blood rush to Grubenstugel’s face if it hadn’t been for the fact that all his fur was in the way.  As it was his face went through a contortion of fury worse than any I can ever recall seeing cross his features, and this hardly the first we had ever baited him.  Coto even crouched, sensing the onslaught, but it didn’t materialize, lucky for Grubenstugel.
 
   To hide his fury and embarrassment from our amused faces he turned away and began making my drink, an Old Home whiskey and water.  He always remembered what I drank, no matter how long in between visits.  His kind had remarkable memories, one of the reasons they made such good bartenders and linguists.  He finished making it and slammed it on the bar in front of me, spilling half the drink and walking away without bothering to ask for payment.
 
   Tanya and I grinned at one another as Grubenstugel went into a room behind the bar and began yelling at his wife in their native language, which neither Tanya nor I understood.  Immediately the wife came rushing out to serve Tanya, who smiled serenely as the Druela woman meekly took her order and served her drink, some alien concoction that smoked a little as it was put on the bar in front of her.  It looked like baby puke to me, green and yellow and brown swirls that didn’t quite want to mix together completely.  Tanya took a large, unladylike gulp before offering her eye up to the hand held scanner the Druela woman held out to her.  She didn’t try to charge for my drink.
 
   If Druelas could smile, I think Grubenstugel’s wife would have.  The grimace she threw our way, her imitation of a smile, I believed, did little to enthuse me, but I suppose it was her way of thanking Tanya for putting her husband in his place for once.
 
   “I can’t imagine being built like that,” Tanya said, indicating the departing Druela woman (the fangs and obvious musculature),  “and still putting up with a mouthy man!”
 
   “Human men are just too soft!”  I quipped.
 
   “Marc,” Tanya said seriously, “you’re the one man who could possibly subdue me, if you ever had the nerve to try!”
 
   I looked at her and then down at her drink, which was still only missing the one gulp.  “That must be a powerful drink, because you’re starting to talk crazy!”
 
   “Oh Marc, you’re so stupid sometimes!”  Tanya said, but then the look on her face and the mood which had engendered it vanished and was gone as if it had never existed, and the Tanya I knew was back.  I could tell by the set of her features, the hard glint in her eyes.  I think I breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   Grubenstugels was a large, rectangular establishment.  The unseen living quarters in the rear would fill out the square design that predominated over the Kievor Station, but by the look of the establishment, they hadn’t saved much of the space for themselves.  In space, and even within a Kievor Trade Station, space went for a premium and seldom was ever wasted where it wasn’t necessary.
 
   The place was full, as usual, and the wife was busy serving drinks with no help from Grubenstugel himself, who was still in the back, licking his wounds.
 
   At least twenty tables suffered under the onslaught of pounding fists, slapped down cards, bones and other pieces of various games of chance and skill.  Numerous kinds of money were in evidence everywhere and a video display on the far wall ran constantly through the exchange rates, but you could still end up waiting quite a while to see yours, since so many races, like mankind itself, had numerous types of currency all within one race.  That was why I always dealt with Kievor Credits, because they stayed stable.
 
   I picked up my drink and took a sip while I scrutinized the various games and the stakes that were being wagered, looking for the easiest game to get out of with my winnings (it only took money, in one denomination or another, to get in) but wasn’t always that easy to get out.  That I would win I took for granted.  It was the getting out after, with both your winnings and your nads intact, that sometimes took some doing.
 
   My attention was drawn to a table of loud, black furred aliens.  Carnivores not long from the forests of whatever planet they hailed from, and from the looks of them the intelligence to match, I guessed, come to the Kievors to sell the mineral wealth of their world for a song and a dance, most likely.  By their looks I seriously doubted they had even developed space travel on their own, but had been boosted along by some other enterprising race that were probably at that moment strip mining everything not nailed down on the bear looking race’s world.  It has always been my own dream to discover some as yet unknown species and claim rights to all her mineral wealth for myself, but alas that has only so far been a dream, and I have been forced to work for my living instead.  I saw pleasant, profitable work at the bear's table, however.  They were playing a variation of a card game I had practically invented, so I left the bar and moved towards their table, my credit voucher ready in my pocket.
 
   I had almost gotten to their table when I heard my name yelled from the corridor entrance-way;
 
   “Marc Deveroux!”
 
   I tuned to look, the most charming smile on my face I could muster.
 
   “You bastard!  You son of a bitch!  You’ve got some damn nerve!”
 
   I stood there with my stupid smile plastered across my face, it getting harder to maintain by the moment, as the love of my life, Cheryl, came storming up to me, and despite myself, I couldn’t react, as she slapped me hard across the face, the report reverberating throughout the already thunderous establishment, silencing everyone.
 
   Silence ensued while everyone turned to examine the weak human who was being embarrassed by the female of his own kind (let’s just say it doesn’t happen in too many alien cultures!)  I felt their looks and knew most of them were expecting me to kill her, and when after a moment I did not, I began to hear alien snickers and laughter, all at my expense.  They weren’t laughing with me.
 
   I looked around then, trying to find anyone bold enough to look me directly in the eye and laugh directly in my face, because though I wasn’t about to kill Cheryl, that rule wasn’t in effect for anyone else.  Especially none of these.
 
   Coto was creeping along the floor so I waved him back.  I think he had a basic understanding of the situation anyway.  Bugs were ruled by their Queens, weren’t they?  In any case, none of the patrons of Grubenstugels thought it prudent to test my mettle just at that moment, humans being known as volatile and remorseless killers anyway, and not just our men (don’t ask me where they would get an idea like that), so I ignored them and turned back to Cheryl;
 
   “Now that’s no way to greet your man!”
 
   Cheryl was wearing double blasters over her Kievor uniform, a dark blue two piece business suit outfit (and very stylish I might add) and I saw her fingers twitch in anticipation as she imagined returning me to the disparate molecules from whence I had originally come.
 
   “My man!”  She said incredulously.  “Of whom do you refer?”  Cheryl is so beautiful when she is mad.  Her lips compressed into a thin line, her eyes slitted, and her face turned furious red, clearly visible even under her dark complexion.  I swear I could see flames dancing in her black eyes.  Cheryl is a brown skinned beauty with all the heat and passion common to her ancestry and was in no way amused by my antics.
 
   “You’re so funny!”  I said, stepping up to try and give her a kiss . . . and found her blasters poking me in the ribs.
 
   “No Marc, you’re funny!”  She said, a predator’s grin now on her lips.  “You don’t come around for how long?  Then you think I’ve just been waiting around, as if I have nothing better to do?”
 
   “Hi Cheryl.”  Tanya said from suddenly beside me, having moved up as noiselessly as usual.  “I’d just like to get out of the way if you intend to splatter him all over the place.”
 
   “I haven’t decided yet.”  Cheryl said.
 
   “Well, let me know.”  Tanya said.  “Blood is so hard to get out of this material.”  She brushed a hand across her skimpy outfit, and then turned and walked back to the bar, leaving me standing there with Cheryl’s blasters still stuck in my ribs.
 
   “Come on honey,” I said, “you know I would have been back sooner if it had been at all possible.  I got dragged kicking and screaming into the stupid War of Succession.  What was I supposed to do, desert?”  I gave her my winingest smile, the one that used to work on mom, but somehow it did not have the same effect.
 
   The smile she returned me did not look to contain much humor, but I consoled myself with the fact that she must have wanted to see me or else why would she have come here to see me?  Her next words shattered that illusion.
 
   “I really came down here to blast you, Marc.  Don’t try to talk me out of it. You’re such a bastard.  You deserve to die.  You really do.”
 
   I could see she was wearing down under my manly charms.  How could she but help herself?  Also, I really had been detained by the ridiculous War of Succession, which, had I guessed earlier at the treachery the Katons would attempt, would have taken my leave of them earlier, with no warning, but my sense of honor had overridden my common sense and I had expected them to be honorable.  It had nearly cost me my life then and was nearly costing me my life now, I thought as I continued to feel the pressure of the twin blaster barrels stuck into my ribs.
 
   We were holding up traffic in the doorway and beginning to draw a crowd as well, or I think Cheryl would have taken longer over her decision to kill me or not (with a less certain outcome).  I heard noises of disappointment come from the crowd around us as she withdrew her blasters from my ribs and put them away in their holsters.  Most sentient races, like humans, are violence loving barbarians, but I for one wasn’t sorry to disappoint them, especially since the violence would have been done to me.
 
   “I’m off work at eighteen hundred, Marc.”  Cheryl said vehemently.  “You know where my quarters are.  You had better be there this time!”  With that said, and without so much as even the littlest little kiss, she turned and shoved her way out of Grubenstugels and was just that quickly gone from sight.
 
   I returned to the bar and drank down my drink before acknowledging Tanya or Coto, who jumped back on the bar as I bellied up to it.  Tanya was wearing a Cheshire grin, but once again, she was not smiling with me, but at me, as if I were the joke.
 
   “I think I would have enjoyed living in the time before woman's lib.”  I told her, returning her grin, grin for grin.  “When the man owned his wife.”
 
   “You know I might have liked that myself.”  Tanya replied sweetly.  “It’s too bad those good old days are gone.  Ah, the nostalgia!”
 
   She might have liked it, I thought as I waved down Grubenstugel’s wife, who came to serve me, but wouldn’t look me in the eye, which made me feel like yelling at her.  It was none of her damn business if I let the women in my life walk all over me, nor was it my fault she let her husband walk all over her.
 
   Human women weren’t completely happy, I theorized, unless a man had to work a little to win them.  It was a situation I did not find bothersome at all.  I thrived on stress, strife, turmoil and struggle.  It wasn’t strictly true that human woman enjoyed freedoms that the women of other races did not, either, because many human women did not. There are many human worlds, four hundred and seventy-two that were known, at last count, and many were frontier worlds where there was little law and even less enforcement.  There was a thriving black market and flesh would and has always been a commodity.  Even here on the Kievor Trade Station such practices went on right out in the open.  The Kievors did not interfere in the practices of their patrons, as long as those practices did not interfere with them.  This was the reason human women were known to be so vicious.  They had to fight like men or be treated as property.
 
   I am not that kind of animal.  I am no saint but my personal and moral ethics would never allow me to mistreat another human being in that way.  I could not own another human.  I do not take from the weak.  I take from the strong.  Those who have every opportunity and chance (and the willingness) to take from me.  I feed on the predators, and leave the weak to feed my own prey.  At least that is what I tell myself, and it seems to work.  I am able to sleep at night.  I guess I have always felt that anything that is too easy to get isn’t worth the taking.  Cheryl is a point in fact of this theory.  She is hardly easy to get, which is why I keep running back to her, I guess.
 
   “There for a moment I thought Cheryl was going to splatter you all over the place.”  Tanya said seriously.  “I honestly couldn’t make the call.”
 
   I looked at her, astonished.  “You are kidding, right?  You mean you really couldn’t tell she was joking?”
 
   Now her eyes widened. “Marc!  I know you aren’t that blind!  You were this close”, she held her thumb and pointer finger less than a millimeter apart, “from meeting your maker!”
 
   I ‘harrumphed’ and looked away from her.  Cheryl was only blowing off steam.  I had that much coming, but Tanya had completely misread the situation.  Cheryl still loved me, even if I had been gone for over a year.
 
   “She just wanted to let me know how mad she was.”  I said.  “Nothing more.  She invited me to her quarters, didn’t she?”
 
   “She’s going to kill you the next time you screw with her, Marc.  I can’t believe you are so blind you can’t see it.”  Tanya said.  “When she’s had enough, you’ve had it!”
 
   That statement didn’t deserve a response so I ignored it.  My eyes tracked back to the bear looking aliens who were still rowdily playing their card game and swilling their variety of intoxicant, and it having its effect on them if their increasingly erratic behavior was any indication, but I thought long and hard about joining them.
 
   My initial estimate of their competence had been logical and instinctual and completely accurate.  I would own them in short order if I joined them, but eighteen hundred was only a few hours away and if I began gambling now I might have a hard time getting away then.  Many aliens had strange ideas about letting someone, especially a puny human, walk off with all their credits.  They often thought it was an obligation to sit there and let them have all night trying to win their losings back.  It was generally simpler to clean them out completely.  With nothing left to wager, there was no further excuse for me to stay at their table, and I could take my leave.  Sometimes it worked that way, other times they still thought they were entitled to their losings.  I did not credit my opponents ante so they might have yet another chance to win back their losings.  So sometimes even cleaning them out completely did not get me away from their table cleanly.  Sometimes I had to resort to violence.
 
   Most sentient races are violent.  Not all, discounting the Kievors, but most.  The one factor that held true for every sentient species was that they had had to struggle to become the dominant life form on their respective worlds.  Eat or be eaten, but some planets just couldn’t have been as fierce as others.  Earth must have been a fierce place, by my reckoning, because humans are fierce, and we barely became the dominant species of Earth.  We had really had to struggle.  It had been no picnic for humanity.  Thus we were a preeminent predator even among the many races, at least hand to claw.  Technologically we were not so advanced.
 
   That was a big part of how humans had gotten their reputations, as well, forced into it by the aggressiveness of other species.
 
   The bear like aliens seemed particularly dense and slow to me, although they were aggressive enough, the way they were acting towards those around them.  They were obvious bullies.  What caught my attention the most were the piles of Kievor Credits strewed upon the table in front of them so carelessly.  As if it meant very little to them.  Thinking about how few were left on the Credit Voucher in my pocket, I thought I might find a better use for them than their present owners.
 
   The bears were about two and a half meters tall, hugely muscled, clawed, black furred and had large protruding snouts filled with what looked like razor sharp teeth.  The kind made for ripping and tearing at meat.  Otherwise they were similar to humans in that they had two eyes, ears, arms, legs and other similar attributes.  They walked on their hind feet, like we do.
 
   “Those are Magwa.”  Tanya said.  “They’re supposed to be incredibly dangerous.”
 
   “They look slow and stupid.”  I said.
 
   “It’s your funeral.”
 
   I was really tempted now, curious to see just how dangerous they were, and to show Tanya that I was not afraid, but the more I watched them the more I realized how catlike their movements were, how sinuous and graceful.  I had to begrudge Tanya her insight, and no one would recognize danger better than she.  I might beat them at cards, at least I was sure of that part of my estimation of them, but getting away with the winnings might prove to be another story entirely.
 
   “You may be right, but they still look stupid!”  I begrudged.
 
   “You’ll look stupid when they rip your head off and stuff it up your ass.”  She rejoined.
 
   “I really don’t have the time right now anyway.”  I said, squirming just the slightest under the taunt.  “I have to go and meet Cheryl shortly.”
 
   “Or she’ll rip your head off and shove it up your ass.”
 
   “Maybe Cheryl would,” I conceded, “but it wouldn’t be these stupid brutes!”
 
   I figured I could take care of my business with the Kievors while I waited for eighteen hundred and my date with Cheryl.  At least this way I was likely to stay out of trouble and not let Cheryl down again so soon (I figured there had to be some grace period between my infractions if I was to keep the girl happy).  I really did care about Cheryl and wanted to spend time with her, but my earlier protestations aside, I knew Cheryl and I knew that if I didn’t show up she really would hunt me down and blast me into my constituent atoms.
 
   Coto and I left Tanya to her own capable devices and went back to the lift.  I pressed the symbol for one, the first floor, the door closed and I could only assume we were on our way.  There was no feeling of movement so there was no telling for sure, but it could be assumed.  Many things had to be assumed when it came to the Kievors.
 
   The lifts went straight to the first floor when was requested.  When you had business with the Kievors they would let nothing else interfere.  Or at least nothing ever had before.  When I pressed the button for the first floor, I went there without stopping for anyone else, ever.  Had this been explained to me?  No.  It was just something that in my limited manner I was able to deduce all on my own.
 
   There was no feeling of acceleration, as I said, but at the end of this journey, a matter of only moments, I did feel the slightest inertia of deceleration and stopping.  You aren’t supposed to be able to feel inertia with any of the Kievor’s gravitational devices, but I surmised that with the vast distance traveled in such a short span of time, it was nearly impossible to eliminate all inertia.  There was no comprehending just how vast a Kievor Trade Station was until you saw it for yourself.  I have seen smaller worlds, if that gives you any idea of the scale.  It is huge beyond understanding, yet I had just traveled, possibly, thousands of kilometers without feeling but the slightest nudge of inertia.  Their technological advantage was even larger than their Trade Stations.  The lift doors opened and Coto and I exited.  He went out quickly.  He did not like elevators.
 
   Level One was elevator entrances and offices and little else.  The Station was one huge ball or globe, so that in order for there to be multiple lift shafts leading to this level, then on this level there must be many openings.  I knew that the trans-metal could shape shift the Station to conform to whatever need was required at every moment, but I had never seen it do so on this level.  What you saw here was what you got.  Slide walks, lift entrances and offices.  Kievor offices.
 
   A green arrow began flashing on the floor under my feet, so I followed it.  As usual the Kievors were on the job.  I was tempted to disregard the arrows just to throw them off one time, as if to say; “You were wrong, I’m not here to see you!  I’m just sightseeing!”  But they weren’t wrong and there was no point in playing ridiculous games they would see right through anyway.  The Kievor were no fools.
 
   We followed the green arrow for two ‘blocks’ before coming to a slide walk, past more elevator entrances and the odd office, all showing closed doors.  The Kievor did not socialize.  If they were in their offices, you wouldn’t see them unless you were invited.  The slide walks were located in every fifth corridor and alternated in their direction of travel.  If you wanted to go in a diagonal direction, you rode your walk to the next intersecting diagonal walk and took that in the direction you wanted to travel.  It was a simple system and rather difficult to confuse.
 
   The walks operated on the same principal as the trans-metal, I assumed, some sort of molecular adjustment.  They were fool proof, anyway.  You simply walked onto it and it took you where you wanted to go.  No jarring starts or stops.  You told it where you wanted to go, or in my case today, it already knew where I was going, and that was it.  Off you went, at speeds it was best not to think about too closely, because the human body was not designed for such speeds, or more accurately, the sudden stops from such speeds.
 
   Today the arrows went across the slide walk.  Still, Coto balked at following as I crossed, but only a moment.  Coto hated the walks and held me responsible every time he had to ride one, always balking a moment before crossing or riding one, then acting standoffish for hours afterward, sometimes days, at my effrontery at leading him there.  The dull aluminum colored metal floor had no effect on us as we crossed it.  It knew we were not going to travel on it.
 
   We walked another block and a half, following the arrows to a doorway that looked no different than the others around it, except that this one had our green arrow pointed at it.  I didn’t bother knocking.  They knew I was there.  I pressed the stud on the wall next to the door and it opened.  Or should I say it disappeared, the trans-metal flowing into the frame and leaving the opening where the door had been.  Coto followed me inside.
 
   The Kievor office could have been confused for any human office you might walk into on any of the human worlds wherever men congregated.  There was a landscape painting on the wall behind where the Kievor sat at its desk.  Rugged mountains splashed by red sunlight from a setting red giant star.  A real wood desk of some beautifully grained wood no one in this Sector could say they had ever seen before.  The computer screen no office worker, of any race, had yet escaped, but that I thought was largely show for the Kievors.  I have been sure the Kievors were sybaritic since the first time I ever met them.  There can be no other explanation for some of the things I have seen them do, other than that maybe they are psychic, which I suppose is a possibility, but a slim one, I wager.  There were even pictures in video frames on a table in the corner.  The main difference between this office, and why it could never be confused with a human office on some human world, was the creature sitting behind the desk facing me.
 
   Kievors are one of only a few strictly herbivorous sentient species I have ever seen.  Herbivores usually did not graduate or succeed into sentience.  That honor is usually reserved for carnivores.  There are more theories as to why this is so than I care to count, but the most logical to my way of thinking is that carnivores are more adaptable than herbivores, but there was no pat, irrefutable theory that explained it all beyond reasonable doubt.  Even the Kievors did not seem to understand this, when it was they themselves the theory discussed.  At least that was the way the story was told.  I had never found myself with sufficient curiosity to ask a Kievor.  I always seemed to have more urgent, pressing needs.
 
   That the Kievors had surmounted great obstacles to get where they were now went without saying.  From prey to master race.  Their history was well documented and available to any who cared to see it.  They were the most ingenuous as well as the most careful species I had ever seen, and that in equal measure.  Their rise to sentience and then technological advancement had taken longer than most races (they are a very old species) and had been filled with many near fatal disasters.  The Kievor’s handicaps as a technological race were obvious the first time you saw them.  Their disadvantages could not be missed.
 
   The Kievors are four legged, hoofed animals.  They do not have arms.  They do not have appendages, other than their very mobile lips, which they use to manipulate the tools they are so adept with.
 
   Like I said, the Kievor’s road to technological superiority had been a rocky one.
 
   “Hello Captain Deveroux.”  Said the Kievor sitting uncomfortably (it looked uncomfortable to me) behind the desk, the movement of its long mouth poorly fitting the words I was hearing.  “It has been a long time since we have enjoyed your patronage.  We were beginning to wonder what had happened with you.  We are very glad to see that all is well.”
 
   “There've been a couple close calls.”  I admitted to the Kievor, though it probably knew everything and was only being polite (and not giving anything away either).  This Kievor, like all of its kind, was a blend of brown, black and gray mottled short fur.  The pattern reminded me most of camouflage army gear, designed to blend into thick vegetation.  Every Kievor had its own distinctive pattern, I have been told, but they all look the same to me.  Large protruding jaw and flat teeth for chewing grasses and leaves.  Tall swivel ears for locating the predators which must once have preyed upon them.  Eyes set wide on the sides of its head for an expansive field of vision, for the same reason it had its big ears.  Then again those mobile lips that were nearly as adaptable as the human hand, and probably ten times a humans mass, begins to give you a clearer picture of the Kievor.
 
   Only a firsthand encounter will clearly make you realize that a Kievor is truly intelligent, however, because your mind wants to rebel against any such thoughts.  The Kievor did not look intelligent.  Not by a long shot.  It shouldn’t be intelligent, is what your mind wanted to say, but they were.  The Kievor are possibly the most intelligent of all the races.  If there was a species more so they were unknown to me.
 
   When I look at this creature I know why they seldom mix with the other species.  Imagine the terror a zebra or gazelle would feel in a crowd of hungry lions, hyenas, bears, wolves and about a dozen other types of predators whom might enjoy the taste of zebra or gazelle, and you begin to see what I mean.  Hell, I even get nervous upon occasion and I’m a premier predator myself.  I couldn’t imagine the terror the Kievors must feel, yet they have overcome their fears to become the greatest traders in the Universe.
 
   “Well, shall we do business?”  The Kievor asked.
 
   “At your pleasure.”  I said.
 
   “I see here you have brought us a load of Trinium metal.”  It nodded to the computer screen I couldn’t see, as if that explained how it could know what I carried in my holds.  “The price of Trinium has risen extravagantly recently, as I am sure a being of your resources is aware.”  At this statement its eyes flicked back to me from the computer screen, as if to judge my reaction to that statement.  I could read nothing from those inscrutable eyes.  I wouldn’t play poker with a Kievor, if a Kievor ever did such a thing.
 
   For myself, I am sure I did not let my thoughts cross my face.  Past experience has proven my mastership of hiding my emotions, the poker table the surest judge of such reserve.  Yet I couldn’t tell what, if anything, the Kievor was thinking.  We were two beings trying to hide our feelings from the other.  This might as well have been the poker table.  Through wiles would the price be set.  Through what one felt the other willing to give, and not give, would the final price be set.
 
   “Our offering price for Trinium, as of this moment,” and again it eyeballed its hidden computer screen, as if I should believe it needed to look to refresh its memory, or that the price might have gone down just since the last moment it had looked, “is twenty one point three Credits per kilogram.”
 
   If I showed my astonishment, the Kievor didn’t appear to notice.  It went on; “You’ve brought in seven thousand, seven hundred twenty-nine kilograms.  That comes to one hundred sixty-four thousand, six hundred twenty-seven point seven Credits.”  Then the Kievor sat and waited for my response.  Of course I did not ask how it knew how much I had brought, or even how it knew what I had brought.  The Kievors simply always knew.  They seemed to know everything.  There was nothing ever they did not know.  Their technology was like magic, so far ahead of ours to seem godlike.
 
   I couldn’t believe how much the Kievor had offered me.
 
   At this point in our negotiation I was supposed to haggle over the price, but I had no idea where to begin.  The Kievor had just offered me twenty times what Trinium should have been worth and I did not know why.  I certainly couldn’t ask the Kievor.
 
   I thought furiously back to my last transaction with the Kievors.  I had brought them a simple load of iron ore and the price I had gotten from them after a solid day of haggling was double what they had initially offered me, and so, judging from that and other similar episodes of haggling with the tireless Kievor, I figured I should be able to get about double what it had offered.  It was a good place to start anyway, and if I only got half of what I was asking, I would still be fabulously rich.  I had no idea why they were offering so much, but I was willing to haggle for days for that extra amount.  Months!
 
   “Three hundred and fifty thousand Kievor Credits and not a Credit less!”  I said sternly, raising it a bit beyond the double I had figured, a nice round figure that would make me richer than I had ever imagined possible.  Richer than my wildest dreams!  Of course the Kievor would not agree to it.  It was a fortune and I expected the Kievor to laugh in my face.  Hell, Last Chance herself was only worth two hundred thousand, tops, and she was worth a whole hell of a lot more than any old load of Trinium.
 
   “Done.”  The Kievor said without hesitation.
 
   “What?”  I asked incredulously.
 
   “You have a deal.  Your price has been accepted.  Our negotiations are finished.”  It said harshly for a Kievor.  I was sure I had never heard a Kievor speak so authoritatively before.   Coto chittered but I waved him to silence.  The massive Kievor could stomp Coto to mud under those massive hooves if it ever came to that, but I also knew that it never would; they might not be visible, but the Kievor would be guarded by the most sophisticated weapons available.  The slightest intimation that it was in danger would precipitate instant, deadly action.  Deadly for us.
 
   Not that I wanted to turn down their offer.  Only a madman would.
 
   “All right.”  I said.  “I was expecting a bit more of a struggle.  Now that the deal is finished, tell me why Trinium is suddenly so valuable?”
 
   “It’s possible I will be able to answer that question for you after we discuss a mission we are interested in contracting you to do for us.”  The Kievor said.  “It would be worth a great deal more than three hundred and fifty thousand Credits if you could succeed in performing this for us.”
 
   “How much more?”  I asked.  I was always interested in money.  Firstly, secondly, and lastly, I am interested in money.  If the money was right, I’d charge hell with a bucket of water.  There is nothing I would not do if the money was right.
 
   “Two million Credits.”  The Kievor said.
 
   This time I knew my astonishment was visible because the Kievor flicked its ears, a sure sign of emotion in the Kievors I had come to associate with finding a price that was acceptable to the usually hard bargaining creatures.  It was obviously content with my reaction.  It thought it had me where it wanted me, but where was that?  How improbable must my chances of success be for such an offer.
 
   “That’s a lot.  What would I have to do for it?”
              “Steal information.”
 
   I sat there looking at the Kievor, waiting for the blow I knew was going to fall.  The game stopper.  Information is usually the easiest thing to steal.  What was astonishing to me was that the Kievors couldn’t get this information themselves.  How could I do what they could not?
 
   “What information?”  I asked when I tired of waiting for the Kievor to elaborate.  “Where’s it at?  Who has it?  And two million Kievor Credits is just our starting point, to be fully negotiated once I know all the details.
 
   “This information is conditional upon the acceptance of the assignment, I’m afraid.”  The Kievor said.  “Loose lips sink ships, as your own people once said.  We have other operatives in mind if you do not work out, Mr. Deveroux, but we have agreed that you are the most qualified applicant.  The applicant with the most probability of success.  You have luck, if that is quantifiable.  We think so, though we cannot prove it.  If luck does exist, you possess it.  We feel you are our best chance, thus the huge offer.”
 
   “You expect me to accept this assignment unconditionally?  Without even knowing what it is?”  I asked.  “That’s crazy.  Only a madman would accept under those conditions.  I’m crazy, but I’m not that crazy!  I’m sure,” I went on, “that for two million Credits you’ll be able to find someone crazy enough to accept under those conditions, but it won’t be me.  I’m just not that crazy!
 
   “And anyway, what is this crap about loose lips?  How long have I been dealing with you?  I come here because we trust one another.  Why would I do anything to jeopardize that relationship now?  That’s the most disrespectful thing any of you have ever said to me.  I am truly offended!”
 
   “Captain Deveroux!”  The Kievor was agitated, like it wanted to act on its instincts and run.  “It is not that we do not trust you.  We do!  This fact should be evident in our trust to offer you the assignment in the first place, an assignment that would put us in a bad light should you fail and our involvement become known.  It is not that we do not trust you at all.  It is that the technology of these others may even be beyond our own in some ways, ways we do not fully understand.  We can take no chances.  The one thing I can tell you is that we would adapt you to fit in with them.  It will be almost impossible for them to detect you once you have undergone this change, once you have infiltrated them.  But until then . . . “
 
   “Just what do you mean,” I asked quietly, “when you say that you would have to adapt me?”
 
   The Kievor did not respond immediately.  In fact, the way its ears were standing straight up, frozen immobile, I got the impression it didn’t want to answer at all, which meant, I must assume, that I wasn’t going to like what it was going to say.
 
   “By adapt we mean at the molecular level.”  The Kievor said.  That meant, literally, I understood, that I would be turned into an alien, right down to the molecular level.  The DNA.  I would be one of these aliens, whatever they were.  I would no longer be human.
 
   I stood up so quickly that both the Kievor and Coto flinched back in surprise.
 
   “You have got to be out of your mind!”  I said after I swallowed what I was going to say.  I felt it burn all the way back down inside me.
 
   “There is no medical risk to you, Captain.  This is proven technology.”  The Kievor stuttered, no sign of the hard bargaining Kievors I was used to in the specimen in front of me.  “We would change you back as soon as you returned.  There is absolutely no risk to you at all.  We guarantee it!”
 
   “Not a chance.”  I said.  “No way.  Out of the question.  Not happening.  You are not changing me into any godforsaken alien for any amount of money.  Good bye.”  I turned and left, the door I hadn’t heard close behind me opening to allow me egress, Coto skittering out under my feet, not understanding what my agitation was about, only that I was.
 
   I hardly remembered the walk back to the lift.  I kept thinking about all those Kievor Credits for one lousy load of Trinium, and whether they had just been part of the deal the Kievors must have felt certain I would accept.  I had never known the Kievors to be treacherous but I no longer put it past them.  I would feel better when the Trinium had been transferred and the Credits were in my account.
 
   What alien race did the Kievors fear so terribly?  What information was so valuable that risking war was acceptable?  I had no clue as to which race the Kievors could be referring to.  As far as I knew the Kievors were the most technologically advanced race in the Universe.  Apparently there was another!
 
   When the lift arrived Coto and I entered and rode it directly to Level Nine Hundred Fifty, the outermost level of this Station (some Stations were larger, some smaller), and were let out once again within sight of Last Chance’s docking bay.  We walked into the dock, up to Last Chance and, the same as before, the platform rose out of the deck and lifted us to Last Chance’s air lock, all automatically.  Last Chance accepted my vocal identity and we went aboard.
 
   The Trinium was unloaded a lot quicker than it had been loaded.  I opened the cargo bay hatch and a probe of the trans-metal detached itself from the deck of the dock and like a large vacuum hose cleaned out my holds.  Except that there was no vacuum.  It absorbed the Trinium.  Just as quickly as a vacuum hose, but no vacuum.  Within minutes it had completely cleaned out my holds.  I would never get used to it.
 
   After the trans-metal hose had cleaned out my holds and resealing the hatch, I went up to the Bridge and scanned Last Chance for heat signatures, but the only two present were Coto and I.  I wished I knew what Melanie and Bren were up to, because it seemed as if things were happening that were beyond my control, things I did not understand, things I did not want to hang around and see through to completion.  Now I just wanted to collect my pay, buy some supplies and trade goods, trade the rest of my Kievor Credits for some other stable currency (I had no idea what the Kievors had gotten themselves into and didn’t want to find out) and blow this place.  After I saw Cheryl, of course.  There would be no coming back if I blew her off again.  I glanced at the ship’s clock.  Ninety minutes yet.
 
   I could exchange my Kievor Credits for human currency, but I didn’t know which would be the most stable.  There was no telling what instabilities would ensue now.  Economies were sure to collapse.  New squabbles would rise.  Fortunes would be made, and lost.  I would not allow that to happen to my new fortune, but I had new worries now.  I have lived in space so long, counting on the reliability of Kievor currency, that I knew little of the stability of my own species worlds.
 
   I took a seat in my Captain’s Chair and requested a link to the Kievor’s data-base server, which connected immediately.  A quick check showed that my account had been credited with the agreed upon sum, so at least they weren’t playing games with my money.  It was hard to think about the Kievor’s problems when I had all those Credits in my account, but even these were as nothing compared to the millions they were offering me for whatever this mission was.  I had never balked from a paying mission before, and the money was right as rain, I just couldn’t bring myself to accept the fact that I would be changed into an alien.  I would no longer be human.
 
   Then again the sheer amount they were offering had as much to do with scaring me off as the damn thing with changing me into an alien.  There couldn’t be much chance of succeeding.  Not for that much money.  The Kievors were only offering so much because they did not think it could be done.  The Kievors had been too honest for their own good this one time.
 
   It was an interesting bit of information to know that the Kievors could literally change you from one type of being into a completely different one.  I supposed if they could make metal transform itself like a living thing, they could transform something as simple as DNA.  Only stood to reason.  It meant I could never look at another being in the same way.  I would always be wondering if I was seeing what my senses were telling me I was seeing.
 
   I drank the rest of my bottle of Old Home while killing the last little time before I was to leave to go to Cheryl, thinking about all the things I could buy with all those Credits sitting in my account.  With thirty minutes to spare I left Last Chance again and headed for my rendezvous with Cheryl.  I had no idea what tomorrow would bring, whether Cheryl would talk me into staying awhile (when I could certainly afford to) or whether I was going to heed good common sense and get out while the getting was good.  Whatever tomorrow brought, I wasn’t going to worry about it tonight.  Tonight was for tonight alone.
 
   Cheryl’s quarters were on Level Two Ninety Seven, Sector one hundred sixty four thousand, four hundred thirty seven.  The Station’s outermost level, Nine Hundred Fifty, has over a million sectors.  It can get confusing to someone who is unfamiliar with the system.  The Kievor’s green arrow system will direct you anywhere you wish to go, merely by requesting the service, but there is a small service charge and I knew where I was going.
 
   Coto and I took the lift outside our dock and rode it down to Level One, to take the shortest route to Cheryl’s Sector.  The arrows weren’t on the floor as I half expected them to be, so somehow they knew I wasn’t there to take them up on their offer.  I took the first left, went three blocks, and walked onto the slide walk there.  I had taken this route hundreds of times in the past.  I could not get lost.  Counting carefully, I traveled the seventy-five blocks necessary to take me to my designated lift, and exited the slide walk well ahead of Coto, who had balked at boarding the lift just the slightest and was thus behind me.  Several minutes later Coto leapt off the walk at my side and chittered at me angrily in his way.  I laughed at him, which only increased his vexation, but he didn’t hesitate to follow me as I walked on to my required lift.  This lift took us to Level Two Ninety-Seven, Sector one hundred sixty four thousand, four hundred thirty-seven, and deposited us within sight of Cheryl’s door.  It wasn’t until the lift door had closed, and presumably the lift traveled on somewhere else, that I noticed the Katon soldiers lounging just down the hall.  They had also noticed me, which wasn’t surprising, since it was obvious they were here waiting for me.
 
   Now I’ve fought my way out of many a bad situation, so I am a fair judge of what constitutes a really bad situation, and this was my immediate thought once my mind registered the Katon uniforms on the heavily armed soldiers.  This was a really bad situation.  About thirty meters separated us.  Thirty short meters and none of the crowds you would find on many of the other levels.  It was just Coto and I, and them, and Coto was no help in a blaster battle.
 
   I judged that the Katons weren’t here to reminisce over the good old days when we were still allies, or even to offer to pay me for the damages they had done Last Chance, the damage to the warp array so severe that Bren had said he couldn’t understand how we had even gotten into warp at all, just more Deveroux luck.  It crossed my mind to wonder who had ratted out my connection to Cheryl, and whether or not Cheryl knew they had been out here for me, if she had seen them at all.  These thoughts passed through my mind a lot faster than it took for you to read these words, faster than a blaster shot, and while thinking them my own blaster had leapt into my hand and was raining fire down on the much slower and still surprised Katons.  I guessed they expected me to surrender so they could torture and kill me at their leisure.
 
   My first shot took the Katon Officer squarely in the chest.  According to the ‘Rules of Engagement’ agreement humans had ratified amongst themselves officers were not supposed to be singularly targeted, but I wasn’t singularly targeting him.  He had just been unfortunate enough to be standing in the forefront of the group.  His whole chest evaporated and was blown all over the Troopers behind him, but I did not see that part, I was already running in the opposite direction.
 
   I had misjudged the reaction time of the Troopers because as I made ground down the corridor no shots immediately followed me; I probably could have gotten them all if I had continued firing!  I hadn’t gotten far though before they got their wits about themselves and began shooting.  Laser flashes scorched the trans-metal floor and walls around me.  I dove to the floor rolling and twisting and sliding along on my left shoulder on the smooth floor, bringing my blaster around to bear even as I slid and loosing the Kiever blaster energy fury on the Katons now farther down the corridor, now more susceptible to the expanding blaster energy my weapon discharged.  Twenty five years of practice sent my shots exactly where I meant them to go and as my weapon bucked in my hand on rapid fire, I wreaked havoc among the suddenly demoralized Katon Troopers.
 
   The Katons scattered under my withering rain of fire, their number already reduced by half and I as yet unscathed.  I was a small target lying prone on the floor and the Katons having to fire into the mind blowing cascade of blaster fire reducing their accuracy, their nerve gone, never having faced death so intimately.  These were Navy men and the closest they had ever gotten to the battle was behind the computer screens at their targeting consoles, if they had even ever gotten that close.  They scattered like sheep and I took this opportunity to jump again to my feet and run.
 
   Coto followed me after leaping down from the wall where he had taken refuge.  I think Coto was fast enough to avoid laser fire from this distance, his reaction time so far beyond human scale, and quickly raced beyond me, easily outdistancing me.
 
   I have excellent endurance and continued running for clicks after I had lost sight of the Katons, taking every twist and turn along the way.  The aliens we passed got out of our way quickly, but stood aside after with expectant faces, hoping to see sudden bloodshed if we were caught up, but the Katons weren’t catching up.  They had wounds to lick.  We finally came to another lift and I ran to a stop before it.
 
   “So how did the Katons find out about Cheryl?”  I asked Coto.  Coto chittered, as if he understood what I was saying.  I didn’t know that he did not.
 
   “Yeah, I think it was Melanie too.”  I said.  Unfortunately I couldn’t understand what the hell had gotten into her, but I was sure it had to have been her.  Melanie was normally so level headed, so calm, so in control, compared to the rest of us, even Manuel and Janice, who are the epitome of level headed-ness and competence most of the time (though they were often hot tempered with one another), that it simply did not make sense.
 
   We waited tensely for the elevator, watching both ways down the corridor, but the lift arrived before the Katons, if they were even still following.  I was hoping they weren’t that determined.  That I had discouraged them sufficiently.  They sure didn’t seem too intelligent, standing right there in the corridor outside Cheryl’s quarters in their stupid obvious blue uniforms like a big dumb ass sore thumb.  Like I wasn’t going to notice them!  Now more than half of them were dead for their efforts.  I didn’t re-holster my blaster until the lift doors had closed behind me and I knew for certain we were safe.
 
   The Katons were certainly winners at picking losing battles.  They were no smarter than the older bully who doesn’t understand the little boy he is picking on every day is going to grow up one day.  Grow up and seriously hurt him one day.  In a very real way I wished I had stayed and fought it out no matter the outcome; at least then I’d have been there for Cheryl when I was supposed to be.  Instead I had been run off by some lousy green Troopers still wet behind the ears.  If there had been even one seasoned Trooper amongst them I wouldn’t be standing here even now.  The only member among them who might have had any seasoning at all I had eliminated immediately (so maybe I had purposefully targeted him).  After all the beatings I had given these people, you would think that maybe they had finally learned their lesson.  One could hope.
 
   The lift doors opened on whatever floor I had punched into the keypad, eight hundred something or other, and anything so long as we were moving away from the Katons, and Coto and I carefully exited.  There were no humanoids anywhere visible.  I didn’t even see any bipeds, though the corridor around us bustled with activity.  Lizards of every stripe and description turned to glare at us but none made any overtly threatening gestures.
 
   I chose a lizard watering hole across the corridor, just at random, and walked towards it.  A flashy neon sign advertised the place in a strange curlicue writing, which I could not read, of course, but the frothing tankard highlighted under the writing left no doubt as to the establishments business.  Its door slid open as we approached and we went in.
 
   Lizards liked the bright lights, flash and glitter of neon and glamor.  This place was no exception, lit up like a Christmas tree on the Fourth of July.  It had the same rectangular design as everywhere else, but that was where the similarities ended.  The walls were lined with electronic gambling machines, each and every one patronized by some sort of lizard pumping money into them.  Some stood, some crouched, or leaned half upon, and in most cases there were lizards lounging around waiting for their turns at the machines.  Multicolored lights and computer generated images moved across the walls and ceiling, changing from abstract designs to what were obviously sexually con-notated images I did not spend long studying.  Sex was used by all species to excite the lusts and passions of their patrons and generate a fervor to gamble.  It was the one other thing, along with violence, that transcended all racial boundaries.  Sex and violence.  It took both for any species to climb to dominance of their worlds.  The bar was in the middle of the place and was of a rectangular design to match the circumference of the room itself.
 
   The lizard behind the bar gave me an inscrutable look as I came up to it.  Most of the lizard races were incapable of facial expression.  They simply did not have any facial muscles at all, other than their jaws.  Their jaws were always well muscled.  Lizards invariably communicated their feelings amongst their own kind through phenomenal release, which I of course could not detect.  Coto could, however, and I had but to watch him to know what the lizards around me were thinking.  Lizards could be tough inscrutable poker opponents sometimes, but their body language wasn’t as unreadable as their facial expressions, and there was usually some tell which gave them away, if you studied them long enough, and I could read body language like a book.  This lizard’s face may have been giving nothing away, but its body language was saying it would be happy to take my custom.  All sentient races loved money, as well, without fail.  The lizard unclipped an auto translator from its belt, a thin little palm sized job that was mostly display screen, and held it out for me to speak into.
 
   “Whiskey.”  I said.
 
   The lizard looked at the screen of the translator where my words would have been translated into its language and grunted what I took to be its assent, because it then went under the bar and pulled out a bottle of what certainly looked like whiskey, though I couldn’t tell by its label, and poured me a generous slug into a clean glass, which it then handed across to me.  A little taste convinced me it wasn’t anything I was familiar with but was yet quite good.
 
   The auto-translator went back on the lizard’s belt and then it unclipped another device, this time a Kievor Credit/Debit idento-reader, which it told the amount and then showed me, not cheap, and held out for me to look into.
 
   “Accepted.”  I said as I looked into the device.  It beeped and the transaction was complete.
 
   There was a public communicator on the other side of the bar so I walked around and picked up the headset, letting it scan my eyes before putting it to my ear (there was nothing free on a Kievor Trade Station) and asked it to connect me to Cheryl.  It beeped several times and then I got her answering machine.  I hung up.  I wanted to explain to her in person how I had been run off, though I knew there was no excuse she would accept.  Twenty Katon Troopers or not I should have been there.
 
   I drank the whiskey and with the false courage it gave decided that the only thing I could do was to turn right around and go back.  If the Katons were still lurking about, I would finish them off to the last man.  Any other action would simply dishonor my love for Cheryl.  Any other action would have Cheryl hunting me with more furor than the Katons.
 
   With that thought in mind I walked back around the bar and headed for the exit, Coto following along uncertainly, my behavior and pheromone release probably erratic to him.  I was possibly ten steps short of the exit when the door opened in front of me and a huge lizard entirely filled the doorway, both entering the bar and blocking my way.
 
   Of the types of lizards with which I am familiar, the lizard in the doorway was one of a rare variety of upright walking species which seemed to have developed along the same lines as humans, probably having been tree dwellers like humans, it had developed an upright posture, strong rear legs with forward jointed knees and dexterous hands.  Nor had it lost its distinctive carnivorous features.  It had a mouth so full of teeth it could hardly get it closed for the teeth being in the way.  Its fingers were tipped in razor sharp claws, and it had the reflexes of the true predator.  It massed about twice what I did though was only slightly taller than I.  It was armed with a laser pistol strapped to its scaly hide.  The only other adornment it wore was gold chains thick around its neck, leaving its sex plainly visible.  It was a female.  I recognized its species, having dealt with them before.
 
   It recognized my species as well, because its eyes turned and locked on my own like a laser guidance system.  Not only did it recognize my species, it recognized me!  A huge forked tongue shot out and sampled the air between us with senses a blood hound would have sold its soul to possess.  Then its clawed hand dove for its holstered laser.
 
   I felt a searing pain burn my left arm even as my own blaster came up, much the slower of us, having been completely surprised by the lizards blazing speed and wondering, briefly, in that millisecond flash of intuition that is common in such situations, whether this wasn’t the end for me, but then my blaster was leveled and firing, Fate apparently still having It’s use for me.
 
   I know I had time, in the slowed down way I was experiencing the moment, to register the lizards own surprise at how fast I was.  As my weapon leveled on its chest and it realized it had wasted its one chance with a missed shot, that I was not going to miss, that I could not miss with a Kievor blaster at that range, that it was about to die, it tried throwing itself out of the way at the last moment, and might have succeeded was it so fast, if it hadn’t still been inside the doorway of the establishment and couldn’t throw itself sideways.  The door jamb stopped it.
 
   Still its movement was enough to disrupt my aim just enough that my shot took it at its left arm, where it’s chest had been only a moment before, completely evaporating the arm and part of the lizard’s torso for good measure, but the lizard’s laser pistol was in its right hand, and it was bringing it to bear on me again.  I saw all this in seeming slow motion, but it was happening as fast as thought could comprehend it.  Like striking lightning.
 
   I dove to my left because the lizard’s pistol was swinging right and because if I’d attempted to bring my weapon to bear again the lizard would have had me.  A double homicide.  I would have had it, but I’d have been just as dead and I had a certain apathy towards death.  I didn’t want to die.  I saw a brownish black blur racing along the floor towards the lizard as I dove, and I knew Coto had joined the fray, but then something went terribly wrong, completely out of the script I had prepared for the final moments of this altercation.
 
   I put out my left hand to check my dive and begin the roll I planned to come out of in a firing crouch (a move I had perfected through hours and years of practice), but my arm did not come up like it was supposed to and I dove face first into the trans-metal floor (and let me just say, though the Kievors can manipulate it at their whim, it was just as hard and unforgiving at the moment of impact as any other solid floor I have crashed into in the past, except that I had seldom done it face first).  Run head first into a brick wall if you’d like to know what it felt like.
 
   
  
 
I hit directly on my left cheek and felt the unmistakable crunch that means broken bones (in this case I guessed shattered would be more appropriate).  My neck was wrenched viciously and accompanied by popping noises, and then a blazing pain as what was left of my arm, cut off nearly at the shoulder, skidded along on the floor on its fresh stump, I now noticed.  It didn’t slow me a bit.  This was a matter of life and death.
 
   I no longer had a left hand to help me lever myself up off the floor, but I didn’t have the time to screw around so I rolled with the momentum of my dive, ignoring the three fold agonies I had just incurred and came to a rest lying on my stomach, my right hand held out in front of me.  In my right hand I held my blaster and within the sights of the blaster I held the lizard's massive chest.
 
   Coto had arrived while I played on the floor and was attached to the lizard’s left leg, its mandibles removing said object just below the knee.  Greenish blood squirted out around Coto’s mandibles as they worked, the shiny black carapace now completely covered with the lizard’s blood and hiding the extent of the damage Coto had already inflicted, but I knew the damage Coto could inflict and the lizard would shortly be minus a leg.
 
   The lizard had made the mistake of turning its attention to Coto and completely forgetting how to use the laser in its one remaining hand and tried to use the weapon as a club to attempt to dislodge Coto. If there was any effect at all, it was only to cause Coto to redouble its efforts to remove the leg. Its mandibles were relentless and the lizard screamed its agony.  Bugs are approximately a hundred times stronger than humans, and if that meant it was only five times stronger than the lizard, the swatting was still no more than a nuisance to Coto.  Then I fired.
 
   I might have felt a moment’s guilty sentiment, but only a moment.  No more than you might feel shooting a crocodile which had you by the leg and was dragging you backwards into its stinking watery lair.  I squeezed the activator of the blaster and watched as the small ball of yellow flame leapt away from the end of the blaster and leap across the distance separating us.  It slammed into the lizard’s chest.
 
   The destruction a blaster wreaks has to be seen to be believed.  Green blood and gore exploded out of the back of the lizard and sprayed into the corridor behind it and onto the crowd of lizards which had gathered to rubberneck the entertainment.  I for one was happy to do my part to further mankind’s reputation as a murderous, dangerous species.  The crowd in the corridor stood in rapt attention, unmindful of the blood and gore which now covered a number of them, happily watching as the lizard in the doorway slowly toppled and fell backwards into the corridor.  It was minus its left arm, most of its torso, and now also minus the left leg, which Coto had just managed to finish separating before it fell.  Unmindful of all else, and now that the lizard was dead, Coto gorged on the meat of the leg it held in lower arms, making quick work of it.  One less meal I had to buy.  I wasn’t complaining.
 
   I felt sick and dizzy but the laser had cauterized closed my stump as it cut it, so I hadn’t lost blood.  I kept my blaster trained on the lizard while I got painfully to my feet and walked up to it to make sure it was dead.  Yep it was definitely dead.  If I’d had a free hand (I wasn’t going to put my blaster away now) I’d have reached down and relieved the lizard of its gold chains, but my free hand was lying on the deck behind me and I took more risk than I wanted just picking that up and working it behind my belt, hand downward, so the thicker upper arm would not slip through the belt as I walked, but no lizard offered us hindrance as we took our leave.
 
   I was staggering before too very long.  Shock was setting in.  I didn’t know where the nearest lift was located unless I went back the way I had come, and I was in no condition what so ever now to be tackling the remainder of the Katon force.
 
   “Kievors?”  I asked, coming to a halt to catch my equilibrium, my blaster barely held in my weak grasp, my good arm hanging tiredly at my side.
 
   “We are forever at your service, Captain.”  A mechanized voice said from the thin air beside me.
 
   “I need the fastest route back to my ship.”  I said.
 
   “Do you accept the point zero five Credit charge?”  The voice asked politely.
 
   “Yes, yes.  I accept.”  I said, feeling weaker by the moment, the shock really beginning to be felt.  Stupid weak human body, I cursed.  Immediately a green arrow lit within the deck under my feet and I set out again, following it, with an exhausted sigh.
 
   We only had to follow the arrow around one corner and we were standing before a lift, which opened as we approached.  At any other time I would have been angry, but I just didn’t have the energy for anger.  Two small lizards already in the lift were talking animatedly and gesturing at the floor number as depicted in their own language on the wall inside the lift, which obviously wasn’t the floor they had expected to arrive at, but my point zero five Credit charge had made me the priority and now they were faced with a blaster bearing, one armed human, and a blood covered forty kilo ant angrily clicking its mandibles at them (Coto was angry I hadn’t let him finish his meal).  Deciding they would wait for the next lift they quickly vacated while we boarded.  They ran past us as we got on, the lift doors closing swiftly after them.
 
   Within seconds we were on Level One and following the green arrows again onto a slide walk, down a number of blocks (which I didn’t count) and then back into another lift.  I didn’t have to say a word.  The doors closed and we were on our way.  As I watched the blur that was the floor counter I felt a tug on my belt and looked down to see Coto trying to remove my arm from my belt.  I swatted at him with my blaster and he jumped back angrily.  Xiongs did not like to have their dinners disturbed.
 
   “It’s not your lunch!”  I told my pet.  “You should have brought your own.  This is mine.”  It would take a lot longer to grow a new arm than it would to have this one re-attached (besides which, I did not want Coto acquiring a taste for my flesh.)  It would be as good as new as soon as I could get myself into Last Chance’s auto-doc.  This wasn’t the first time I had lost a limb, though I wasn’t trying to make a habit of it.
 
   The lift deposited us on Nine Fifty.  I poked my head around the edge of the lift entrance and looked both ways but didn’t see any humans at all.  A group of what I guessed was methane breathers were waiting for the lift and were in no way scared by our erratic behavior or appearance.  They just patiently waited, watching to see what we would do next, who might come along to try and kill us.  Methane breathers were no different in their love of violence than us oxygen breathers, they were just more reserved about it.
 
   The methane breathers were the most extreme type of life forms, to my way of thinking.  They were almost always crablike, or tentacled, or some other form that reminded one of water life.  This group was about half my height but obviously much heavier.  Heavy worlders, evolved in pooled methane, no doubt.  They had thick tentacles, strange double jointed legs, and hardened shells and pincers that told of survival only through struggle.  Their carnivorous heads were covered by atmospheric helmets despite the Kievor’s guarantee of a breathable atmosphere.  Untrusting creatures.  Trust was a hard thing to earn.  This group must not have been dealing with the Kievors long, either that or they just didn’t care if the Kievors could be trusted or not, they weren’t going to take chances with their lives.  They didn’t move to allow us to pass so we had to squeeze through them to get past, though as far as I could tell they were not armed with conventional weapons.  They were obviously confident of their prowess with the weapons nature had given them.  I was glad when we were through them.  Methane breathers unsettle me.  There is just something that is not quite right about them.  Something we oxygen breathers just can’t fathom.
 
   I hurried across the corridor to the docking bays exterior wall (still inside the corridor) and carefully began working my way along the wall towards the bays entrance and the safety of Last Chance resting within it.  I just knew I was going to find Katon Troopers waiting for me within the bay and I kept expecting them to come pouring out of the entrance and begin firing on me, but there was no one there as I ran around the corner and into the dock, blaster up and ready, adrenaline pumping again and my blood pounding in my veins.  It was kind of a letdown.  I was primed for murder.
 
   I set off for Last Chance questioning my luck.  Though things could hardly be said to have gone well, I was in fairly decent condition considering the odds I had faced.  I really should have been dead, by all counts and reckoning.
 
   Last Chance is by no means a large ship, as space craft go, but yet she seemed plenty long to me as I ran down her length for her midsection and the air lock.  I got underneath the lock just as the first of the Katon Troopers began pouring into the dock, weapons up and firing, their energy bolts sizzling past me as I prayed for the trans-metal platform to hurry and take me to the safety of my ship, but wishing it to hurry did little to actually speed its progress.  I saw that it would never get me there fast enough.  It was going too slow.  Much too slow.
 
   Coto jumped from the rising platform as I opened fire on the bottled Troopers in the opening of the dock.  My fire was immediately effective on the bunched soldiers.  There was no where they could go to escape, and I killed a number of them instantly.  Those who got through scattered to hiding places behind barrels, crates, boxes and other parcels that lined the walls of the dock.  Coto raced across to one of the Trooper’s hiding place and leapt over the pile of boxes and directly onto the man.  Hands caught at Coto as he landed upon the man, but Coto is many times stronger, pound for pound, than a human, and once attached, there was very little that could induce the insect to let go.  Especially when he was infuriated.  The screams were pitiful.
 
   Laser fire rained all around me as I rose up with the platform, but somehow missed me.  I was a natural killer, knowing which targets were most important and returning that fire with withering blasts of my own.  I did not miss.  These Katons wouldn’t have lasted a fortnight in the ghetto where I grew up.  They would have been dog meat, and I mean that literally.  Where I grew up, you did not pull your weapon unless you were going to use it, and you did not use it frivolously.  You did not miss.  That missed shot would mean your death, where I grew up.  I did not miss now.  They were still pouring into the dock.
 
   I aimed at a hard eyed Katon who I found taking his time to get his bead on me.  Long years of practice meant I had only to look at him and my weapon hand followed, and I fired, but he fired at the same time, and our mutual messengers of death crossed one another’s paths as they raced to do their duties.  They did their duties.  My blaster bolt nearly completely obliterated the Katon, but then something like a sledge hammer smashed at me, flinging me to the deck of the rising platform.
 
   My head cleared enough that I was able to look down at myself.  I was lying on my back, my neck twisted at a funny angle so that I could see that my right arm, my right shoulder, and a good chunk of my chest had been completely burned away.  It wasn’t good.
 
   I needed to get up and get into Last Chance and the auto-doc, but when I tried I couldn’t move even the slightest bit.  Not one muscle.  I seemed to be frozen.  All but my mind.  I was able to think clearly enough about what was going to happen to me if I did not get up and get moving, soldier!  But I couldn’t even make myself twitch.  That was when I noticed that I wasn’t breathing.
 
   I lay there mostly already dead, my mind just taking longer than the rest of me, my last little oxygen being used to think these departing thoughts.  There was nothing more I could do.  This was it.  My blood was pooling around me as I bled out.  My heart no longer beat, my blood wasn’t squirting, but just running out.  My vision began to grow dim and began to tunnel.  Just before I went, though I couldn’t be positive, I thought I saw green fire lancing out from Last Chance.  Then I was gone, the cares of the world no longer my own.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Surprised, I began swimming up from the deep, black abyss where I had been resting so peacefully.  I was reluctant to be disturbed.  I was comfortable.  The climb back to consciousness was an unwelcome intrusion to my accepted peace.  I didn’t like it.
 
   Suddenly remembering my last moments of consciousness, I did then begin to struggle to regain my life, and that struggle somehow reached my muscles, but I was still held immobile.  This was the immobility of a gravity field, however, I realized quickly enough.  I was in the auto-doc, or an auto-doc, I wasn’t sure it was my own, but I calmed.  I was alive.  While I yet possessed life, I had the chance to win free.  While I possessed life, I would win free.  If it had been the Katons who had restored me my life, they would learn to regret their decision.  The idea that the Katons would preserve my life just to bring me to trial (and torture) did not surprise me.  With rejuvenation a prisoner could be kept alive and tortured literally forever.  I knew the Katons were incensed with me, but I wondered if they could be that incensed?  At this point I wasn’t willing to put anything past the Katons.
 
   The machine, sensing I was awake and apparently fully healed (the auto-doc wouldn’t have awoken me until full recovery) it began to hum and a moment later opened.  The end at my feet suddenly turned brilliantly bright as it opened to the light of the infirmary and then I was sliding towards that opening.
 
   The light was blinding but I forced my eyes open so that I would be prepared when the doc disgorged me.  I was going to attack whoever was waiting on the outside of this doc for me.  They had one hell of a surprise coming if they thought that just because I was no longer armed I was no longer deadly.  I had participated in more fights to the death than I cared to count, before I had ever gotten my first real weapon.  It wouldn’t matter if there were twenty lasers trained on me when I came out of this doc.  I was attacking.  I had nothing to lose.  Better to die now than a million times later.
 
   The auto-doc slid me out of its tubular enclosure and set me down gently on the recovery mattress, and the gravity field released me.  I was in my own infirmary, however, and there was no one to attack.  I began working to set aside the fury I had worked myself into in preparation of finding myself elsewhere than my own ship.  I sighed a great sigh of relief.
 
   Somehow I had survived.  Someone had come back to Last Chance between the time I had been here last and the time I had returned, only a short interval, and was responsible for saving my life.  I wondered who it had been.
 
   I sat up and surveyed my nakedness.  I couldn’t find any marks or scars to show where my wounds had been, which continued to amaze me no matter how many times I have gone through the process.  No matter how many times I have been restored by an auto-doc.  Whoever had gotten to me had done so quickly.  I had been dead and gone.  To be honest I was surprised I had been able to make the recovery at all, so horrendous had been my wounds.
 
   There were clothes in a neat pile on the bed of the other doc, Last Chance boasted two, but obviously weren’t the clothes I had been wearing.  I dressed slowly, working the kinks out of my new body as parts of it experienced movement for the first time ever, but otherwise I felt fine, rested and refreshed.
 
   I left the infirmary and walked down to the Bridge, seeing no one.  The Bridge was deserted.  I sat in my Captain’s Chair and brought up exterior scan.  We were still parked in the docking bay of the Kievor Trade Station, while within our ship protected by Last Chance’s guns and Last Chance herself protected by the Kievors.  No other ship could fire on her within the Kievor’s sacred precincts.
 
   There didn’t seem to be any signs of the destruction that would have occurred if Last Chance had sprayed plasma fire within the docking bay, but I did notice that there were no longer any of the old crates and containers lining the wall which had been there before.  There was also no saying that plasma fire would damage Kievor trans-metal, and that if it would, or had, it would have been immediately repaired, that being the nature of trans-metal.
 
   I didn’t know how long I had been unconscious.  I wondered if my extreme estimation of my injuries had been nothing more than an oxygen hallucination, but did not believe that for a moment.  It was only a fleeting thought, quickly gone.  I know what I had seen and I know how very close I had come.  Whoever had rescued me had must have had to deal with the Katons first, but with Last Chance’s guns that would have been quick work.  There had been dozens of Katon Troopers.  It must have been a blood bath.  Would they never learn?
 
   It was early morning now, by ship’s time, though time was irrelevant in space and had ceased to be of any importance to me long ago.  Time had ceased to be universally standardizable when men had colonized their first worlds.  Even planets that were Earth-like in temperate, atmospheric and gravitational conditions still did not rotate at the same speed as Earth.  Every new world had its own unique ‘day’.  No two worlds were the same, so time had ceased to have importance.  On Last Chance we had shifts, and how you broke up your time off shift was no one’s business but your own.
 
   I ran a heat signature scan over Last Chance and sure enough, everyone was aboard, even Melanie.  Was it possible that she hadn’t been the turncoat?  I wanted to believe so.
 
   But I didn’t.  Whoever had informed had known about Cheryl, and that was either Melanie or Bren.  Whoever had informed had known about Cheryl and, and was jealous!  Further I couldn’t believe Bren would do something that stupid.  No matter how angry he might have been with me, he would also know what I would do to him if the Katons failed, and he knew me well enough to know that the Katons probably would fail.
 
   Now I was in that position.  One of them was the turncoat!  One of them had to be dealt with, because I could not just let it go.  It would happen again if it wasn’t dealt with now.  Yet how could one of them have done that and then come home to roost right in my ship, knowing I was going to wake up soon and want answers, and vengeance.  And if one of them had done it, why hadn’t they finished me while I lay defenseless within the doc?
 
   I went to the weapons locker just outside the Bridge, punched in the access code on the keypad, opened the fire, laser and explosion proof access panel, and selected out two new Kievor hand blasters from the arsenal I kept there, a left and a right hand weapon, then closed the panel behind me.  I moved to the staircase and went down, mindlessly bent on destroying Melanie before she could do me more damage.  I might get rid of whoever was responsible for letting her back aboard, as well, even if it was Tanya.  Had the whole universe gone mad?  Melanie could have finished me easily while I lay in the doc!  But why hadn’t she?
 
   With that thought I had another one.  Where was my pet?  Where was Coto?
 
   I came around the corner into the second level corridor in sight of Melanie’s quarters and hadn’t taken two steps when Tanya stepped out into the hallway before me from the darkened entrance of a vacant suite, startling me and nearly getting herself blasted into the process.  Only moments earlier my ship’s scan had shown her to be in her quarters, but I didn’t think about that.  I was thinking about why the hell she was here now!
 
   “Where you going with those blasters, Marc?”  Tanya asked me without preamble.
 
   “To take care of something I would have thought should have already been taken care of.”  I snarled, not lowering the blasters an iota from where I already had them leveled and ready to fire.
 
   “There are a few things you need to be made aware of before you go busting in there, Marc.”  Tanya said implacably, not perturbed by the blasters or my attitude one bit.  I could already guess what was coming next; Melanie was sorry and I should forgive her and all that total bullshit.
 
   “I ain’t going for it.”  I said.
 
   “Marc!  Melanie did inform on you, and we’re still unsure about some of the details, but we do know that the Katons installed a subconscious command into her when they did her rejuvenation.  Probably only to be triggered if you tried to desert, but somehow triggered by our fight, even though the Katons weren’t in the right.  Why Melanie had such a struggle with it.  She knew it was wrong, but she couldn’t do anything about it.  It was programmed right into her.
 
   “Marc!  She fought against it, and she was confused, so she tried to give herself to you out of some twisted idea to attach herself to you so fiercely that she would not be able to inform on you, but when you turned her down . . .
 
   “Marc!  It was Melanie who rescued you!  Except for her you’d be dead!”
 
   “Except for her I wouldn’t have been in that position in the first place!”  I snapped at Tanya, but could what she was saying be true?  In all honesty it made perfect sense.  Nothing else could make sense.  I should have known not to take rejuvenation from the Katons in the first place, but it was too good an offer to turn down.
 
   ‘It was your idea to work for the Katons in the first place.”  Tanya snapped back.
 
   “Well what’s going to stop her from doing it again?”  I asked.  “The next time I make her a little angry she carves me up when my back’s turned or overloads the fusion drive and kills all of us!  She can no longer be trusted.”
 
   “She saved your life, you bastard!”  Tanya growled, becoming angry now herself.  “Do you have any idea how hard that was for her to do?  Subconscious programming is supposed to be unbreakable.  I have never heard of a single instance of someone defying it.  It is supposed to be foolproof.  Yet she did break it, to rescue you, and to kill all those Katon Troopers in the dock.”
 
   “Why didn’t they just program all of us, then, if this was all supposed to have come from the Katons?  It doesn’t make sense.”  I said, but unconsciously my blasters were lowering, my resolve weakening.  Finally, feeling foolish holding my blasters half up and half down, I let them fall to my sides.  “Don’t you think I would have been the most logical target?”
 
   “Maybe they thought she was the weakest link.  I really can’t answer that.  I do remember that Melanie’s treatment seemed to take longer than everyone else.  Maybe they just didn’t have the time to do it to everyone.  Maybe they didn’t want to arouse suspicions.  Maybe they thought one was sufficient.  It doesn’t matter.  What matters is that it wasn’t her fault.  If blame is to be apportioned, then it is to you that the largest share should be affixed.  This is your fault.  You cannot blame her.”
 
   “Fine.”  I snapped.  “I won’t kill her.”
 
   “If you could.”  Tanya said, but I didn’t respond to her jibe.  There was no point.
 
   “How long was I out?”  I asked, changing the subject, though I certainly could have looked at the date while I had been on the Bridge.  In other words, it really didn’t matter.
 
   “Five weeks.”  Tanya answered while taking the blasters out of my hands.  I let them go only reluctantly, and believe me, there is no one else in God’s Expansive Universe who could have done it besides Tanya.  She had to pry my last fingers loose.
 
   “Fine.”  I said, relinquishing them finally.  Five weeks meant a thirty-five hundred Credit docking fee.  “Son of a bitch!”  I swore thinking about it.  It was more than I usually grossed per trip, much less just a docking fee, and the Kievors usually didn’t even charge you a docking fee if you were bringing them a load and you were in and out in a few days.  After my last meeting with them, I knew they’d be charging me full price.  There was no doubt about that.
 
   “I took the liberty of checking your account, Marc.  I decided you could afford the fees.  Those Katons don’t seem to want to give up and I’m fairly certain they’ll be waiting for us outside the Station.  I didn’t want to take her out short a hand.  Especially your hand.  Now that you’re back among the living, you can decide how to kill us.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of anyone spending five weeks in a doc before.”  I admitted.  “I must have been a mess.”
 
   “You were.”  Tanya admitted, smiling for the first time since our encounter.  She nodded her head that I should follow her and she began to lead me back up top.  I followed.
 
   “Melanie got the video footage of the whole thing if you want to review it.  You put up a hell of a fight.  You got a bunch of them.  Melanie got the rest.”
 
   “I did get a bunch of them, didn’t I?”  I said, smiling at the remembrance.  Something had clicked within me and I had been running like a machine; fast, accurate and sure.  Deadly.  Even so it had not been enough, and in the end that was what really mattered.  Tanya led me to the fourth floor and the lounge there.
 
   “You didn’t get enough of them, Marc.”  Tanya chided me.  Leave it to Tanya to point out my failure.  “Still, you were pretty impressive.  You should have gotten off that platform.  That was your mistake.”
 
   “I wasn’t thinking any too clearly by then.”  I admitted.
 
   “We’re all a little unclear about all the rest of it, you’ll have to fill us in.  Like why you were carrying your arm in your belt.  Anyway, apparently you have a great number of Kievor Credits.  Did that all come from the load of Trinium?”
 
   “Yep.”  I agreed.
 
   “No wonder the Katons were so hot to get their Trinium back.  Everyone’s bringing the Kievors Trinium and no one knows what they want with it, only that they’re paying out of their grass eating asses for it.  The Katons must have been furious when they realized how high the price of Trinium had gone.  It’s still rising, by the way.  If you’d have hung onto it just a little longer . . .”
 
   “Do I want to know what it’s going for now?”  I asked.
 
   “Probably not.”  She conceded.  “And we had a whole lot of it!”
 
   “Yeah.”  I admitted without admitting exactly just how much.
 
   “No you probably don’t need that kind of shock right now then.  Let’s just say it’s gone up considerably, and leave it at that.”
 
   “And no one knows what it’s all about?”  I asked as we went into the lounge and we both sat down.  “They could have raised their price only marginally and everyone still would have brought all their stock in.  Why the huge price increase?  Why the rush?”  Then the fact of the Kievor’s strange job offer struck me like a brick.  The Kievors themselves were the rush, or more accurately, this other technological race with whom we were unfamiliar.  That reminded me I needed to do something with those Kievor Credits, before they became obsolete.
 
   “No one seems to know anything but the Kievors themselves and they aren’t talking.”  Tanya said, telling me nothing I did not already know.  “Bren’s been hacking every unsecured connection he can find, but he’s found nothing either.  Everyone’s asking the same questions, with no answers, and meanwhile the rush to acquire Trinium goes on.”
              “So what was the deal with the arm?”  Tanya asked slyly.
 
   “It was that damn lizard’s mate.  The big female that had been hunting me the last time we were here.”
 
   “Got your arm!”  Tanya laughed.  “You know, Marc, the only reason I didn’t blast that male . . . “  She paused, leaving me wondering.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “It actually caught me by surprise, too.”  She confessed.  “That reptile was blazingly fast.”
 
   “You almost had to fish my head out of its stomach.  Do you think the doc could have fixed that?”
 
   “Getting your head back would have been the tricky part.”  Tanya said with a laugh.  “So the female was even faster, I gather?”
 
   “A trifle.”  I admitted.  “She caught me off guard, mostly.  They all just look the same to me, but she recognized me right off.”
 
   “Probably smelled you.”  Tanya agreed.
 
   “Tanya, where’s Coto?”  I asked suddenly, though of course I already knew, but hadn’t been ready or willing to face it.  He hadn’t shown up on the heat scan I ran.  That meant he wasn’t aboard.  There was only one reason he wouldn’t be aboard.
 
   “Coto didn’t make it, Marc.  He died fighting for you.  There wasn’t enough left of him to put in the other doc.  I’m really sorry, Marc.”
 
   “Did he redeem himself?”  I asked quietly.  All a fighting man, or Xiong, for that matter, could ask for in the end was an honorable death and that he took some of his enemies with him when he went.
 
   “He redeemed himself well.”
 
   There was nothing else to be said.  I was not going to cry.  I have seen too many die in my life.  Death was a part of life, but I would miss my little friend sorely.  Coto was only a damn bug, but he had been my friend for all that.  Maybe the best friend I had ever had.  I couldn’t believe he was gone.  Then I almost did cry, but I forced it down.  That’s how we dealt with our feelings where I am from; we force them down as far as they will go and then we pretend we don’t feel them.
 
   Coto!!
 
   “Who else must die because of me?”
 
   “No one else but Katons are going to die because of this.”  Tanya swore vehemently.  “You want to take the rest of those Kievor Credits and buy a planet buster from the Kievors?  Put an end to them once and for all?”
 
   I looked at her in stunned silence, because we really could do that.  We could annihilate every living thing on planet Katon.  Right down to microbial life.  Now, I can be one mean, brutal bastard, circumstances dictating I be that, but as I looked at Tanya, trying to find the chink in her resolve, and realizing there was none, that she was deadly serious, I realized that there was no one meaner.  I know I reiterate, but it occurred to me once again that Tanya was by far the meanest bitch I have ever met.  A straight killer when crossed, and she had been crossed.  But I could not do that.  Not an entire planet of innocent people.  I wasn’t that mean.  I’m just not.
 
   “No Tanya.”  I finally said, though the decision did not come easily.  The Katons had really burned me good.  “There are too many innocents.  You’d do it though, were the roles reversed?”
 
   “Without reservation, Marc.”  Tanya agreed.  “They made the rules.  I would but follow them as dictated.  We will never hear the end of them unless we do something about them, Marc.  You do realize this, don’t you.  They’ll never let us rest.  Never.”
 
   Yeah, she would do it, and without reservation.
 
   “I have a better idea.  Listen to this.”  I said, and explained what I had in mind.
 
   Melanie and I barely spoke as we prepared Last Chance for departure.  I bought enough food, fuel and booze to last a lifetime, and then bought a rejuvenation program for Last Chance’s doc that Bren could later sync to our existing program.  We would never have to rely on anyone else ever again.
 
   We crammed the extra supplies into the vacant suites, wedging the boxes in place and then taping them down with duct tape, the ‘cure all’ of modern space travel.  The lower holds I left empty.  We would still work for a living.  We were still a working ship.
 
   Lastly I purchased three fifty-kiloton nuclear missiles and had them installed on Last Chance.  The Kievor’s robotic servants mounted all three launch platforms and missiles in less than an hour, including slaving their guidance systems to our Targ.
 
   “Incredible.”  Was all Bren could say.
 
   The total bill was over two hundred thousand Kievor Credits, but Last Chance needed more striking power for what I had in mind.  Where we were going it would probably mean the difference between success or failure, and failure, of course, meant death.  I had the remainder of my Kievor Credits exchanged for various human currencies (and not Katon) in case there were no Kievors the next time I came through here.  I didn’t know what was going on and I didn’t want to find out the hard way.
 
   Cheryl wouldn’t answer her communicator when I called and had changed the message on her answering service to something unfriendly and meant for me.  Still I left a message explaining what had happened but she didn’t seem interested in caring.  Her only response was to change her answering service to something even worse.
 
   I considered just dropping in on her but I remembered the warning she had given me.  I wasn’t sure which I worried about more.  The Katons catching me on my way there, or the Katons not catching me on the way there.  I figured my odds with the Katons were better.  I had let my girl down again.
 
   I noticed that Tanya was wearing new jewelry again.  She had more jewelry than could be accounted for, but I always recognized when she was wearing something new.  Possibly the look on her face like the cat that ate the canary.  This new necklace looked to be fabulously expensive, boasting a fifty carat or more red diamond (which was rare even in small carats) hung in a Trinium setting.  Trinium was suddenly valuable so it was the new bling.  I thought that someone was sure to have died to provide her with it, if not in the taking then by the poor creature responsible for its care.  Lizards took such things seriously.  If it was your job to provide security and you failed, well . . .
 
   “I hope you didn’t steal that from any large lizards.”  I told her while we waited on the Bridge for the rest of the crew to return from a last minute shore leave.
 
   Tanya’s hand went to the diamond on its Trinium chain around her neck, caressing it lovingly, but she only smiled at me, not bothering to answer the question.  Female lizards loved their jewelry as much as human women, but let their relative ferocity sometimes go to their heads where it came to guarding that jewelry.  This seemed to hold true for most lizards and made Tanya’s occupation all that much easier.  Thievery wasn’t common among lizards either, and sometimes it came as quite a shock to these lizards when they were hit, but there was little that would deter Tanya.  Not only would she steal from anyone, but she would then wear the stolen goods right out in public!  She was utterly fearless and I sometimes thought she targeted the biggest, baddest reptiles just because they were the easiest to hit.  They weren’t expecting anyone to have the balls to do it.  Tanya had the balls, all right, and then some.
 
   The crew returned uneventfully.  They’d gone as a group, all armed with blast rifles, so it was no surprise they hadn’t been bothered.  I requested and received a departure clearance while they boarded and we were away and clear of the docking bay, back in open space, by the time they had all settled into their stations.
 
   I got the all clear signal from the Kievors even as I swung Last Chance around to put our bow into the wind, so to speak, aimed for interstellar space.  I wasn’t going to waste any time because I didn’t know who might be waiting for us (though I had a fairly good idea) and I wanted to give them as little chance as possible to follow us.  The main fusion engine slammed us into our seats despite the environmental gravity field (which had never been designed to deal with the thrust our retro-fitted engine produced) and we were away.
 
   “Put us in warp ASAP.”  I told Bren, and I put us in a course away from Katon space.  I wanted everyone who might be interested thinking we were running as fast and as far from Katon space as we could get.  I supposed if we were smart we really would be.  No one ever said I was too smart.
 
   We cut a swath through normal space, accelerating quickly, the Kievor Trade Station quickly falling behind.  We raced towards the perimeter of the Protected Zone, gaining velocity as we went, but we never found out if any of the myriad ships visible on scan were waiting for us on the other side of that imaginary line because long before we crossed it we were gone into warp space.  If any had been waiting for us, we would seem to have vanished right into thin air, or in this case, thinner vacuum, before reaching International Space.  I laughed with what must have sounded like a bit of hysteria, because both Bren and Tanya gave me strange looks.  Accomplices only when ganging up on me.  I supposed I could take that as a compliment, and really, there was little that could dim my feelings that moment.  Nothing really compares to the moment when you leave your enemies behind and only interstellar space is out there in front of you.
 
   The warp sickness grabbed me but was soon gone as we passed through the wall of normal space and into interior space.  We had accelerated to a better warp jump velocity before jumping so the transition was a minimal one.  The stars on the monitors around us were no more than blurs now, moving past us at incredible speeds.  Despite the warp sickness it was always exciting to enter warp space, no matter how many times I had done it before, no matter the warp sickness which grabbed me every time.  It was exciting to know that I could overcome Mother Nature, that her laws were immutable, that mankind was learning to manipulate her laws, taking those steps which would eventually lead to complete control of the Universe around us.  I hoped I was still around then to see it.
 
   “Deactivate warp.”  I told Bren.  It was hardest to get a warp space lock when your quarry was in and out of warp space and changing vectors every time, even if only slightly.  More difficult but not impossible.  “Be attentive.”
 
   Last Chance shuddered as David shut down the warp field and we were expelled from interior space.  I threw the control yoke over hard  to the starboard and felt the inertia push me into the left hand side of my seat as environmental gravity fought to compensate.  We seemed to stagger a bit as Last Chance tried to travel in two directions at once.
 
   “Warp, Bren.”  I said.  This time my stomach lurched all the way up into my chest as we again forced our way into the fabric of space itself, my body not yet having gotten fully over the last transition.
 
   “Let them calculate our heading from that fusion signature.”  I chuckled.  It would nearly be impossible.  Even though they would be able to detect the residue from our fusion engine, it would be difficult to calculate vector because our new vector would be a combination of two forces.  Our inertia had continued to carry us forward while our fusion engine had been trying to push us sideways, so our new heading would be somewhere in the middle.  They would have to determine our velocity as we exited warp, divide the thrust of our fusion engine (and don’t rely on manufacturer’s specs) by our mass and then divide again into our inertia.  To detect us in warp space they would need to be following us exactly along our vector, so if we could confuse them now, if anyone was indeed following, they would stay confused.
 
   “They will be able to track us, but it’ll take them time.”  Bren said.
 
   “I hope they are following.”  Tanya said happily.
 
   “Don’t you dare shoot off any of those missiles.”  I warned Tanya.
 
   “I’ll take that suggestion under advisement.”  Tanya smirked.
 
   “It’s no suggestion, Tanya.  I mean it.”  I growled, but somehow I felt my warning wasn’t greeted with the respect I wanted.  At just over fifty thousand Kievor Credits apiece the last thing I wanted was to have her shooting them off just for kicks.
 
   “What do we have them for, if not to defend ourselves?”
 
   “We’re going to need them where we’re going.”  I explained.  “We’ve never needed them before for mundane operations, we won’t need them now.  I have a purpose for those.”
 
   Now that I had tempered back my statement Tanya didn’t seem so set on disobeying just to prove her point, but she didn’t seem to be taking it too seriously, either.  If Coto were here he would be chittering at her now.  Damn!
 
   We ran in and out of warp seven more times to further confuse our trail and anyone who might be following.  Before we went into our last warp I had Bren plot us a course for Katon space and our destination, the Katon controlled moon Cribon.  We would come out of warp right on top of them.  I keyed ship’s communicator;
 
   “Everyone can stand down.”  I said.  “But don’t go wandering off!”
 
   Suddenly I felt really tired.  I had apparently been more worried and stressed than I had supposed I had been and the tension had been wearing on me.  I needed to speak heart to heart with Melanie and get this out in the open.  Get it over with.  Deal with it.
 
   I had to give Melanie her props.  She really had faith in me to do the right thing, and if the Katons really had installed subconscious commands into her psyche, then it really had not been her fault, of course, and the fact that she had broken those commands to rescue me an incredible feat of self will.  Then to trust that I would do the right thing after all was said and done.  Now that really took a leap of faith and courage.  I certainly knew what I had planned when Tanya stopped me.
 
   “Hold down the Bridge.”  I told Bren and Tanya.  Ordinarily the auto-pilot was more than sufficient while in warp space, but we didn’t know what determined enemy might be tracking us, so no chances.  I got up and headed for the lower rear Gunner’s Station.
 
   The lower rear plasma gun was an independently tracking single gun turret slung under the very rear cargo hold, but it wasn’t actually a part of the hold, being separated by a steel partition.  Melanie was still strapped into the mechanism when I got there, not taking my release to stand down seriously.  The lower rear gun hatch has a clear bubble top and Melanie saw me climbing down the access tube and opened the hatch to allow me to climb in with her.  She looked at me with an expression of extreme sorrow written indelibly on her face.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Marc.”  She apologized.
 
   “Oh hell, Melanie,” I said, sighing, “it wasn’t your damn fault, but how do we stop it from happening again?  How do I trust you enough to be able to turn my back on you?  How am I supposed to act?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure I have it under control.”  Melanie answered.  “It was really hard at first.  I didn’t know what I was feeling, or why, or where the thoughts had come from.  I had no reason to feel traitorous, I just did.  I’ve been very happy here.  You know what I come from.  I know what I come from, and I know who took me in when I had nowhere else to turn.  You’re the first man who has ever done anything for me without wanting something in return.  Yet I still couldn’t resist my traitorous thoughts.  You know I have been content here.”
 
   “I have always thought so.”  I said.
 
   “When we fled the Katons was when it really kicked in.  When it really hit me.  I had to struggle to pull the trigger of my plasma gun.  It was like there were two people inside me.  One wanted with all desperation to kill the Katons, the other wanted with all desperation to let the Katons kill us.  I knew we were fighting for our lives and only my will for self-preservation carried me through, allowed me to continue fighting.  I couldn’t believe what I was feeling.”  Now Melanie sighed.  Then went on; “I tried to give myself to you.  I was fighting my traitorous feelings.  I thought that by giving myself to you I would bond myself to you and defeat the monster which was trying to rise within me, but then you turned me down.  I was furious with you, my feelings all confused to begin, and I let it get the best of me.  Marc, I swear it to you, it was the Katons who did this to me.  It was in my mind to turn you in to the Katons and only the Katons.  Frankly,” and here she smiled, “I know plenty of beings you’ve pissed off.  When I found myself hating you and wanting to do you in, it was the first ray of understanding within me when I had to ask myself ‘why only the Katons’?  It was then that I began to realize.  Even though I did turn you in to the Katons after that, it was from that moment on that I began to work through it.  Knowing that the thought is alien has allowed me to begin to self-clear it from my mind.  Like the Scientologists.  Being aware is the first step to being clear.  I have mostly removed it now.  It no longer has power over me.”
 
   “Let’s hope not.”  I said.  “I won’t be so lucky next time.”
 
   “You were born under a lucky star.”  Melanie said as she began to climb out of her gunner’s harness.  The harness was not necessary to the operation of the rotating gunner’s turret, but it helped to offset being thrown around as the turret swung around tracking its targets.  Or as the ship itself jinked through the battlefield.  I couldn’t help but notice her breasts as they pressed against her ships suit as she twisted around unstrapping herself, and her trim, athletic figure inside that ship suit.  She had to climb over me to get out of the turret and I had her firm posterior in my face a moment as she seemed to linger getting past me.
 
   “It’s too bad you turned me down.”  She told me after she had slithered on by, looking down upon me from above, no doubt knowing the affect she had on me.  On any red blooded man.  “We could have had a very good time!”  With that said she climbed away up the ladder, sashaying her hips provocatively as she went.  I watched her go with mixed feelings.
 
   The Kievor Trade Station was well outside human space but the trip to Katon was still only several hours in warp.  The distance a ship could travel in several hours in warp was almost beyond normal reckoning.  A figure it took a computer to comprehend, and Katon was on the frontier of human space.  We had spread far, and yet not far at all.  Before we had to prepare for arrival I gathered everyone together in the big recreational lounge.
 
   “I’ve never been in the habit of asking your opinions before I risked your lives in the past, but I have something highly dangerous in mind.”  I stated.  “To not only teach the Katons a lesson, but a thing that could be fabulously profitable, as well.”
 
   “Are you saying you’re going to share profits?”  Janice asked me, somewhat facetiously.  “That I’ll have to see to believe.”
 
   “Just how much profit and how much danger?”  Manuel asked.  “As long as you’re asking opinions.”
 
   “It must be really dangerous!”  Bren commented to Manuel.
 
   “Well,” I began tentatively, “we’ve set course for the Katon moon Cribon.”
 
   “The Katon Trinium mines.”  Bren exclaimed, aghast.
 
   “Not the mines.”  I said quickly, though I had to admit the idea wasn’t a bad one.  “The transshipment depot and the ore freighters themselves.  They’re completely unarmed.  We hijack an ore freighter and fly it right in.  Or push it, or stash it, or whatever we have to do.  It’d be worth billions!”
 
   “Are you crazy?”  Bren demanded loudly.  “Have you completely lost your mind?”
 
   “That’s debatable.”  I said.
 
   “The freighters themselves may be unarmed, but they’ll have escorts.”  David spat out.  “Especially with the price of Trinium what it is now and Cribon the biggest Trinium mine humans possess.  The whole Katon Fleet is going to be there.”
 
   “What’s left of it.”  Tanya said and laughed sadistically.  We all looked at her just a little strangely, even I, but Tanya didn’t much care what other people thought.  She wasn’t bothered.
 
   “What chance do we really have?”  Janice asked once she had fully decided Tanya wasn’t going to turn into a monster right in front of us, never a certainty with Tanya.
 
   “A very good chance.”  I said.  “If the odds are too bad we jump right back into warp and get the hell out of there, but if we drop out of warp and there are three or less defenders, and if there are freighters in dock, we sic those nukes on them and after that I doubt there’ll be much left to slow us down.”
 
   “Sounds just reckless enough to succeed.”  Melanie said, and I looked my thanks her way.
 
   “How much money do you think we can make?”  Tanya asked.  She was always most interested in the profit of any endeavor, but of course she was only playing along, we had already discussed this in detail.
 
   “The thing is,” I said, “there’s the potential to make tens of millions of Credits.  Whatever’s left after replacing the nukes and repairing any damage we incur, we would split sixty/forty.”
 
   “Sixty/forty?”  Bren demanded.  “There’s six of us.  How does that equate?”
 
   “I get sixty percent.  The rest of you split the remaining forty.”  I said.  Even Tanya glared at me angrily at this.  This wasn’t part of the plan we had discussed, but I was risking my ship and my life while they were only risking their lives.  It was only fair.
 
   “That doesn’t sound fair.”  Manuel said.  “That’s kind of greedy, isn’t it?”
 
   “No deal!”  Bren said.
 
   Tanya glared her own answer at me vehemently.  Janice and Melanie looked non-committal.  It’s true that I had never offered a cut before, or even asked their opinions about any endeavor I considered, so wasn’t this already a deal?
 
   “No way Marc!”  Bren reiterated.  “A six way cut after expenses, or no deal.”
 
   “I have to agree with Bren.”  Manuel said.  “This is completely reckless.  The odds are totally against us.  The compensation should be commensurate.”
 
   I had been prepared to argue it out to the end, but I actually felt slightly guilty, so I tempered;
 
   “We can make a fair split, after expenses, but Last Chance gets a cut as well.  That’s as far as I’ll go.”  No one objected for a moment though there were still a couple unhappy looks.  These people were animals and when they scented fear they attacked.  I don’t know why I was feeling so generous anyway but I was.  I realized how dangerous it could be and felt real guilt.  They sensed my feeling and wanted to move in for the kill.  Animals.
 
   “Then it’s settled.”  I said, before they could think of new arguments.  Give them a centimeter and they wanted a kilometer.
 
   “Good.  Then let’s get to our Stations.”  I ordered.  “We’ll be dropping out of warp soon enough.  Get coffee or tea on the way.  I want you all wired and hair trigger ready.  When it goes down, it’s going to go down all at once.”
 
   “This will make us bona-fide pirates!”  Manuel said as Janice and Melanie walked out, both of whom, along with the rest of the crew, were ready to do whatever their Captain ordered, trusting in me and whatever Fate might have in store for them.  Manuel wasn’t finished though; “We may never outlive this stigma.  We’ll find no welcome port.  We’ll be considered monsters!”
 
   “Manuel,” I said, “they started this war!  We’ve got the video footage and all the communications that passed between us on data backup, if that ever became an issue.  We’ve got proof of their treachery.  We’re completely within our rights.  No court anywhere outside Katon would convict us.  Self-defense is perfectly legal.  Once having been attacked, we can open fire on any Katon vessel we encounter anywhere we encounter it, even if they are unarmed.  That’s self-defense.  We’re preemptively defending ourselves.  We’re completely within our rights.”
 
   “He’s actually correct.”  Bren said.  “Plus I think they actually have more enemies than Marc, if that’s even possible!”
 
   “Thanks for your support.”  I snarled at Bren.
 
   “It was my pleasure.”  Bren replied pleasantly.
 
   “I’ve never backed down from a fight before, and you are right that they started this, and all rules should be off, but I hope you know what you are doing.”  Manuel said.  “If you thought the Katons were mad before, imagine their wrath after this!”  With that said and apparently nothing else to add Manuel got up and left.  I led Tanya and Bren to the Bridge and we settled in.
 
   “Are you going to buy a bigger ship?”  Tanya asked as soon as I had sat down.
 
   “We’re gonna need one to fight off the rest of the Katons.”  Bren added to what Tanya was obviously saying.  “Like a Battleship.”
 
   “Something big enough to turn Last Chance into an escape pod!”  Tanya laughed.
 
   “Is everyone going in on it with me?”  I asked.
 
   “I’m not.”  Tanya said.  “You’re the Captain.  I’m just First Officer.  Suits me fine.”
 
   “Then the answer is probably no.”  I said.  “There’s nothing at all wrong with Last Chance.”  I patted the side of my Captain’s Chair, really very happy with my ship.  I’ve been happy with her as long as I’ve owned her, and even more so since retro-fitting her with the new engine, but I couldn’t help imagining what it would be like to own a ship so big it would take fifty or a hundred men just to man the guns.  Imagine the fuel rods it would devour!”
 
   “Anyway,” I snapped at Tanya, “you could afford your own Battleship right now.  You buy the Battleship and I’ll tuck Last Chance into an escape bay and crew for you!”
 
   “I’m saving for a rainy day.”  Tanya said.
 
   “It doesn’t rain in space, Tanya.”  Bren told her.
 
   “It rains on New California.”  She replied.  “When they let it.”  New California was the premiere resort planet of all human holdings, and they did not allow the poor.  I think they actually ejected the poor into space.  I don’t know what they would do with you if suddenly you were no longer rich.  Hell, they didn’t even allow the rich.  They only allowed the super-rich.  It was something I had never heard her say before, this interest in New California, and I wondered how long it had been in her mind.  Maybe as long as I had known her, knowing Tanya as I did, I knew she could sometimes be very tight lipped about certain things.
 
   “That’s pathetic.”  I said.  “You would never fit in there.  They have laws there, you know!”
 
   She gave me an ugly look, difficult on a face so beautiful, but not impossible for her.  It showed me she had thought about it, but wasn’t thinking about it with any kind of common sense.  A pipe dream, as they say.
 
   We sat stewing in our own thoughts then, just waiting, psyching ourselves up.  There was no telling what the next hour might bring.  Death and destruction.  Capture and humiliation and torture.  We had calculated our re-entry into normal space so carefully that there was no guarantee we wouldn’t come out right beside a Katon Warship, or even within one (such things did happen upon occasion).  It might so happen that there weren’t even any freighters in dock when we arrived, either.  We just didn’t know.  So we sat and stewed in our own juices, each wondering his (or hers) own thoughts.  The wait was over soon enough.  Or too soon, depending on how you looked at things.
 
   “Brace for battle!” I announced over ship’s com when the hour had approached.  Everyone was in their place and we were as ready as we were ever going to be.  It was now or never.  Bren started the countdown.  The ten second warning.  Tanya was relaxed and at ease, as always.  If her heart beat faster than normal, it wasn’t for fear of her own life, but the adrenaline pumping anticipation of taking the lives of others.
 
   The sickening sensation hit me in the stomach as Bren finished his countdown and we began the transition back into normal space.  The electric tension of fear sprang into the atmosphere aboard ship as we came out of warp nearly on top of a massive ore freighter.  All the Bridge’s port and forward screens were filled with the image of the onrushing behemoth.  Nothing but steel hull plates and bulging rivets.  No fancy seamless designs here.  Just plain old basic engineering.  The freighter was longer than a skyscraper and ten times as thick as Last Chance, and we were headed directly into it!
 
   I jammed my controller over hard starboard and was crushed into the left side of my Captain’s Chair.  The Captain’s Chair is ergonomically designed for such maneuvers and without its support I would never have been able to hold that yoke over and we would have been smeared all the way down that freighter.  As it was we nearly landed there anyway.  We came so close to those hull plates that our maneuvering jets left scorch marks like snails trails down her side, before we began twisting away.  Millimeters close at hundreds of kilometers an hour was closer to death than I had been before Melanie had drug me back aboard Last Chance in the Kievor’s docking bay.  Closer than I had ever been before.  There is no coming back from explosive decompression.  Nothing a doc could do for you, in the event the Katons would even want to try.
 
   Though we came within bare moments of ending everything right then and there, while I was fighting to save Last Chance from her last collision, Tanya was suddenly firing the photon cannon.  The red pencil thin beam of the photon cannon sliced out and struck at a Katon Destroyer riding shotgun several clicks behind the freighter, following as escort, and hardly visible at this distance, but no doubt portrayed clearly enough on her targeting screen.  As always, no matter the situation, Tanya remained cool and collected and made the enemy pay.
 
   The photon beam hit the Destroyer, a combination of luck and skill, that sliced the Destroyer through from stem to stern, cutting it in half through the length of her, and the two halves springing apart as the interior atmosphere reacted explosively to the new vacuum around it.  In all my years I had never seen anything quite so neat and completely, immediately destructive.
 
   “One down!”  Tanya yelled gleefully.
 
   “Tanya!”  I yelled at her.
 
   “I’ve got it.”  She said calmly.  Dead ahead, beyond the two halves of the destroyed Destroyer, a massive Battleship was burning hard to twist around onto us, apparently having been moving in to dock now that the only ore freighter in evidence was moving towards warp and there would be nothing left for it to guard except the dock itself.
 
   I leveled us off horizontal to the freighter, running along her length, snuggling us in as close as I could get us, even as green fire poured down on us from the Battleship’s many broadside guns, but most of the green fire wasted itself on the sides of the freighter, a green runway down which we now raced.
 
   Then we ran out of ore freighter.  As we flashed beyond the long ship several things happened all at once.  A brilliant white flame leapt away from Last Chance and we ran into a wall of plasma fire.  Last Chance staggered under the Battleship’s full available firepower, and we immediately lost a dozen of our video feeds.  Screens flickered as the signals from still active cameras took up the job of delivering us a live feed of the battlefield we negotiated, and we raced on.  Momentarily we were blinded by the double barrage of plasma fire assaulting us and the brilliant white flame thrown by the missile as it leapt away and we raced into its wash.  I looked away to avoid the hot flash as the video dampeners were too late, as usual, to completely dim the white hot glare delivered through the video feed, and that was when I saw the second Destroyer, which had been following along behind the ore freighter and which had been invisible before because we were too close to the freighter for our vantage to include it, but it was burning now to come around and I saw its deadly shape nosing forward towards us!
 
   We were given a moment’s reprieve from the Battleships plasma cannon as they turned to track the oncoming, unexpected missile that was bearing down on them now at several times the speed of sound and quickly accelerating.  One shot from one of the Battleships many plasma cannon would end our hopes right then and there but we were never supposed to have gotten so close in the first place.  With all of her photon cannon she could hold off a thousand such Last Chances, except when we dropped out of warp right on top of them.
 
   The missile was Kievor made and worth every Credit paid for it.  It twisted and squirmed like a living thing as it fought to find a path through the plasma raining around it to the Battleships massive engines, the target Tanya had assigned it.  The only place a single strike would completely incapacitate it.  The only place where a single strike could completely obliterate the massive Warship, but I was no longer following its course.  It had its job to do and I would have to trust that it would do it.  My eyes were now on the Destroyer behind us, in the very worst place for us it could be.  Right up our ass!
 
   I tried to slam the yoke down between my legs and into the deck at my feet, then had to fight with every ounce of my strength to hold it there as Last Chance dove and tried to throw me into the ceiling of the Bridge, just as the red beam of a photon cannon sliced the vacuum right where we had been.
 
   Then all our screens went brilliant white and then black as the Kievor made nuke defied all the odds and climbed right up that Battleships ass and into one of its massive fusion engines.  Its explosion was like a star going nova, or at least it seemed so at this range.  Last Chance was swatted as if by a giants hand, more gees than she was designed to withstand, and tossed like a piece of flotsam on a breaker.
 
   We were already twisting away and the blast served to propel us further on our course, one of those flukes that I get the credit for being lucky for.  Luck is a skill, I have always believed, and in luck am I skilled.
 
   We ran blind for long moments but the consolation was that the Destroyer would be running blind as well.  Yet I could not waste time just because we were blind.  I knew where that Destroyer had been and I knew that in only short moments both of our scans would be operational again and I needed to be in a position of tactical superiority.  The Destroyer was by far the superior fighting vessel and I only had my luck to see us through.  We would need it.
 
   I misjudged both our positions.  The blast had blown us farther than I had thought, but it did not matter.  The second Destroyer had been closer to the Battleship than I had thought, or the explosion from the Battleship had been fiercer than I had imagined, and the Destroyer had taken a great deal more explosive punch per square meter than we.  It had been ripped apart like it had been constructed of nothing more substantial than cardboard.  I had not been duly impressed by the Katon’s engineering in the first place, but this was vast and all encompassing.
 
   The Destroyer had been shredded.  Nearly a quarter of it had been vaporized completely and the rest had been flipped end over end and tossed away carelessly.  As we watched it flipped away into space, like a derelict Ferris wheel someone had forgotten to turn off but one that no one would ever again ride.  There could be no survivors aboard her.  Of that there was no doubt.
 
   “If there is a hell,” Bren said, “we just bought our tickets.”
 
   Unfortunately I had to agree, as the scope of what we had just done struck me.  I had never meant to attack against such odds but there had been little choice, when we had come out of warp and immediately under fire.  We were supposed to have pulled away if we had found the odds stacked too much against us and two Destroyers and a Battleship certainly qualified as stacked against us.  I should have known they would have Cribon and their shipping operations heavily guarded, with the price of Trinium what it was.  Could I really justify this as retaliation for what they had done?  At this point I no longer had a choice.  Even if I had not pushed the buttons, it was I who had just killed all those relatively innocent men and women aboard those ships, and all I could say to ease my conscious was that they had started it.  Well they had.
 
   “But we succeeded.”  I thought out loud.
 
   The ore freighter was indeed now unarmed, its protection reduced to space flotsam.  It probably only crewed two or three at most and they responded immediately to our call to surrender;
 
   “We read you.  Please give us time to disembark.”  A frightened voice replied, probably belonging to a novice pilot too quickly promoted to  rank during the recent war, as so many had been.
 
   “Shut down your engines.”  I ordered them, but the freighter just kept pushing ahead, getting closer to the velocity required for warp jump, and I could see what they planned.
 
   “They’re not stopping.”  Tanya warned.
 
   “I can see that.”  I replied.  If they got into warp we might never stop them before they got into the Kievor’s Protected Zone.  In fact I knew we wouldn’t.  I accelerated Last Chance once more down the freighters length, drawing away at the same time to give us room to fire on her.
 
   “Slag her warp array.”  I said over ship’s com, and as we approached her bow and flashed beyond all three of our guns opened up and poured plasma fire down on the vessels nose, which was covered with the Trinium mesh needed to generate the warp field required to bend or warp the fabric of space and allow a physical object inside space.
 
   Though Trinium could dissipate heat faster than any other metal now known to man, it could not dissipate the heat created by direct strikes by plasma cannon.  Most of the mesh boiled away into vacuum and within moments the ore freighter was shutting down.  I brought Last Chance back to her side.
 
   “An escape pod just jettisoned on the other side of the freighter.”  Bren informed.
 
   “Let them go.”  I told my gunners, half expecting them to disobey, remembering those escape pods Melanie had slagged not so very long ago.  I just wasn’t that blood thirsty.
 
   “Letting them go could be a mistake.”  Tanya warned.
 
   “You think the mines on Cribon don’t already know what’s happened?”  I asked.  “Should we kill them all too?”
 
   “You’re the Captain, Sir.”  Said sarcastically.
 
   “Hell no!”  Bren said, probably thinking Tanya was only moments from doing exactly that.  She’d vaporize the whole moon if we’d had the firepower to do so, and if there was only a marginal chance that doing so would delay the pursuit that was bound to come.  That and eliminating the Katons ability to mine Trinium forever.  That in itself was almost reason enough.  Vengeance with a capitol V.
 
   “Don’t even think about it.”  I told Tanya, realizing Bren would possibly incite her.  “We don’t have time to screw around.”  We were going to have a whole hell of a lot of people really mad at us as it was, we did not need to exacerbate the situation by slagging escape pods.  That would draw down the dogs upon us if nothing else did.
 
   We had been forced to slag the freighters warp array and this the Katon System, but the planet below us was an uninhabitable ice ball about as far out from the Katon’s yellow star as was probably possible without being flung away into space.  The Katon star was little more than a brilliant yellow point of light in an otherwise empty horizon.  The planet Katon and whatever forces were left of the Katon Navy were on the other side of that point of yellow light.  That did not mean we had time to waste.  In fact, the clock was ticking.
 
   “Who’s going to fly that thing?”  I asked, looking back and forth between Tanya and Bren.  Tanya gave me a scornful look and turned away.  “O.K. Bren, I guess that leaves you.”
 
   Bren gave me a disgusted look but got up and ran for his suit.
 
   “Take tools.”  I told him as he left, then said to Tanya.  “They may have sabotaged the controls.  Bren’s actually the best choice, or I would have made you go."
 
   Tanya looked at me and let a small smile stretch her lips.  “Right.”
 
   By the time we had docked to the bigger ship, Bren was waiting outside the airlock.  I glanced at the monitor to see that he had his tools.  He had them.  And a Kievor made blaster.
 
   “Shoot first and ask questions later.”  I told him over ship’s com and suit radio at once.  Then he was in the airlock and it was cycling him through.
 
   The freighters airlock, located just off the nose of the freighter, let directly into the Bridge.  As Bren looked around we saw the simple arrangements the Katons had engineered into their freighter.  The Bridge was the only accommodations for the crew, beside a small head that looked more closet than lavatory.  Their sleeping accommodations were two bunks mounted on one of the walls.
 
   Bren moved over to the simple control panel and its two utilitarian seats and soon had the freighters engine fired up.  It was a good thing the two Katon pilots had not sabotaged it because their slow moving escape pod still had not reached Cribon and the moon bases relative safety.  There would have been no holding Tanya back if they had done sabotage.
 
   The Katons had at least designed the dock apparatus so that both ships were facing forward while docked, and I added Last Chance’s thrust to the job of evacuating Katon space.  Within moments we were back under way and accelerating rapidly, relatively speaking.
 
   “We going straight in with it?”  Tanya asked.  This was a part of the plan we had not discussed, maybe not really believing we would ever get to this point in the whole adventure.  Never believing it was actually possible.  It had been crazy.  We were crazy.
 
   “Or stash it,” I said, “but I’d like to be able to take it straight in.  The Kievors will honor whoever has possession, of course.  What do you think?”
 
   “Works for me.”  She said.  Whatever I decided would work for her, I already knew.  It always had.  She trusted my judgment, despite her shows of obstinacy.  “Think they’ll fill it up again for us if we bring it back when we’re done?”  Smiling.
 
   “If we brought back enough of those Kievor nuclear warheads.”  I half joked.  “How many more Katon Warships do we have to kill before they’re spread too thin to guard every one of their freighters?”  It was only half rhetorical and Tanya looked at me with a gleam in her eye I recognized as greed, but for the moment all I was thinking about was getting paid for the load we already possessed.  Then the smart thing to do would be to jump out of this sector and forget the Katons forever, or at least for a while.
 
   Now that Bren had gotten the freighter running on auto-pilot he was reconnoitering the freighters holds via the freighters internal surveillance cams and redirecting the feed to us for our perusal.  One after another, every one of those holds was chock full of the refined, silvery ore.
 
   “We’ve got a full load!”  I whooped to my crew over com, probably nearly blowing eardrums in the process.  “Stay at those guns.  We’re running full bore for the Kievors!”
 
   Now I had a dilemma.  Did I accelerate the two ships only to the velocity at which the freighter would be able to stop itself independently, without Last Chance to aid her, or did I press on to the point where it would take both ship’s thrust to decelerate (when overflying the Kievor Trade Station could be the absolute worst thing we could do).  Expecting trouble, where Last Chance might be too busy to aid in the deceleration, either in fighting off attack or in drawing away that attack, the intelligent choice had to be the safe choice.  Only accelerate to the velocity at which the freighter could stop itself, without Last Chance to aid her, in case of the very real possibility that Last Chance would be too busy to aid in deceleration.  Contrary wise, only accelerating to the velocity at which the freighter could safely stop itself without aid might give the pursuit enough time to catch us up.  They would not care about stopping and would burn at full thrust to catch us.  It was a catch-22 and I wasn’t sure which way to go.
 
   I explained my thoughts to Tanya, and of course everyone else, via com.  There were pros and cons offered but nothing that decisively pointed to one action over the other.  I still had time to decide, of course, at the slow speed at which we were accelerating, relatively, and Bren promised to work out a mathematical solution to the problem that would account for all the factors, but I did not see how that could apply.  Bren and his fricken ideas.  In the meantime, all we could do was sit tight and hope things worked out.  That we could get to the Kievors before the Katons got to us.  I had a feeling it would be a close race either way.
 
   “Last Chance should be free to fight.”  Tanya said suddenly, as if she were feeling crowded.  She had a look on her face that reminded me of a cornered animal and she made me uneasy.
 
   “We need a little more thrust.”  I said.  “At least for now.”
 
   “We need to be free to fight.”  Tanya argued.  “Right away.”
 
   Did I need one more thing to have to worry about?  I said instead; “We’ll undock shortly.”  I was in no mood to argue.
 
   “The Katons at Cribon didn’t get ten seconds warning!”  Tanya said.  “We could get even less!”
 
   What I liked about our chances of escape were that now only a warp equipped Capitol Class Warship would be able to catch us and there were definite questions in my mind concerning how many more of those they had available, and of those available, how many were in a position to intercept us before it was too late.  Of course it didn’t help that they would be able to guess exactly in which direction we would be traveling.  Maybe I should have turned us in another direction, but it was too late now for second guessing my decisions.  If I was going to start second guessing myself, the place to start would be in planning this insanity from the beginning.  All else fell under that initial decision.  The time for second guessing was long past.  Now I had to get us out of this.
 
   “Nothing like well laid plans.”  Bren said over com, from the freighter, where he was safe from my wrath.  Temporarily.
 
   “We need to undock.”  Tanya said annoyingly.
 
   “Thrust.”  Bren said.  Of course, stuck on the freighter, he would want thrust.
 
   “Undock.”  Tanya countered him menacingly, but I don’t think he was moved by her threat, safe in the other ship as he was.
 
   “You’re beginning to sound like a video loop.”  I snapped at Tanya.  “Fine!  I’ll put it to a vote.  Well, let’s hear it, everyone.  What’s it to be?”
 
   “We stay docked.”  Bren said immediately.
 
   “We already know your vote.”  I now snapped at Bren.
 
   “We need the speed.”  Manuel said.  That was two for remaining docked, one for undocking.
 
   “We should be free to fight,” Melanie said, “or flee.”
 
   “Oh great!”  Bren complained.
 
   “Well Janice?”  I asked her, wishing suddenly I had made my own vote right away, because it looked as if it was going to come down to me anyway.
 
   “I don’t know.  I guess it doesn’t matter.  It’s really going to come down to you anyway.”  Janice said.  “I can see good arguments for both points, but I would prefer us to be free to fight, if it comes down to that.
 
   “So that’s my vote.  I vote we undock, though I hope it doesn’t come to having to fight.”  Janice finished.
 
   That still left it to me.  I could vote to stay docked, in which case it would be a tie and I would still have to make the decision, or vote to undock.  Tanya was glaring holes through my head.  I glared back.  I wasn’t going to let her influence my decision, nor did I want her to think she had influenced me, when I voted to undock.  I was suddenly feeling crowded.  Maybe it was Tanya’s sense of impending doom that swayed me, because I had certainly learned, over the years, to trust her intuitions.  “Fine.  We undock.”
 
   “Damn you Deveroux!”  Bren cursed me from the separated ore freighter, Tanya having released the docking locks the moment I spoke my decision.  I could see from his helmet cam feed that he was watching the freighters own video feeds of the two ships pulling apart and though I couldn’t see the expression on his face, I could fairly well imagine it.
 
   “He’s never going to forgive me for this one, you realize.”  I told Tanya, but not before I turned off the com link.  “We’re practically abandoning him.”
 
   “If any of us survive this he’ll thank us later.  We’ll be fighting before this is over.  You don’t seriously think the Katons are going to lie down and let us walk off with a whole ore freighter, do you?  Be realistic.  Their whole Navy is burning for us now.  They’ll abandon every other obligation and put every one of their ships on our trail.  Mark my words, Marc.”
 
   “Every minute reduces the chance of their catching us, Tanya.”  I said.  “I think we’re going to get away clean.”
 
   “Or they might have caught us with our pants down.  If we were still docked to that freighter.”  Tanya smirked.  “Something that's been happening to you a lot lately.”
 
   “Where would you be if I had surrendered us to the Katons?”  I demanded.
 
   “Where would I have been if you hadn’t lost all our money gambling and gotten us into that stupid war for a measly ship full of cargo.”  She returned.  “A war, I might add, that none of us had any personal ties to.  A war none of us had a stake in and which we shouldn’t have been in the first place.”
 
   “That I picked the losing side to fight for.”  I helped her.  Why not, she was on a roll, and after all, I had certainly meant to pick the winning side.  The Federation had had the numerical strength, but there is no calculating for the ferocity of a fighter fighting for his home and family, and for freedom.
 
   “And there’s that.”  Tanya agreed.
 
   “You’ll be singing a different tune when we’re spending these billions.”
 
   “Maybe so.”  She agreed for once.  “I do have to give credit where credit is due, and you’ve got it coming on this one.  This was a coup.  Now if we can only survive to cash in.”
 
   I clicked the com back on and David immediately demanded; “Are you done talking about me?”
 
   “For now.”  Tanya answered.  I glared at her, for all the good it did me.
 
   “How long until apogee, Bren?”  I asked.
 
   “Now I’m good for something?”  Bren demanded.
 
   “For now.”  Tanya said again.  “Until we need you again.”  This time I didn’t bother looking at her.  Would it do any good?
 
   “Bren?”  I said.
 
   “That depends on if we’re hooking up again.”
 
   “We’re not,” I said, “so make your calculations based on that.”  The only good thing I could see was that we weren’t far from the Kievor Trade Station now.  We had spent three hours in warp getting here but that was only because we had gone in the other direction first, to throw off our trail.  I waited with bated breath while Bren made his calculations.
 
   “It’s going to be three hours and twenty-four minutes to apogee.”  Bren said.  “That means just under seven hours total.  Unless we hook back up, then we can cut that time by third.”
 
   Seven hours of extreme stress.  Waiting for the Katon Navy to pop out on top of us.  I could only hope that the worst of it was already behind us, but things never seemed to work out like that for me.  Disaster seemed to follow me like hell follows a sinful life, though I wasn’t sure I liked that analogy, it striking too close to home just at that moment.
 
   “Turnaround is going to be the dangerous part.”  Bren went on.  “No one is going to catch us before then.  They might come out of warp and take a pot shot at us, but no one is going to catch us now.  Not until we start deceleration.”
 
   As if to counterpoint Bren’s statement, the warp proximity sensor began ringing throughout Last Chance, warning us of an incoming warp signature.  Bren heard it over com.
 
   “I’ve got no instrumentation over here.”  He warned us.  He would ordinarily already be evaluating the data to pinpoint the intruding ships vector and possible entry point, something that took an extraordinary ability, and something I could only muddle through given time, and time was not something we would be given.  The warp proximity sensor only went off at the last moments before a ship re-entered normal space.  Bren could look at it and with one glance know approximately where the ship would be entering.  It took a high powered AI to calculate warp re-entry before the intruder had actually intruded, and Last Chance certainly had no such computer.  So now all we could do was wait, but it wasn’t a long wait.
 
   It didn’t matter.  The normal space proximity sensor now began clamoring for attention, ringing shrilly, adding its cacophony to the first alarm and adding its additional stress to that which I was already feeling.  I slapped the alarm deactivation toggle and they both fell silent.  I switched my long range scan to a side screen and was in time to see a massive ship be birthed into space behind us, as if the Universe itself had spawned it.
 
   It came out of warp space slowly.  First it nosed into existence.  Then more followed.  And more.  And more.  And still it came.  It was festooned with scores of smaller digital signature blips.  Fighter craft, I realized, piggy backing their way alongside the mother ship, a Carrier.  Last Chance gave digital labels to all the smaller ships and there were so many that the little square labels could not find enough room on the screen and overlapped each the other dozens deep.
 
   The Carrier instantly fell behind, of course.  We were traveling much faster, and there was absolutely no way they were going to catch us.  At least not as long as we kept accelerating.  The problem was that we couldn’t just keep accelerating.  The Carrier shrank to a dot on my screen and then, finally, vanished altogether.
 
   “We’re in trouble.”  Tanya said simply.
 
   I just sat there stunned.  If they had sent anything else we might have had a chance, but a Carrier with its multitude of small fighting craft meant big trouble.  I hadn’t thought the Katons still had one.  The problem was that the Carrier didn’t have to catch us itself.  It could continue accelerating until it came even with us while we decelerated for our rendezvous with the Kievor Trade Station, and once even with us, or even before coming even with us, release all its small fighter craft as it went by.  The smaller fighter craft, which were nearly all engine, could quickly decelerate and catch us, and eat us for breakfast.
 
   Or, guessing our destination, could jump back into warp again and simply wait for us outside the Kievor Protected Zone.  Or there could be more ships in warp already on their way there.
 
   “You might have a point.”  I admitted, though it hurt me to say so.  “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”
 
   “So what’s the plan, Einstein?”  Bren demanded.  His insubordination was beginning to tell on my nerves.  Though he had spoken to me his helmet cam showed that he was watching the freighters own stern monitors where the Carrier was no longer visible to the naked eye, but was certainly still there.
 
   “Do you have a plan?”  Bren asked when I did not answer.
 
   “Working on it.  Hold tight.”
 
   “Oh yeah,” Bren said, “like I have a choice.”
 
   “Well Tanya,” I said, “what do we do?  Take him off there and give it up?  What other possibility is there?  We certainly can’t fight an entire Carrier.  That’s not an option.”  I was doing a good job of convincing myself of the futility of further resistance, but I wasn’t quite sure I was succeeding with her.
 
   “We’ll fly it directly at the Kievor Trade Station.  At full velocity.”  Tanya said without pause, as if it should have been obvious to one and all.  There were exclamations of outrage from every audio link as the crew heard what she said.  Wordless exclamations of utter horror and surprise that words just simply could not encompass.  Yet she was utterly serious.
 
   “That’s an intriguing idea, Tanya.”  I said, liking it more and more as it soaked in.  It was totally insane, but I also knew that the Kievors possessed extremely powerful gravity drives and tractor beams the sophistication of which made human technology seem like the stone ages.  But were they powerful enough to stop us, and do it without hurting us, and further, would they do it?  I supposed if they didn’t want to do it they’d just divert us, or move themselves out of the way, and we’d go on by none the worse for wear.
 
   “What do you think. Bren?”  I asked, truly excited.
 
   “Are you out of your fucking mind?”  Bren screamed at me at once, as if it had been building up, but he had first to truly comprehend it, it having been too fantastical at first for his mind to truly believe.  “You aren’t seriously considering this?  You expect me to drive this thing at full speed into the Kievor Trade Station and hope they’ll stop us!  Hope!”
 
   “I don’t think he likes the idea.”  I said to Tanya.  She smiled knowingly.
 
   “I’ll pilot it in.”  She said.  I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who was stunned at this turn of events.  I thought it an intriguing idea, but I didn’t think there would be anyone actually willing to do it.  I was wrong.
 
   I did the guppy a couple times as I took my own sweet time processing this new data.  Sometimes the brain is an excellent computer, and sometimes it just freezes up and won’t compute a thing.  Though I believed in the amazing technological abilities of the Kievors, I sat aghast at the outcome of this debate.  Tanya was really going to do it.  Of that, there could be no misunderstanding.  Still;
 
   “Tanya, you are out of your mind!”  I said, but she was already up and moving.
 
   “She’s out of her mind but you had been willing to let me do it?”  Bren demanded.
 
   “Just shut up.”  I told him.
 
   “Get us docked again while I suit up.”  Tanya ordered me.  Then she left without a backward glance.
 
   What could I do?  I got us docked while she suited up and we did the exchange.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   “I always knew Tanya was insane, but this takes the cake.”  Melanie said.
 
   “The com link is open, you know!”  Tanya said from the freighter, which had now reached and passed apogee for rendezvous with the Kievor Trade Station.  Even if we began deceleration now we would still bypass them, but there was no deceleration in the plans.  Only continued acceleration.  Anything else and the Katon Carrier would catch us.
 
   “Yes I know that!”  Melanie said.  “I’m not the one who’s insane.”
 
   “I hope you know what you are doing.”  I told Tanya.  “In case you do not, I am pulling Last Chance outside the collision parameters.”  So saying, I began doing just that, in essence distancing myself from the freighter and Tanya.  If Tanya crashed the freighter into the Kievors (an eventuality I did not for a second foresee) the rest of us were going to get a hell of a light show.  If the Kievors did stop her, Last Chance would have no problem outrunning the Carrier and then turning around to rendezvous at the Station.
 
   “Figures.”  Tanya sneered.  “But don’t worry about me, I once saw the Kievors stop an escaping Hagorian Battleship that had defied their Protected Zone.  Stopped it and drug it in like it was a toy.  They’ll stop me, all right.  I’ve no doubt of it.”  Supremely confident.
 
   “Either that or they won’t.”  Bren said, but he said it so quietly that I barely heard him and doubted the com would have relayed it.  She didn’t respond as if she had heard.
 
   The hours crawled by as we waited, anticipating all kinds of gruesome outcomes to our insane plan.  An hour short of our rendezvous (and even though the Carrier had a huge propulsion advantage, Bren calculated they would not be able to catch us before we reached the Kievor Trade Station) we shut down our engines and powered down the two ships.  If the Kievors simply moved out of the way we would simply continue on, coasting in frictionless space, leaving no fusion trail behind for the Katons to follow, and maybe, hopefully, escape them in the confusion.
 
   Closer we sped.  With bare minutes to spare, Bren sent a distress call ahead via tight beam laser com giving warning to get out of our projected path.  We only hoped the Kievors wouldn’t.  We sped on.
 
   The Kievor Trade Station finally appeared on close scan and began blowing up like a balloon.  Nothing untoward happened as we raced on.  No tractor beam flashed out to enclose the freighter and Tanya in its orange glow.  No gravitational field began slowing her deadly plunge.  She passed on into the Protected Zone.  In normal circumstances the edge of the Protected Zone was still a goodly distance from the Kievor Trade Station yet, but these weren’t normal circumstances.  Tanya was speeding at velocities nearing a quarter of the speed of light.  The edge of the Protected Zone was therefore no distance at all from the Kievor Trade Station then.  Onward she plunged.  She was going to die.
 
   Then everything vanished and I was crushed by the restraining harness of my Captain’s Chair.
 
   The pressure was intense.  More than I had ever experienced.  I may have blacked out, I know I swam on the brink.  I couldn’t understand what was happening nor understand why it was happening to me.  Last Chance had a clear path.  There had been nothing in her way.  If I had thought for one second we were in any danger we could have entered warp and been gone.  I did not understand what was happening.
 
   Alarms assailed my battered senses as stresses Last Chance hadn’t been designed to withstand tried to rip us apart.  She was shaking and vibrating so violently despite the environmental gravity control that I felt sure we were going to disintegrate.  I couldn’t imagine what Tanya was going through, or how the Katon freighter was holding up.
 
   As I gathered my wits I still did not know what was happening to us but it was obvious enough that the Kievors had done something to us.  The treatment Tanya was getting for seemingly trying to ram them had been meted to us as well.
 
   Slowly the pressure began to ease and the black fog I was struggling through lessened.  I was able finally to open my eyes and see that we were still alive (it would be a funny hell that left me in command of my ship) and that Last Chance had pulled through again, somehow unscathed, one more time.
 
   I struggled out of my restraining harness as the last of the pressure vanished, and glancing Bren’s way as I did so.  His eyes were glued to the main screen monitor.  I followed his look and was shocked by what I saw.  We were traveling so rapidly that the stars on our screens were nothing more than horizontal blurs of the varying colors stars came in.  A changing mélange of color and light that was more beautiful to look upon than anything I had ever before witnessed.  If you could set aside for a moment that I had no idea what was happening to us and where we might be going.  What it all meant.  The feed from Tanya’s helmet cam was all static.
 
   It wasn’t exactly accurate that the stars were flowing past us either.  They seemed to be curving around us, rather than flowing by in a straight line.  They all curved one way, and then impossibly, curved another. The first thing you learned when you went to space was that all things traveled in a straight line (at least what appeared to be a straight line) except when curving around a gravitational body.  We shouldn’t have been curving around like we were.  It seemed to defy all the laws.
 
   “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”   Bren asked, never taking his eyes from the monitor.
 
   “I see it.”  I admitted.  “How is that even possible?”
 
   “It’s not.  Not by any of the known laws with which I am familiar.”  Bren said.  I could hear the awe in his voice.
 
   “Well, Tanya was right.  They didn’t just let us crash into them.”  I said.
 
   ‘But what are they doing to us?”
 
   “We’ll find out when they’re ready for us to know.”  Melanie said.
 
   “I for one am in no hurry to find out.”   Janice said.
 
   “I am.”  I said.  “We seem to be traveling some good distance.”
 
   “You think.”  Bren remarked caustically.  I ignored him.  Responding would only reinforce the behavior, and wouldn’t do a bit of good anyway.
 
   Whatever the Kievors had decided to do with Tanya they were sending us along for the ride.  I wasn’t sure yet if I should be thanking or cursing them.  I guess that would depend on where we eventually wound up.  I knew one thing and one thing only, and that was that I had never seen anything like what I was witnessing right now.  Whatever medium we were traveling in, or through, or outside of, or somehow somewhere other than, normal space, we were obviously traveling at great velocities and traveling a great distance, as well.  I had never seen the stars move by at such inhuman speeds and hoped we hadn’t angered the Kievors too much.  I guessed they weren’t too happy with us, considering all we had done was hijack a load of Trinium that had been destined for them anyway, and then forced them to become involved in the theft.
 
   The feed from Tanya’s helmet cam suddenly blinked to life on several screens which were tuned to that signal.  She was watching the freighter's screens.  Watching space rip by.  Whatever designs the Kievors had for us we were meant to suffer them together.
 
   “Can you hear me?”  I asked Tanya.  I looked at the side screen again where Tanya should have been but where I had not seen her before, off our stern where she had been before . . . and yes, she was there.  The image of the freighter was indistinct and somehow hard to see, as if you wanted to look past it, or through it, and I guessed that a lot of things were off kilter here, wherever here was.  I pointed the freighter out to Bren and after blinking he saw it too.
 
   “I read you.”  Tanya replied belatedly.  “What have we gotten ourselves into?”
 
   “No idea.”  I answered truthfully.  “Looks like we got away from the Katons, though.”
 
   “Well that’s small consolation.”  Tanya said.
 
   “It looks like we’re getting away from our whole Universe.”  Melanie said.
 
   Last Chance had settled down and now there was little more than a slight vibration to remind us of the shaking we had just received.  I didn’t want to know what it would have been like without environmental gravity.  There is little doubt we would have been completely shaken apart.  We would have come out of this, if ever we were to come out, looking like that Katon Destroyer which had been too near the Battleship when it got our Kievor nuke up its ass.  Not a pretty sight.
 
   The course we were following seemed to be the course of least resistance, I thought.  We seemed to speed up each time we moved into a new turn, or as the stars moving past us began to curve , in any case.  I thought I could see differences in the speed at which those stars went by and they seemed to speed up each time we entered a new curve.  As they slowed was when we seemed to make our changes of course, speeding into a new trough of least resistance.  Or so it seemed to my insignificant senses.
 
   Last Chance had never spent even half this long in warp before.  Any warp jumps within human occupied territory were necessarily short, because human space was a limited area, relatively speaking.  So as we went into our seventh hour of this jump I was really beginning to sweat.  Not only was this, by far, the longest jump I had ever made, there was also the velocity of the jump to be taken into consideration.  I didn’t even want to think about the spans being traversed, and we completely powerless to do anything about it.  We were not in warp of our own power.
 
   “I wonder how much the Kievors are going to charge you for a map home?”  Bren asked with an amusement I did not share.  He had been just chock full of humorous little tidbits over the last few hours of this crazy, insane ride.  I was really starting to get annoyed but he had a maniacal look in his eyes I did not trust.  I wasn’t sure he wasn’t losing his mind, and we could very well have need of him before this was all said and done.  I didn’t want to push him over the edge.
 
   “Just why exactly do you say that?”  I asked, just to amuse him.
 
   “Because we aren’t in Kansas anymore, Toto.”
 
   “We have a hundred years of fuel and food, Bren.”  I said, finally becoming exasperated.  “We’re not entering the Twilight Zone, you know.”  I had known he was using an analogy from one of those old video clips he was always watching in his free time but I wasn’t sure if I had gotten the right one.  I didn’t care, either.
 
   “That’s the wrong analogy, Marc.”  Bren said.  “But it fits.  We are!”
 
   “Are what?”  I asked, certainly not understanding.
 
   “Entering the Twilight Zone.”  He said exasperatedly.  “Or at least its closest approximation.  Nor do I think getting home is going to be as easy as you seem to think.”
 
   We didn’t get a chance to argue the point because suddenly the stars which had been whipping by for the previous seven hours suddenly began discernibly to slow.  My eyes flickered to the clasps of my safety harness, expecting something drastic to happen, isn’t that the way it always works, but before I could even reach to test them the stars slowed and came to a halt.  We were back in normal space.  Just like that.
 
   “We’re back where we started!”  Bren exclaimed, shocked.  Everyone was talking at once and I couldn’t understand a thing anyone was saying.  Indeed, there was the Kievor Trade Station, sitting right there in front of us.  We had shed all of our inertia and we were at rest where we had begun.
 
   “Marc!  Marc!  Marc!”  Melanie was trying to make herself heard over everyone's chatter.
 
   “Yes Melanie?”  I asked.
 
   “Do you have the rear video patched through?”
 
   “No.”  I answered, feeling uneasy right away.
 
   “You might want to patch it through.”
 
   I heard Bren gasp.  I glanced at him.  He was staring down at his scanner screen.  I switched one of the rear cameras onto the left forward screen and just sat there stunned.  All chatter had ceased.  None of us could do anything other than stare at our respective screens, at the massive Red Giant star just behind and below us that we were now somehow orbiting.
 
   I had never been this close to a star before.  Our orbit was so close that I couldn’t see anything on the screen but the star, even after I tried shrinking the magnification.  There just wasn’t that much recession in the lens.  We were right next to it.  Impossibly.
 
   “How close are we, Bren?”  I asked.  This must be an old, cool star for us to be able to be so close without being burned up, and I was no scientist, yet I did not think it should have been possible.  Old and cool or not, we were close!
 
   “I can’t get a scan.  It’s not working.  Something is absorbing the scan waves.”  Bren said.  “You want a guess?”
 
   “I guess.”  I said.  Here we were, these space faring evolutionary successes, reduced to little more than the impotent apes we evolved from.
 
   “About fifty clicks.”  Bren said.  “At the most.”
 
   I knew that could not be possible.
 
   “What’s going on?”  Tanya asked over com.  “There’s no way we’re in a stable orbit.”
 
   “We’re moving.”  Janice said.  Sure enough, we were surrounded now by the orange glow of the Kievor’s tractor beam and were now advancing on the Kievor Trade Station.  There was no doubt that this was a Kievor Trade Station, but it wasn’t the one we had left.  There was no confusion about that.
 
   “You gotta see this!”  Bren exclaimed.  He hit several keys on his control panel and the other forward screen was replaced by a radar image of us, the Kievor Trade Station, and the myriad of other ships coming and going from the area.  Ordinarily most of the blips which designated ships were tagged by Last Chance’s recognition program with the type of vessel, species of alien usually associated with that type of vessel, and if known, the name of the ship.  Yet not one of these ships, not a single one, showed a designation tag.  Not one of these ships had ever been categorized by Last Chance before.
 
   The Kievors drew both Last Chance and the freighter into the same gigantic docking bay and set us down next to one another.  Though the freighter dwarfed Last Chance and was in itself massive, it was like a toy in the docking bay.  The Kievors built in scale.
 
   “Captain Marc Deveroux.”  The air said.
 
   “That didn’t come from the com.”  Bren stated the obvious.
 
   “You seem to have me at a disadvantage.”  I said.
 
   “Welcome to Kievor Trade Station Number One.”  The voice said without apology.  It came directly from the air again.  Neither here nor there but everywhere at once.  Around me.
 
   “No way!”  Bren said.
 
   “Yes, unfortunately.”  The voice said.  “You left us very little choice.  Every action has an equal but opposite reaction.  We could not stop you.  Your inertia was much too great.  So we shunted you here, bleeding off your velocity along the way.  We hope this has not inconvenienced you.”
 
   “What other options were there?”  I asked.
 
   “We could have destroyed the freighter.”  The voice said.
 
   “No.  You did right.”  I said.  “But where are we?”  There was no point in alienating them now, not when it was obvious we were going to need them.  They knew it too, but it was a part of the negotiations which went without saying.  The unspoken rules of the haggling which I knew were going to occur.  It would have been funny if it weren’t for our situation.
 
   “What this place is called in our language would mean nothing to you, but suffice it to say that this is the Kievor Home System.  This is where the Kievor race was born.  This is our home.  You are the first humans to visit it.  Maybe the last.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?”  I growled, feeling threatened.
 
   “It means we need your help, Captain Deveroux.  It means we need your help, and now you need ours as well.”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   “What was that supposed to mean?”  Bren demanded.
 
   “I don’t think I like the sound of it whatever it means.”  Manuel said.
 
   “In other words, we ain’t getting out of here unless we help them first.”  Tanya said, angry.  “I don’t like cryptic messages.”
 
   “That remains to be seen.”  I said ominously, but there was no answer from the air.  They knew I knew what they wanted, but I wasn’t ready to believe we wouldn’t be able to find our way home without their help.  The one thing I did know for sure was that I did not want to be turned into any confounded alien.  I liked myself the way I was.  No way!
 
   “What about getting paid for the Trinium?”  Melanie asked   “Is that the game?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  I lied.  “But we’re sure going to find out.  Tanya, get over here and get out of that suit.  Everyone else shut down and meet here for weapons disbursement.”
 
   I left Bren to shut down the Bridge and opened up the weapons locker.  I didn’t truly expect that a show of firepower would have any effect on the Kievors, but it would make me feel better.  I had no idea what types of aliens we were going to meet on this Station, either, and wanted to be prepared.  Whatever beings we encountered here, they wouldn’t know humans.  Our reputation wouldn’t keep us out of trouble here.  Here we had no reputation.  Fresh meat.
 
   “Shoot first and ask questions later.”  I told my crew when they had all been armed.
 
   Tanya was armed to the teeth but her armaments weren’t even visible.  Her largest adornment was the annoying self-righteous smirk she always wore.
 
   “You may have gotten us out of the frying pan,” I told her, “but are we out of the fire?”
 
   Words can hardly describe the size of the freighter lying next to Last Chance.  I had been raised in  a one hundred forty story skyscraper tenement that seemed small compared to this vessel.  It was like standing next to a mountain.
 
   “If the Katons were mad before, there is no gauging their fury now.”  Manuel, ever serious, said, as he followed my gaze down the length of the massive freighter.
 
   “Don’t think you’re turning me into a space miner now just because you’re the proud new owner of an ore freighter.”  Janice said.  “I worked as a belt miner and it’s no fun.  I’d rather sign up for Infantry Duty than mine again.  There is absolutely nothing worse.”
 
   “There’s no reason any of us should ever have to worry about money again.”  Melanie said, looking at me to make her point.
 
   “That’s what I’m hoping.”  I lied.  Getting paid for this ore was not going to be easy.  I elongated the story:  “I’m worried the Katons have lodged a complaint.”
 
   “The Kievors don’t honor complaints!”  Tanya snapped, glaring at me, seeing through my lies immediately.  “What are you trying to pull?”
 
   “I’m not trying to pull anything.”  I growled back.  “All I’m trying to say is that I think it is obvious the Kievors have an ulterior motive.  Whatever it is we are about to find out.  So save your attitude for them.”  They had all heard the Kievor’s cryptic message and had accepted that there were things that they did not know.  They just didn’t know that I did.
 
   “You had better not be hiding anything.”  Tanya warned me dangerously, looking me levelly in the eyes.  She had just risked her life to save the freighter, so she had the right, I supposed, to be interested in getting paid for the Trinium.
 
   “What could I possibly be hiding?”  I asked.
 
   She didn’t answer.  She wouldn’t continue on until I spilled it but it was obvious by the expression on her face that she knew all was not as it seemed.  She didn’t know what wasn’t right, only that something wasn’t.  Her expression said ‘Marc beware if you get us screwed!’  I put on my most innocent expression and looked my innocence directly into her eyes.  She did not look amused.
 
   I led my little procession, blast rifles at the ready, out into the corridor of the Trade Station proper.  The outer, docking level of these Kievor Trade Stations was always the busiest and this one was no exception.  Anti-gravity sleds moved products and materials amid a bustle of alien life of all forms.  Although I didn’t specifically recognize any of the alien species, Mother Nature had taken similar evolutionary courses here as elsewhere.  There were numerous reptiles of all kinds.  Bipeds.  Fanged carnivores and even a species of bird creature of dubious intelligence, all working in and amongst one another, loading, unloading or moving their products and purchases on the quiet Kievor rented anti-gravity sleds.  No one paid us the slightest bit of attention as we traveled first down one corridor and then another, marveling at the prolific nature of life.
 
   The only strange look we got was when we’d tired of investigating and we were waiting for a lift to come and take us down to Level One, and two humanoids walked past us wearing shocked expressions.  We were a little shocked ourselves.  These humanoids were as close to us in appearance as any alien race I have ever seen, and they were obviously thinking the same thing, except that we had come a very far way and were expecting to see some strange sights, whereas they were probably in or close to their home territory and had probably thought they knew all the alien species.  They obviously had not been expecting to see anything like us.
 
   They came to a halt and just stared at us, no more than two meters away.  They were a male and a female and appeared as youthful as we did ourselves, but very rugged and muscular.  The pair were roughly our own height, the male slightly taller and stronger looking, and of a similar mass and structure.  Five fingers, single opposable thumbs, golden hair and yellow eyes, and all the rest of their parts in equivalent places (and, I wondered, noting that the female was about as beautiful a creature as I had ever before laid eyes on, if the parts that weren’t visible were the same as well?).  She noticed my interest with an intuition purely animal, and parted full lips to smile at me.  The smile revealed canines that would have done a leopard proud, but in no way diminished her beauty.  She was absolutely stunning in a primordial, barbaric way, and it was obvious that if she did not feel the same way about me, she at least appreciated my interest in her.
 
   I didn’t get a chance to find out just how interested she might be in me because the male noted the way we were looking at one another just as intuitively.  He barked an order at her and they immediately moved off, but not without a backward glance cast my way as she went.  I winked at her.
 
   “Don’t you just wish that human women were as obedient?”  Tanya taunted me.
 
   The lift dinged its arrival as it opened, cutting off whatever remark I was getting ready to retort (I seldom had to think such bantering through, something always seemed to come out of my mouth, and that not always a good thing).  I smiled at her in my ease, letting her know she had won no points.  After all, the beautiful alien girl had practically thrown herself on me!  It was my moment!  We got on the lift and the lift departed before I could even indicate where we wanted to go.  They knew where we wanted to go.
 
   We all kind of held our collective breaths as we rode down through the Station and then started following the green arrows once we arrived on Level One.  They brought us to a door which looked like any other door to be found on this Level.  It slid open as we approached.
 
   “Come in please.”  Said the same mechanized voice that we had heard in the air aboard Last Chance as we approached the door.  I had time to wonder if we were going to be dealing with a robot.  If so, it would be a first.
 
   We walked in.  The office was the same as any other Kievor office I had ever been in.  It could have been the same office, if I had not known better.  There were six chairs in front of the Kievor’s desk today.
 
   The Kievor looked the same as every other Kievor I had ever dealt with.  If this was a different being, and I had no doubt that it was, I could not see those differences, if differences there were.  The only difference between this Kievor and any other Kievor I had ever dealt with was that this one had a metal disk strapped to its throat, which began issuing words once I had made myself comfortable.
 
   “No Kievor here speaks any of the human languages.  Sorry.  You will have to tolerate our translator, please.  We hope this does not inconvenience you.”
 
   “Do we have a choice!”  Tanya grouched, but the Kievor ignored her, its eye turned directly onto me.  Maybe Kievors did not let their women have free reign, either, yet somehow I did not think that was it.
 
   “It’s no problem.”  I said, ignoring Tanya too.
 
   “Good.”  The Kievor went on through the translator, somehow activating it without actually making any sounds or even moving its mouth or throat.  It was a bit disconcerting.  The Kievor went on; “If we had ever imagined the need for human linguists we would have been better prepared, but here on One we are an unimaginably long distance from human territory, and we did not anticipate that the need would ever arise.  I do not anticipate you will be pleased when you find out how far that is.”
 
   The Kievor paused to give me a chance to interrupt, but the fewer interruptions I offered the faster it would get to the meat.  Anyway, if they could get us here, they could get us back.  Of course, there would be the cost.  That was the meat I was waiting for.  The Kievor went on;
 
   “The wormhole we used to shunt you here is a one way ride.”  It lied to me.  “There was a time when we could access these wormholes and travel anywhere we wanted, but, unfortunately, an unknown entity has been destroying them.  We are in an undeclared war with unknown parties.  We think the wormhole openings are being destroyed to cut us off from one another.  To alienate us one from one another.  As yet we have been unable to determine who is behind these attacks, or determine their purpose.
 
   “You’re saying there is no way to return?”  Bren demanded, alarmed.  “You’re saying we’re trapped?”
 
   “There are no wormhole openings in this sector of space.  That is correct.”  The Kievor said.  “That is not to say that you are trapped, however.  There are wormhole openings elsewhere, so it is just a matter of getting to them, accessing them, and making the return journey home.”
 
   “How long without accessing any of these wormholes of yours?”  I asked.  The game was clear to me now and I did not need to actually hear the Kievor’s answer to know the gist of what it was going to say.
 
   “I’m afraid,” said the Kievor, “that at your present level of technology, it would be completely out of the question.  The distance involved . . .”  It left the thought hanging.
 
   “So you’re blackmailing me?”  I said, but the translator must not have been able to comprehend the term because the Kievor did not respond.  I explained myself more fully.  “You are going to force me to do this thing for you.  Is that it?”
 
   “No!”  The Kievor seemed alarmed.  “We do not force beings to do anything they do not wish to do.”  Then a slightly different tone crept into the mechanized voice.  “We also do not give our technology away.”
 
   “I have plenty of Credits.”  I argued ridiculously.  “I’ll buy the technology.  Or were you planning to change the going rate for Trinium?”
 
   “No.  Not at all.  We will honor the going price for your Trinium.”  I definitely heard the change in tone on that word.  “Your account has already been credited with eight hundred forty-seven billion Credits, and change.  We do not wish to haggle and this is our top offer.  We hope this is acceptable.”  It wasn’t really a question nor could I find the strength to argue.
 
   “You won’t sell your technology?”  I said.  That was the game, of course.
 
   “No.”  Just that.
 
   “What is it they want from you?”  Melanie asked.  “Did you already know about this?”
 
   “Yes I already knew about it, and turned it down once before.”  I swore.  “They want me to spy for them.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound too terrible.”  Manuel said.
 
   “You haven’t heard the best part.”  I said.
 
   “What’s the best part?”  Tanya asked, a sly look in her eyes like she was just about to get to watch me suffer cruelly, even though she couldn’t know what it was all about, she could see me squirming on the end of the hook.  I was caught, pure and simple.
 
   “They want to change me into an alien.  Literally change me into an alien.  Right down to the atomic level.  I would be one of these aliens!”
 
   “What kind of alien?”  Tanya asked eagerly, a self-satisfied look writ plainly on her face.
 
   “A biped similar to humans.”  The Kievor said.  “The differences would be minimal, and of course we would return you to your original state once you had completed your mission.  Also, there is the matter of the additional two million Credits to be considered.  We will give you the technology you need to get home once you have done what we ask, as a measure of our gratitude.  Now, do you need time to consider our proposal?”
 
   “Hell yeah I need time to think about it!”  I nearly screamed.  “If this isn’t forcing someone to do something they don’t want to do then I don’t know what in the hell you do call it!”  I stood up to go.  There was certainly no reason to rush my decision.  Hell, what did they have in human space they didn’t have here, anyway?
 
   “Wait please.”  The Kievor said and stood up as well, behind its desk, dwarfing us.  “There is much you do not know.  We do not fear merely for ourselves.  If it were just us, we could gather and depart.  As far as you have come from human space, the Universe is still limitless.  Still expanding.  We could go and find new territory to dwell within in peace.  Find a new place to set up our Empire.  Let them have all the territory they need.  But we have formed alliances and partnerships with millions of races.  We feel an obligation to those races. When the Kievor give their word, we keep it, or do everything in our power to attempt to do so.  The Kievors have never before broken their word, and we do not wish to start doing so now.
 
   “Yet we are not warlike.  We do not wish to precipitate war.  We do not wish to engage in war at all.  But the race with which I refer is bent on expansion, domination and extinction of all other races.  They had already been expanding for many thousands of years when we first met them and they have not slowed down since.  They are expanding rapidly and they are not far from human space.
 
   “This is the biped in question.”  The Kievor said and nodded to the ever present painting hanging behind every desk of every office of every Kievor Trade Station I had ever been in.  The painting of the mountainous planet washed by red sunshine (and now I knew of what system it represented) and which changed as I looked at it; the new image which appeared there was of a member or the same species of biped which we had just encountered in the corridor so far above Level One, that we had seen when we were entering the lift to descend here.  I think we all gasped when we saw it.
 
   “You let them on your Station!”  Tanya snapped, jumping to her feet as if she expected them to come crashing through the doorway into the office at that very second.  Her face was a mask of fury.  The real Tanya showing herself in an unguarded moment.
 
   “We don’t take sides.  We are neutral.”  The Kievor said by way of explanation.
 
   “But you said they have been destroying the worm holes!”  Janice said.  “Why would you allow them aboard your ship?”
 
   “We are a Trading race, and it is only speculation.  We do not know for sure that it is they doing it.  We only guess as much.  We know of no other races with the technological ability, but we do not know it for certain.”  The Kievor sat back down as if with a great weariness, obviously feigned.  “We only suspect, and it is not a direct attack against us personally.  The destruction of the wormholes in no way deters our escape, should that become necessary, though we do not know that they know that.  We know little of what they know.”
 
   “How are the wormholes being destroyed?”  Bren asked.
 
   “Technically, we do not know that the worm holes are destroyed.  We only know that we can’t get near them to find out.  Their entrances are blocked by black holes.”
 
   “Black holes!”  I exclaimed.  “You don’t think they made these black holes?”
 
   “That’s exactly what we think.”  The Kievor said.  “We think they’re using Trinium to make gravitational engines.  Given enough energy a Trinium particle wave producer could create the mass necessary to form a black hole.  We still have to devise a method to counteract these black holes, but that is why we are buying up all the Trinium.  We do not yet possess the technology necessary but we are working on it.  That is why we need your help?”
 
   “How have these aliens responded to your buying Trinium?”  Tanya asked.
 
   “They are called the Alartaw,” the Kievor said, “and they have made no response at all.  They’re not selling us Trinium.  That I can tell you.  Or buying it, for that matter.  They haven’t acknowledged our move at all.”  The Kievor looked around at all of us in turn, then went on.  “The Alartaw are following a pattern that was only interrupted by their meeting us, we hypothesize.  Uncertain of our abilities and unsure of our motives, they have settled in to study and observe us, but their activation of these black holes at the entrances of the worm holes they know we use can only lead us to believe that they are preparing to launch an offensive against us.  They have already annihilated or nearly annihilated thousands of other races.  There can be no confusion as to their motives.  They do not wish to subjugate.  Utter destruction is all they desire.”
 
   “How far from human space are these Alartaw now?”  Manuel asked, always the pragmatist.
 
   The Kievor looked uncomfortable, as if regretful this question had been asked, but answered truthfully; “Far yet, but their eventual arrival is inevitable, unless they are stopped.
 
   “We have been secretly advising all sentient races within this and other affected Sectors to join together for mutual protection, but we fear that it is too late and in vain.  The Alartaw are highly organized, technologically advanced, and highly aggressive.  We may not even be able to escape them, and if we cannot escape them, no one will.”
 
   “Fine.”  I said.  “Say all this is true and that I believe you.  Just what is it that you expect me to be able to do?  I mean, really do?”
 
   “We had hoped you might be able to steal a copy of their data base.  As an Alartaw, there would be no reason you would not be able to gain access to this information.  Especially given your unique skills.”  Here the Kievor paused a moment, then went on; “Any data you would be able to acquire would be a help to us; military structure and strength, weapons systems, maps, military objectives, anything you could get.”
 
   “Yeah I’ll just walk in and ask for a copy of their Classified Military Database.”  I said sarcastically.  Did they really expect me to be able to walk into this completely unknown society, of the most technologically advanced species in the known Universe (according to the Kievors), and just waltz back out again with all their Top Secret data?  Ridiculous!
 
   “We think you are capable of accomplishing this.”  The Kievor said.
 
   “I’m sure you do.”  I said.  “It won’t be your neck on the line.  You know, really, it sounds like a piece of cake.  So what if they capture me and torture me for the next ten million years.  My throat will get a little sore from screaming, but I’ll be fine!”
 
   “I’m going with.”  Tanya said.  “It’s two million for me too.”
 
   “I’m not going,” I said, “and if I did I wouldn’t involve you.”
 
   “I wasn’t asking.”  Tanya said.  “If you’re going, I’m going with, to make sure it gets done.”
 
   “Maybe we should all go.”  Melanie said.
 
   “I’m not going.”  Bren said.
 
   “You can’t all go.”  The Kievor said.  “I think we can find places for the two of you, though.” He meant Tanya and me.
 
   “She’s not going.”  I said.
 
   “I’m going.”  Tanya repeated, this time with slitted eyes.
 
   “Then it’s all settled.”  The Kievor said, I swear, with a tone of self-satisfied conceit.
 
   “There’s still the matter of the additional two million Credits.”  Tanya said, as if an extra two million Credits meant anything at all with the amount of Credits we already had.  But Tanya is Tanya.  She could never be anything less than what she is.  “Nothing’s settled just yet.”
 
   I looked at the Kievor with evident relief.  It was never going to agree to the additional two million.  So Tanya would not be coming.  I did not want her in my way.  I did not want to be responsible for her.  It was going to be hard enough just worrying about myself, I did not need the additional stress.
 
   “Agreed,” The damn grass-eater told Tanya without hesitation, “and well worth it if you succeed.”
 
   “We’ll succeed.”  Tanya swore.  “We have no choice, do we!”  It wasn’t a question.
 
   “Our necks are on the chopping block as well as yours.”  The Kievor said.  “If you are captured they will wring everything from you.  Do not even bother trying to keep it a secret if you are captured.  We know what the risks are and we accept them.”
 
   “Your necks were already on the chopping block.”  I said.  “Do not make it sound as if you are putting yourself out to do this, or that you are in some way helping us.”  The Kievors did not do anything unless there was an angle.  Unless there was something in it for them.
 
   “Yes, our necks are on the chopping block, as you say.”  The Kievor said.  “But only insomuch as we would not be able to honor the alliances we have made.  Among the Kievor we value honor above all things.  However, we do feel that you have a better than average chance of success, but also, you must know, that we feel that you are the last option.  The last chance of finding a way to resolve this that does not include all Kievors leaving this part of the Universe forever.”
 
   “That’s comforting to know.”  I said.
 
   “It is not meant to be comforting.”  The Kievor said.  “Now that we have chosen a course, we must not delay.  Further delay could be our undoing.”
 
   Easy for it to say, I thought, since it wasn’t going to be turned into an alien and tortured for ten million years.
 
   The Kievor got up again and trotted around its desk and out the door, leaving us to look at one another, wondering what to do next.  The Kievors were actually very graceful animals, if animals quite correctly described what they were.  It was hard for me to get around the word animal when I was thinking about them, but they are animals!  They will always be animals, no matter how sophisticated they become.  Prey animals, and I knew how much it rankled some of the races to be subservient to them, when it would seem more apt to be eating them than to be doing business with them, especially in a subservient position.
 
   “Follow along please.”  The Kievor said from the corridor after a moment.  We got up and followed it.  After a short walk it came to a different lift than the one we had used to come here, and the light on the wall lit up without physical manipulation.  More Kievor technology, but if I were a Kievor and had to manipulate all my tools with my lips, from pressing the buttons for a lift to wiping my ass, I’d probably be in a hurry to invent the technology required to relieve me of those duties, as well.  Imagine having to wipe your ass with your lips!!
 
   “Say your goodbyes.”  The Kievor said as the lift arrived.  It was almost instantaneous from the moment the light lit up until it arrived.  There was no delay when it was a Kievor who was waiting.
 
   “Well,” I said, turning to them, “I guess if I don’t make it the four of you inherit, but Last Chance stays docked until I return.  Or until I’m dead, whichever comes sooner.”
 
   “There’ll be no docking fees for either ship nor problems opening my account to my crew?”  I added.
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “Then I guess this is it.”  I said.  Melanie came forward and gave me a hug.  She smelled good and felt good, and made me think of Cheryl, even though I knew that Cheryl would never take me back now.  Bren glared at me, but his fears were misplaced.
 
   Manuel shook my hand.  Janice nodded.  Nobody paid the slightest attention to Tanya, but that was the way Tanya liked it.  Always aloof, distant, strong.
 
   “Are you done crying now?”  Tanya asked.  “Can we go?”
 
   “Been waiting for you.”  I said.
 
   We three got on the lift and I immediately saw why it had gotten there so quickly.  This wasn’t a general lift.  This lift had no controls whatever, was paneled in expensive wood (variety unknown) and was obviously for the Kievors use alone.
 
   “Have either of you ever been below Level One?”  The Kievor asked as the door closed and shut away our view of my crew, whom, I thought, there was a very strong possibility I would never ever see again.
 
   “No.  Never.”  I answered.
 
   “Once.”  Tanya said.  Both the Kievor and I looked at her.  It was obviously news to both of us, but she didn’t elaborate and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.  I had never heard of anyone, of any race, ever getting to travel below Level One, but I also knew that Tanya was not one prone to exaggeration or lies.  If she said she had been below Level One, then she had been below Level One.  Yet somehow I did not think that she had been there by invitation, though that was, of course, supposed to be impossible.  She smiled at us but did not elaborate.
 
   Only a moment later, though I couldn’t tell that the lift had even moved, the door opened and we were in Kievor territory.  It wasn’t what I had been expecting, though I wasn’t sure just what I had been expecting.  Whatever I had been expecting, this wasn’t it.
 
   We walked off the lift onto a grassy plain that stretched out before us as far as the curve of the Station would allow us to see.  The moment we exited the lift the lift itself melted into the ground under our feet and was instantly gone.  Herds of Kievor grazed upon the plain, eating the luxuriant grasses that grew here.  There must have been tens of thousands of them in sight, literally, yet they seemed small and insignificant compared to the vastness of the plain.  Soft white light glowed from the ceiling just meters above my head, bathing all in its warm, star like radiance.  It felt warm on my skin.  It was a stunning, picturesque scene.
 
   “We wanted to share our world with you, show you the way we live, before we move on to the technological heart of the Station.”  Said proudly.
 
   “I’d never considered it,” I said, “but now it makes total sense.  No wonder you don’t allow anyone else down here.  They would only despoil it.”  I had to admit that this view of the way they lived made me view them in a totally new light.  How in touch with their heritage they were.  How close to nature they lived, even if they had had to manufacture that nature.  This was still a place of living things.  A world alive, even if it were inside a fabricated construct.  Humans had despoiled most of their worlds, of course.  We had no respect for the living environment except as we could benefit from it in the here and now, and to hell with the future generations.  This was a place to envy.
 
   “We must go now.”  The Kievor said, ending our tour as quickly as it had begun.  I didn’t blame them for not wanting us there.  They had seen how we treated our own worlds.
 
   The lift reappeared and we boarded.  The door closed and almost immediately began opening again.  It took longer for the door to open and close than the trip itself, but I figured the slowness of the door was aesthetic only.  I had no doubt it could open or close with the same lightning swiftness that everything else moved for the Kievors had they wanted it to.
 
   Here now were the trans-metal corridors.  The rooms with computers, electronic and other gadgetry that I had always associated with the Kievors.  We only had a short walk and we found ourselves turning into a med-bay that seemed to have been designed with us in mind.  Had been designed just for us.
 
   This room was dominated by twin auto-docs that seemed little different than the docs in Last Chance.  They didn’t appear to be made of trans-metal but I had a feeling that everything within the Kievor Trade Station could be manipulated the same as the trans-metal we saw in the upper levels.  I believed that they could create, out of pure nothingness, except for the energy required, anything which they desired.  It was as nearly close to godhood as any mere physical being could transcend.  But not so close that they did not fear another race as technologically advanced, I could not forget.  There would be no forgetting that.
 
   Two other Kievors waited in the room, one by each of the docs.  They were identical to the Kievor who had escorted us here, as far as I could tell, and both wore the disc communicators on their necks.
 
   “We’re fully prepared to start your treatments.”  Said the Kievor by the doc meant for me.  I knew it was meant for me because the table had been molded to accommodate me.  The second doc’s table had the same molding, except obviously for Tanya’s form.  “You need only undress and lie upon the tables.”
 
   Tanya was in no way embarrassed and was out of her clothes in only moments, but not until after disgorging a number of objects only some of which were obvious weapons.  She put them all on the table next to her doc which had been provided, obviously, for that purpose.  I couldn’t help my admiring glance as I too undressed.  She was as catlike and lithe, graceful and confident without her clothing as with.
 
   She made a hands on hips pose and smirked at me as I undressed, but I certainly had nothing to be embarrassed about.  I smirked back when I stood there as naked as her, letting her know she had won no points, but inwardly had to admit that of the two of us, she looked the much better than I in the nude.
 
   Without further thought to the horrific consequences we were letting ourselves in for, we climbed onto our individual tables and were immediately drawn into the interiors of the docs.  The openings closed and there could be no turning back.
 
   I felt a needle prick me and I was gone into dreamless sleep.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   The one thing I did like about going into a doc, when it was necessary, was that one minute you are going in, and the next, at least to the senses of the one affected, you are coming back out again, with no recollection of the time spent within.  When I awoke I had to think about it for a moment before I was sure this was the tail end of the operation and not still just the beginning.  It was like taking a nap sometimes, you aren’t even sure you had fallen asleep, until you looked at the clock.  There was no clock inside the doc but I remembered the needle prick.  I wouldn’t still be awake after that, so this had to be the end.  Prick in the arm, eyes closed, eyes opened, it was over.  Even as I considered this the end of the doc opened and I was assailed by brilliant light.  Then I was sliding out.
 
   The clarity of the light was affecting me strangely.  Everything was clearer somehow, than I ever remembered.  More acute, as if my vision was now different.  They seemed to adjust out of the darkness more swiftly than I could ever remember them doing before.  The brightness of the light only bothered me for a moment and then the discomfort was gone and I was seeing normally.
 
   I got off the retractable table in a sinuous movement that startled me with my own grace and ease.  I felt coordinated and strong, terrible, powerful, deadly.
 
   I have always considered myself fast, coordinated and strong, but this was new and amazing.  I stretched and moved through two complicated Katas as the two Kievor technicians warily looked on.  I thought I could fight an enraged Kirisha lizard with my bare hands and win handily.  Whatever else happened, I was keeping the autonomous reflexes I had just been given.  I might even keep the fangs my tongue now encountered.  I had never, ever, felt so alive.
 
   “I begin to see why these Alartaw feel so superior.”  I said, but I wasn’t expecting an answer because the two Kievor now in the room (I had no idea if they were the same who had been before) were no longer wearing the disc neck translators.
 
   “They are a very dangerous species, in every aspect of the word dangerous.”  The Kievor closest to me said, startling me.  The Kievors speech always startled me anyway.  You just didn’t expect speech from an animal that reminded you of dinner on the hoof.  The way their lips had to twist around crazily to form the words.  Plus they had not been speaking Galacta when I had gone under.
 
   “How long was I out?”  I asked, but before the Kievor could answer the second doc opened and Tanya began to slide out.  Or at least what I had been expecting as Tanya.
 
   If I had thought Tanya beautiful before, she was now twice so.  She flowed from the table like water, all grace and prowess and confidence, reminding me of a big cat more than a biped.  The overall structure was the same.  She was built like a human woman, except much more muscular.  Curvy.  I felt the muscles enhanced rather than detracted from her femininity.   She smiled at me, at ease in her nakedness, showing wicked fangs, and looked me over as closely as I was doing her.
 
   “You were unconscious for five human Standards.”  The same Kievor said.  That meant five twenty-four hour periods.  It seemed a long time considering the Kievors technological level.  The changes must have been profound.
 
   Most animals, including sentient ones, have a better sense of smell than do humans, and to my regret my new Alartaw sense did not seem any more acute, which was kind of a letdown.  I guess it didn’t matter.  Evolved humans had never needed their sense of smell and it had slowly been removed from the species.  Humans had no need of early warning devices because we had just stood and fought anyway.  We had been too slow to escape most carnivores, and so we had learned to fight, carving our legacy through the other great carnivores of ancient Earth, as obviously the Alartaw had done on their own home world.
 
   “Now that you’ve turned us into these Alartaw, how do you propose to integrate us into their society?”  Tanya asked.  “I’m guessing you have some plan.”  She began stalking around the med bay now like some restless predator on the prowl, forcing the Kievors to move nervously out of her way.  They looked like herd animals now more than ever and I was half expecting her to leap upon one of them and begin tearing at their flesh.
 
   Watching her gave me the sudden feeling to do just that as I watched the Kievor’s hides ripple in nervous fear as they sidled out of her way.  The Alartaw were definitely predators and no wonder the Kievor did not let other species down here with them.
 
   “Yes, we have a plan.”  The second Kievor said as it retreated behind a desk that the nude stalking predator who used to be Tanya looked as if she might just follow it right behind as well (and chaos would undoubted ensue).  The first Kievor now looked longingly at the space behind the desk its fellow had taken as Tanya now turned towards it, looking as if it might consider fighting its fellow for the spot.
 
   “Knock it off, Tanya.”  I snapped as she continued moving towards the first Kievor, whose flesh literally began to crawl.  I saw images in my mind of frantic Kievors trampling us under their hooves, but I knew that of course it would not happen like that; they were guarded by their technology and if Tanya sufficiently angered them we would feel its bite.
 
   “Hmm!”  Tanya mused, but she turned from her games to face me, her nudity proudly on display.  “The dominant Alartaw male marks his territory.”
 
   “You didn’t seem to inherit any of the female Alartaw submission.”  I commented sarcastically.  “Let’s be about our business.”
 
   “Yes, dominant male.”  She said, but smirked to show I had won no points.  It wasn’t as if she had planned to leap upon the Kievor, I hoped, she was just having her usual fun.
 
   With a wink of her eye she desisted her amusements and slinked over to the table next to her doc and began dressing in the clothes that had been laid out there.  I began dressing in my own.
 
   “There are two Alartaw who run a bar here.”  The Kievor who was still behind the desk began again, now that the atmosphere had settled.  “They are the only Alartaw who reside herein, and as we understand, had a hard time acquiring the permissions from their government to do so.  We, of course, were eager to accommodate them, for the opportunities it presented us, to study them, to engender relations, or failing in that, for the opportunity to infiltrate them.  We believe we can safely switch the two of you for the two of them.  Then it will be up to you to find a way back aboard their ships and into their data base.”
 
   “Cut and dried.”  I said harshly, suddenly very much regretting my decision to do this.  “You have to be kidding.  That’s your plan?  It’s pure improvisation.  It will never work.  You expect bartenders to somehow get access to their military data-base?  I must be out of my mind!”
 
   “We don’t even speak their language.”  Tanya pointed out.
 
   “Yes you do.”  The other Kievor said in a language I knew I did not recognize but somehow unaccountably understood.
 
   “Cerebral compulsory education?”  I demanded angrily, taking a step towards the Kievor.  Force educating was potentially highly dangerous.  It often led to insanity for which there was no cure and it was not something I would have agreed willingly to do.
 
   “Our methods are completely safe.”  The Kievor behind the desk said.
 
   “That’s what you say.”  I was angry, but I calmed myself with difficulty.  I supposed they had a point.  There was no other way we were going to be able to pull off being one of them if we did not speak their language like a native.
 
   “Temper, temper.”  Tanya said.  “You seem a little hot headed.”
              “Yes I guess I do.”  I admitted, recognizing how quickly I had become so.  My new Alartaw hormones grew easily riled, apparently.  “I bet the Alartaw do a lot of fighting amongst themselves.”
 
   “Not that we’ve seen.”  The Kievor behind the desk spoke again.  “Quite unlike humans, who seem to love to slaughter one another, and anyone else who has the misfortune of getting in their way”, (was this message particularly aimed at us), “we have seen no instances of Alartaw fighting Alartaw.  They don’t hold back when it comes to other races, however.  There are always numerous killings when the Alartaw are aboard, especially between the Alartaw and the various reptile races.  Killings that go both ways.”
 
   “Lizards are vicious wherever you find them.”  I said, finding myself defending the Alartaw, fellow bipeds and mammals.  “Vicious and stupid.”
 
   “We have met some very intelligent reptile races.”  The same Kievor said.  “Yet it is true that they have a hard time separating their emotions from their intellect.  It is their one true failing.”
 
   “So watch out for smart lizards holding grudges.”  Tanya said, smirking.  The smirk really seemed to work on the Alartaw face, and then I remembered the Alartaw female who had flirted with me as we had waited to board the lift; Tanya had her face.  I said;
 
   “Tanya, remember the bipeds we saw when we were waiting to board the lift?”
 
   “Yes.  You’re the male.  I guess I’m the female who got her panties all in a bind over you.”
 
   “The very same.”  I said, now the one smirking.
 
   “My panties don’t bind, so don’t let it go to your head.”
 
   “How are we going to make the swap?”  I turned to the Kievors to ignore Tanya.
 
   “If you’re ready to go, we can do it now.”  The Kievor who was still doing most of the talking said.  “This part is easy and there’ll be no mistakes.  They’re aboard our ship where we have complete control.  As far as your own behaviors once you’ve been swapped, there should be no problem there either.  We’ve cerebrally implanted thousands of hours of surveillance data into your memories.  You should be able to bluff your way, I believe bluff is the word I am looking for, through almost any situation, especially with the two of yours unique skills in that area.  You’ll know many hundreds of your patrons by name, and many thousands more by sight.  Your establishment does a brisk trade and the two of you are quite wealthy.  Do you have any more questions?  We’re going to need to go now.”  I really hadn’t needed to know all this because it was in fact all coming to me now, memories I couldn’t distinguish from my own though I knew I had never lived them.
 
   I looked at Tanya and without a second’s hesitation, asked;
 
   “Are you ready Meerla?”
 
   “Whenever you are, Master Brune.”
 
   I liked the name Brune but she had added the Master herself.  Our attention was drawn to a vid screen on the wall behind the desk.
 
   “This won’t take long so don’t bother getting comfortable.”  The Kievor said.  There were no chairs in the room anyway so I wasn’t sure where it thought I might be getting comfortable at.  I didn’t have time to think about it either as the screen immediately lit up.
 
   The image that appeared on the screen at first defied any logic I could place upon it.  Bare skin and thrashing limbs soon resolved themselves into our two Alartaw, however, in the middle of an aggressive wrestling match.  Then I realized they weren’t wrestling.  As I watched I decided I had never seen a more violent display of mating rituals, and then the trans-metal ceiling reached down and engulfed them.
 
   “We’re not without our defenses.”  The Kievor said pointedly.  I gave Tanya a look which she did not acknowledge.
 
   The trans-metal showed several ripples where it was obvious the duo were struggling to extricate themselves, but it was a one sided battle.  It was still metal against flesh, and the bulging, squirming package was quickly drawn back up into the ceiling, which once again smoothed over and lay glassy and nonthreatening appearing.
 
   “What happens to them?”  I asked.
 
   “They’ll be detained.  For now.”  The Kievor said.  “We would prefer not to have to kill them.”
 
   “Sorry.”  The other Kievor said, and then the ceiling fell on me, wrapping me in a grip of iron, and though I could not help but to struggle, I couldn’t affect the enveloping steel even in the slightest, and I was sucked up into its strange embrace, kicking and thrashing ineffectually.
 
   The bubble around me hardened measurably so that I could no longer influence it at all.  I struggled to force myself to calm the instinctual panic which gripped me, and was finally able to take a smooth breath.  I don’t know how I was able to breathe only that I could.  A little more warning from the Kievors would have been nice.  I thought that maybe I wouldn’t have reacted so badly.  Not that it had gotten me anywhere.  I guess in the end it really didn’t matter.  Warning or not I was on my way.
 
   I wondered just how far the genetic change had gone.  I wasn’t quite sure I really wanted the answer to that question.  Everything but my personal memories, I supposed.  Anything but total conversion could leave me susceptible to discovery, especially if the Alartaw’s technology was in any way equal to the Kievors.  I had the inescapable feeling that it might be a long while before I would be able to contact the Kievors again.  It wouldn’t be safe.  The next time I could safely contact them again I would be returning to them, probably running from the Alartaw.  I felt stranded.  I wondered just what in the hell I had gotten myself into this time.  This was the doozy of all my escapades.
 
   Somehow I was breathing even though the trans-metal was only scant millimeters from my mouth and nose, having shrunk down to the size of a loose piece of clothing.  My chest had enough room to expand as I drew in nervous breaths (Kievor technology please don’t fail me now), but no more room than that.  Nightmare visions of abandonment, or asphyxiation, or even drowning in my own urine when I couldn’t hold it further filled my thoughts.  I don’t think I had ever been more at someone’s mercy than then and I liked it not in the least.  Briefly I wondered how Tanya fared, thinking she would be liking this even less than myself.
 
   If I was to suffer a cramp or an itch, it could soon become agonizing, but the trans-metal bubble must have been capable of incredible velocity because by the time I had gotten myself completely calmed, not long, no more time than it took you to read these words, the metal was melting away from me and was sucking back into the ceiling above me.  I recognized where I was.  From the vid link.  I was in Brune’s room.  My room.
 
   
It was incomprehensible that I had made the journey here from the core of the Station to, to Level Six forty-seven, the knowledge of where I was now at coming automatically, as if I had always known it, in no more time than it took a drop of blood to circulate through my heart, and that analogy an apt one, I thought, since in essence I was a white blood cell being delivered through the heart of the Kievor Trade Station to fight their infection.
 
   It was at least thirty seconds before the ceiling puckered to announce Tanya’s arrival.  The metal bubbled down towards the floor and then ran like water back up, leaving a wild eyed Tanya in its place.
 
   “So much for the Kievor’s defenses.”  She said, grinning wickedly, a predatory look on her face.
 
   “What the hell did you do now?”  I demanded, genuine alarm filling me, and I took a step towards her, but then somehow held back the strange sensation that had overcome me to strike her.  She moved reflexively, but it wouldn’t have been fast enough to avoid me, had I actually carried through my initial reaction.  Her eyes filled with calculation as she now considered me, an aggressive new me.  I wasn’t going to strike now but I walked right up to her;
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “I didn’t do anything!  I only showed them their defenses aren’t as foolproof as they thought.”
 
   “You dodged the ceiling?”  I asked, real appreciation in my voice.  “You didn’t hurt a Kievor, did you?”
 
   “Do you think me insane?”
 
   “Sometimes I’m not quite sure, Ta . . . Meerla.”  I corrected myself.  “I don’t know that I want to be stuck as an Alartaw forever.”
 
   “I don’t know that I want to give mine up.”  Meerla said.  “They took away my enhancements, but this body came with new ones and they're just as good.  Maybe even better.”
 
   “I always knew.”  I said slyly.
 
   “This is better though.  This body was designed for them.  Bio-engineered enhancements can never equal Mother Nature’s designs.”
 
   “We’ll be switching back once this is finished, don’t get too comfortable.”
 
   “Speak for yourself.”  She said, and I didn’t comment.  That was a battle we could fight later.
 
   I left her to experiment with her new body while I perused our new living arrangements.  The first thing I checked, and not by accident, was the weapon’s room, the last room in the string of rooms behind the bar.  The Alartaw, or Brune, at least, loved his weaponry as much as I did.  Of course I had Last Chance’s guns, and felt ahead of him, but Brune’s weapon room, I mean what is now my weapon room, was a square cubicle about ten by ten meters or a hundred square meters in all, and completely, and I do mean completely, chock full of various unrecognizable weapons.  The walls were covered and there was a circular rack in the middle of the room, all full.   They hung from hooks in the ceiling.  They were everywhere.  Hundreds.
 
   I recognized some of the weapons from my surveillance memories of both Brune and other Alartaw.  I picked out the weapon I had always seen Brune wearing.  Within my memories were a memory of it in action and I picked it up to examine it.  It was a hand held weapons I would have mistaken for a laser pistol if I had not known better, except that it was immeasurably more powerful.  I had seen Brune use the weapon on a lizard once when Brune was out carousing other bars (and looking for a fight!).  Brune had drawn the weapon so quickly it had appeared to materialize in his hand, and then it had literally vaporized the lizard.
 
   Other fights I had seen Brune participate in were resolved hand to hand, or in most cases, hand to claw, except that Brune’s hand had always been holding the knife he never went anywhere without.  The Alartaw obviously prided themselves on their pure physical abilities, though the Alartaw weren’t always necessarily victorious in these hand to claw confrontations.  I wondered if I could fill his considerable shoes.  It wouldn’t be easy.
 
   “Imagine finding you here!”  Meerla said behind me.  She had crept up on me, testing her new abilities.  Successfully, I might add.
 
   “It’s like I’ve died and gone to Heaven.”  I said after I turned and looked at her.  I had meant to refer to my new weapons collection, but when my eyes fell on her I had to extend my meaning further; she stood there wearing nothing but a strange look upon her face, similar but not quite the same as the one she had worn while baiting the Kievors.
 
   “We have to play our roles.”  She said coyly.  “Next time I won’t give you any warning!”  Then she leapt upon me.
 
   The Alartaw men might have been dominant in the public eye, but the Alartaw women ruled the bedroom, or in this case the weapons room.  The glimpse of the violent lovemaking I had seen while spying on the original pair had been a detached, non-personal look and had in no way prepared me for the reality of what I now experienced.  It was like bedding a violent, half crazed animal!
 
   She easily threw me to the floor, surprising me with her immense strength and the unfamiliar throw she used to accomplish it.  I wasn’t able to bring my own incredible strength to bear until we were tangled together on the floor, and then my new natural Alartaw instincts took over and we fought for dominance until I had forced her into a position of submission.  She ripped my clothes from my body and I took her as I had never taken another woman in my life; violently, aggressively, ruthlessly, and all the while she clawed and scratched and gouged in pretense of resistance, but I bit her ear and held her down and had my way, as every Alartaw man had taken every Alartaw woman from time immemorial.  I knew I would never be able to look at the act in quite the same way ever again.
 
   When I was spent, and Meerla had been brought to orgasm a half dozen times, and my back had been clawed to ribbons, and I tasted blood in my mouth from biting her, and reality began to creep back into my senses, I stared down at her in horror at what I had done, but she wasn’t staring back in horror at all.  She had the strangest, most content look upon her face that I had ever seen her wear (even if it wasn’t the face I was used to, it was still Tanya) and was looking up at me dreamily as if this had been the culmination of all her hopes and dreams, and I had simply been too much of a fool to see it.
 
   “What the hell was that?”  I exclaimed, still expecting her to be furious with me, but of course she wasn’t.  She’d instigated and wanted it this way as much as I had.
 
   “What was what?”  She asked strangely.  Then; “Don’t go all knock-need on me now.  You can get off me too.”
 
   Anger suffused me quickly from some place within me I did not recognize, and my face must have shown it, because her eyes widened just a fraction and the corners of her mouth quirked up ever so slightly in an expectant smile, but now that I’d had her another Alartaw part of me had suddenly lost interest in her.  Alartaw women were taken when wanted and kicked aside the rest of the time.  I got up off her and went to take a shower.  Dark red blood washed from my body and ran down the drain from my back, and I understood where the Kievors had gotten their DNA sample.  I could only hope the Alartaw healed quickly as well.
 
   It was amazing to me how two individual, distinct races set so far apart within the Universe could still have evolved so similarly.  I understood the concept of the Gravitational Theory of Evolution, which posited that only planets with certain gravity fields are conducive to life that eventually leads to space exploration.  The planets have to have enough gravity to hold an atmosphere, but not be so massive that that same atmosphere is compressed to liquid state (where fire and tool making are impossible) so most alien races had evolved in similar circumstances as mankind, but still, to be so similar!  Without the canines I believed I could walk on any human world without so much as a second glance, humans being so varied now, and even with the canines, probably, people were getting all types of weird enhancements these days and nothing was impossible or out of the ordinary anymore.  The Kievors had certainly brought that point home to me.
 
   Thousands and thousands of races had been found which were sentient (mostly by other races than mankind, we were yet relative newcomers ourselves), but many would never have reached the stars under their own power.  Earth’s own dolphins were a good example, though closest to humans genetically, they would of course never have reached the stars without us.  They existed on most human worlds now, those with open bodies of water, but they were dependent on us for transshipment.  They worked for us and even piloted star ships, but they were totally dependent on us.
 
   I stepped out of the shower and found a clean towel to dry myself.  At least the Alartaw weren’t one of those races which did not believe in personal cleanliness. Most other mammals and nearly all the reptile races had an abhorrence to cleanliness.  Almost all of the reptile races would swim if there was open water but if swimming wasn’t involved they weren’t getting in it.
 
   I had to find new clothes because the ones I had been wearing had been torn nearly to shreds.  When I went into our bedroom I found her lounging in our bed and eating a piece of green fruit that gave off a strong, meaty smell.  My first reaction to the smell was distaste but then my stomach rumbled.  I would have to eat what the Alartaw ate whether I liked it or not, but I had a sneaking suspicion I would find myself liking it once my Alartaw senses took over.
 
   “Get ready for work.”  I told Meerla.  She smelled of sex and sweat and something else I couldn’t define.  Pheromone satisfaction, maybe.
 
   She got up without complaint and was in the shower before I found clothes I found suitable.  Alartaw taste was certainly different if not much else was.  I wound up choosing real leather pants (definitely a statement about their predatory nature as well as a defense against claws), a shirt made of some semi-metallic substance that I guessed would be a type of armor, and metal studded, reinforced shit kicking boots.  I had memories of his using those boots to kick holes in big lizards.  Those boots were no joke.  Despite their technological advantages the Alartaw were a primal, barbaric race.  Their aggressiveness was probably a large part of why they had been so successful, yet on the other side of the coin were the Kievor, who weren’t aggressive at all, except in the pursuit of the better half of every trade they made.  Yet the Kievor were showing they could be aggressive, after all.  But I’m no Alienologist and I’ll let those who think they know things ponder these greater mysteries.  The only theory I was wont to ponder was the theory of what would happen to me if I did not succeed in stealing an Alartaw data base for the Kievors, and what the rest of my life an Alartaw would be like.
 
   Meerla slinked in from the bathroom, toweling herself as she walked, threw her towel on the bed when she was finished (which unaccountably annoyed me) and then began going through the clothes in her large closet.  When she disappeared into the closet I walked over to see just how big the thing was.  Of course the damn thing ran the entire length of the bedroom wall and appeared to contain even more clothes than what she had in her quarters aboard Last Chance, if that were possible.  Finally, after much rummaging, she came out carrying what was obviously going to be a skin tight one piece outfit of a deep, dark red, similar to the color of the blood I had watched running down the drain just a moment earlier.
 
   It took her a moment to figure out how to get into it, because there were no buttons, snaps or zippers.  Finally, experimenting, she stretched the neck out and simply stepped into it.  It sprang back into shape once she was installed without a single blemish in the material.  It fit like a second skin and left absolutely nothing to the imagination.  Then she went back into her closet and came out again with what was the feminine equivalent of the shit kicking boots I now wore.  Heaven help the poor alien sod who fucked with the new and improved Tanya now.
 
   Our housing was seven rooms behind our bar, the ‘Eh Smargohm’.  I had no idea what Smargohm stood for because it had not been in our memories, but Eh was the equivalent of ‘the’.   I understood that not knowing what the name of my own bar meant could prove to be touch and go in the wrong circumstances, but there was little I could do about it.  There were likely going to be many things I did not know that would lead to touch and go situations, and again, there just wasn’t anything I could do about it.  It was what it was, and it would be what it would be.  We would do the best we could and if it came down to it, we would fight.  What else could an Alartaw do!
 
   “I think it’s best if we keep our mouths shut and just do a lot of listening.”  I said as Meerla admired herself in a full length mirror.  At least that much about her had not changed.
 
   “That’ll certainly be hard for you.”  She said.
 
   I bit back my response and went back through the several rooms to the weapons room.  Along the way I admired Brune’s dojo.  It had a padded floor, walls and even the ceiling.  In one corner of the dojo was a rack of some of the finest steel weapons I had ever seen.  I hoped Brune's martial abilities had been passed along to me as well, they would be a welcome addition to the skills I had learned on the hard mean streets, but that were no match for trained artists.  After a moment I went the rest of the way to my weapons room.
 
   I selected then strapped on a holster and put a de-atomizer into its frictionless embrace.  There were myriads of this type of weapon but I chose the one I remembered as always using.  Meerla came into the room as I was sliding it into its holster and I pretended not to hear her.  Now that I was aware she might try to sneak up on me again something had clicked in my brain, some previously developed pathway recognizing her all but inaudible tread as she approached.  I did not think she would ever be able to sneak up on me again.  Alartaw senses were something to be appreciated, and no two ways about it.
 
   “What you got for me?”  She asked and I acted startled, as if I hadn’t known she was there.
 
   “None of my memories ever show me you going armed.”  I said.  Nor had the real Meerla been armed when I had seen her outside the lift, but my impressed memories of other Alartaw women recalled to me that most Alartaw women did go armed.  Still, it hadn’t been the real Meerla's habit.  Meerla had seldom if ever gone carousing with . . me, I realized (confused for a moment), reality blurring with unreality, like other Alartaw couples who drank and fought together as partners.  I didn’t know why and that wasn’t a good thing.  Maybe it was just a personal preference on her part, but I did not know.  I hoped it wouldn’t get us in trouble, because if there was one thing I was sure of, it was that Meerla would now be going armed, and armed to the teeth.
 
   “You’ll have new memories of it then.”  Meerla said.  “Now what you got for me?”
 
   “Take what you want.”  I said.  As if she wouldn’t anyway.  “I guess I’d rather have you armed than not, as long as it doesn’t put you too far out of character.”  I didn’t know if it would put her out of character as Meerla but it would have been a death sentence for Tanya.  She had far too many enemies to ever be caught without weapons, and for her carrying a weapon was as second nature as it was to me.  Never mind the gender thing.  Tanya is a warrior.
 
   “This is far better than your own collection.”  Meerla marveled as she paced the room, inspecting almost every weapon minutely, what were enough weapons to wage a small war.
 
   “This is my own collection.”  I snarled.  “Which, by the way, I’m taking with me when I go, so don’t be getting any funny ideas.”
 
   “I’ll grant that half of this is yours.”  Meerla said, turning slit eyes upon me, no quirk on her lips now.  How could I forget that Tanya loved weapons as much as she loved jewelry, and she murdered beings for her jewelry.  Any that got in her way.
 
   Alartaw anger swam through me again.  I turned fully towards her and saw then the turmoil my anger created within her.  As Tanya struggled with Meerla for control.  Alartaw women might be ferocious predators in their own rights, but they must have been genetically inclined to subservience to their men.  Meerla broke under my anger and took a step back, but I cooled myself.  Tanya was my partner and she could have as much of this collection as she wanted.  It was the Alartaw within me now doing this, I having my own struggle as she hers.
 
   “Of course half is yours.”  I said.  “If we ever get out of here, that is.  I think we need to be careful in how we act with one another.  Our old patterns are going to get us in trouble without new instincts.  I can’t seem to help getting angry over nothing.”
 
   “Not to mention that it could be unhealthy.”  She said, but it was only half serious.  Tanya had probably never backed down to anyone before, ever, and I doubted I would be a first, Alartaw instincts or not.  I knew that we would have to be careful though.  There was no telling how either of us might react when our alien chemistry mixed with our human memories and ideals of how things were supposed to be.
 
   “Just don’t hold it against me.”  I said, just a hair sterner.  “I can’t help the way I’m going to act, and this is just a taste of what’s to come.  I don’t know why the Kievors had to actually give us the Alartaw DNA, as if the whole ordeal isn’t going to be hard enough as it is!”
 
   “Because this is the only way we have any real chance of succeeding.”  Meerla said.  “You’re right though, we need to be careful that we don’t lose our old selves to our new.  Being Alartaw is . . . ”, she thought about it for a moment, “very satisfying.”
 
   “Heady.”  I agreed.
 
   “Now help me choose a weapon.”
 
   I ransacked my brain for memories of other Alartaw using weapons I saw here; Brune had always worn the little de-atomizer.
 
   “That’s a blaster.”  I said, pointing to a large hand held weapon.  “This is a mass adjuster.  It doesn’t kill, it just knocks your opponent aside . . . ”
 
   “I have all the same memories as you have, Brune, but I’d like to know what some of these other weapons do.”
 
   “You’re not testing them in here, if that’s what you’re thinking.”  I said sharply, giving her a crazy look.  There was no telling how powerful some of these things might be.  I snatched a tiny laser I recognized from the wall that looked like a com unit and had a clip for belt attachment, and handed it to her.  “Take this for beginners.  Put a belt on.  Maybe no one will notice that all of a sudden you’re going armed.”
 
   “Actually I quite like this.”  Meerla said after taking and examining the innocuous little thing and getting the feel for it in her hand.  She took the weapon with her and went to find a belt.  I was assuming she would find one among all those clothes.
 
   I couldn’t help myself.  I took down several of the shoulder fired weapons and looked them over.  One was so large, weighing somewhere in the neighborhood of a hundred kilos, that I could barely lift and hold it to my shoulder, and actually, that estimation was based on what the weapon would weight on human muscles, so it could very well weigh considerably more.  I know I am stronger now, but really hadn’t had the opportunity to discover just how much stronger.
 
   I went to the kitchen, the next room after the bedroom and also the room with the entrance to Eh Smorgohm, and began looking for something handy I might be able to stomach.  The Alartaw foods were rich, pungent, strong.  There was red meat in some kind of containment chamber, still as bloody and fresh as the moment it had been carved from its previous owner, but I wasn’t quite ready yet for raw meat.  I’d let myself get protein starved a little longer before I tried that, but there was little doubt I would.  My new Alartaw body would demand it and I would give it what it wanted.
 
   “Not eating?”  Meerla asked as she walked into the kitchen behind me.  She had found a thin, shiny black belt that fit her form well, accentuating her narrow waist esthetically.  The small but deadly laser was clipped to her belt on her right side and looked easy enough to access.  She went to a different storage unit and got out another of the pungent fruits, immediately biting into it with her too white teeth.  The same meaty smell filled the kitchen, assailing my senses with its nauseous aroma.
 
   “I think these are genetically altered.”  Meerla said after chewing and swallowing.  “I think the Alartaw are strictly meat eaters, otherwise.”
 
   “It’ll take some getting used to.”  I said.  She looked at me like she didn’t understand what I was talking about.  Maybe she didn’t.  She wasn’t wasting any time on that fruit.  That was for certain.
 
   The clock on the wall said we had to go prepare for the day if we were going to be ready to open on time, when our fist daily patrons arrived, who would be pounding on the door if we weren’t open on time, but I also knew that I had a bad habit of running late, so it wouldn’t be out of character if I was late.  I was also known to drink during the day (and night) and I sure wasn’t going to change that.  Thank the stars that fermented fruits were a nearly universal intoxicant.  I wasn’t going to let anyone down who knew Brune as a drinker.
 
   I left Meerla to her putrid fruits and went through the kitchen entrance and into the bar.  The design layout of the bar and our rooms behind it was a picture of simplicity.  Having started out square, a wall sections off the rear rooms where we live, and this is our whole world.  The bar itself was much like any human bar, or pretty much like any of the bars, saloons and watering holes you will find on any Kievor Trade Station.  The only reason I felt out of place now was because I was behind the bar, not in front of it.
 
   I looked for and found the stuff most of the Alartaw drank, and Brune’s personal favorite, and got it down from the shelf.  Brune’s crystal tumbler was where it was always at and I poured myself a liberal dose.  The glasses the masses drank from were a carbon polymer that was all but unbreakable.  ‘Harcled’ I read on the label.  The closest Galacta interpretation I could summon to mind was ‘Boar’s Breath’, or maybe ‘Rotten Mouth’.  I wasn’t sure of its literal translation, anyway, but this was the general idea that was conveyed to me in my limited knowledge.  I swirled the liquor in the crystal tumbler several times, wondering at its deep purple color, thickness and strong smell, before downing the stuff.  It turned out to be smooth and quite good.
 
   Meerla came into the bar in time to see me down the glass but she didn’t say anything.  She was usually worse than me if she wasn’t on duty or about her nefarious occupations, or otherwise occupied, which really actually took very little of her time, and left her a lot of time to pollute her body.  A temple one minute, the gutter the next.  The liquor might have been smooth and easy going down but now that it was down suddenly it erupted within my stomach, trying to claw its way back up my throat.
 
   Meerla saw me gagging and came over to smell the opening of the bottle.  She gave a little snort as the fumes burned into her.
 
   “Wicked!”  She remarked and took the bottle to pour herself a large dose in my crystal tumbler, which she then downed with alacrity.  There was no telling how the alien liquor would affect us, but I poured myself another anyway.
 
   “Tanya”, I said, thinking, “I don’t think Meerla ever drank.  Actually, I’m positive she didn’t.”
 
   “Well she just started.”
 
   Ignoring my look, Meerla went around the bar and over to the front door, which unlocked and slid aside at her voice command.  There was already a group of Alartaw waiting even though we were still a little early of our normal opening hour, but since we were the only Alartaw bar on the entire Station, I guess that wasn’t surprising.
 
   I watched the doorway as the first dozen or so customers came in, a mix of slinky, barely dressed women, off duty Alartaw soldiers, and what were either business men or the independently wealthy come to chase these women, and then I was too busy to notice.
 
   I had no idea what we had gotten ourselves into, what to expect, but I didn’t truly yet believe we were going to pull this off and I was half expecting a Squad of Alartaw Troopers to come rushing in to arrest us or maybe just shoot us down in cold blood, so though I was busy serving my customers, and noticing the looks the single girls were throwing my way, I also didn’t fail to notice the entrance of an old gentleman who stopped and said several conspiratorial words to Meerla on his way in, and, not recognizing him from any of my memories, had triggered a natural warning signal within me.
 
   What was immediately out of context was that this was the first older Alartaw I had ever seen.  It was quite evident that the Alartaw must use rejuvenation as did every other race that came into contact with the Kievors (except that in the Alartaws case they had probably developed their own technology), so why this one case of older age in an individual that certainly looked financially able to afford rejuvenation.  I surmised the extra age must be a sign of standing or importance.  Personally, I would prefer to stay young.  I never really liked to draw attention to myself anyway, but I supposed that had a lot to do with the life I lived.  In my line of work it wasn’t always too healthy to go around drawing attention to myself.
 
   I may not have had a memory of the gentleman, but he certainly knew me, because when he was finished talking to Meerla he came straight over, and looked me nervously in the eyes.
 
   “What progress have you made?”  He asked quietly, but pointed to the bottle of Harcled I had left sitting on the bar, as if he had asked for that and not a ‘progress report’.
 
   Of course I had no idea what so ever what he was talking about.  To cover my indecision I got out a glass (a good one) and poured him a liberal dose and set it on the bar in front of him.
 
   “None.”  I lied, wondering if my cover was now already blown.  Was some progress expected?  Had I contacted him and told him to come and get news I had for him?  I was conscious of the de-atomizer on my hip as I looked into his yellow eyes.
 
   “I never thought this would work in the first place!”  The old gentleman snapped.  “Nothing but a waste of time.  They have learned more about us than the reverse.”
 
   “They’ve learned nothing from me.”  I countered.
 
   “You’ve done the best you could under difficult circumstances.  No one will blame you.  I for one cannot imagine how difficult it must be to live under a herbivore’s roof.  I believe the Council will soon return you to your post, Commander.  I’m working on that now.”  With that said the old gentleman drank down his Harcled, without the accompanying gagging I had experienced, I might add, and slammed the empty glass on the bar.
 
   Meerla had come around the bar as we talked and now she picked up the second tumbler of Harcled I had not yet drank and downed it in one gulp.  The old gentleman’s eyes widened just a trifle and I silently cursed her, turning away to serve the raucous patrons as they demanded more drinks.
 
   I could do little more than stare in silent horror as the old gentleman and Meerla carried on a conversation I could only wonder at, but I shouldn’t have worried.  After a few moments he got up and left, apparently no wiser to us, and not bothering to offer his credit chip for the drink, either.  That politically important people are arrogant all over seemed a universal standard, even here this far from home.
 
   “Apparently our friend thinks the assignment is getting to me.”  Meerla said when I went up to question her about it.  “He also called me a Princess, and he was quite deferential.”
 
   “That’s just great!”  I cursed.  “That’s all we need.  I was worried we’d have a hard time pulling off pretending to be a couple lousy bartenders, and now we find out we’re actually double agents, and important ones at that.  A Princess, for Jupiter’s sake!”
 
   “He called you Commander.”
 
   I left it at that.  There was no point beating a dead horse.  Maybe a Kievor, if I could get away with it.  Many of the Alartaw were already inebriated while more and more were coming in and getting down to the business of it.  Many others were drinking a non-alcoholic beverage I thought must be much like coffee but which my ‘memories’ did not provide a clue.  I hoped it was a stimulant because I would need one before too long.
 
   The crowd grew and soon had us both running, and yet I ‘knew’ it would get more crowded yet as the day progressed.  I don’t know how the Kievors thought we would be able to do any spying while we were busy bar tending seven days a week, twenty hours a day.  Double-double agents who were too busy being bartenders to do a damn thing.
 
   I now knew the rates of exchange for all the currencies in use on this Station and it soon became obvious we were making a hell of a lot of money.  I wondered if I had been in the wrong business all along!
 
   Meerla appeared to be enjoying herself even though she was working, but a big part of that was the attention and deference she was getting from many of the men in the crowd.  I doubted they realized what they would be getting themselves into with her, whether they would count themselves lucky afterward.  Also, I noticed that several of the flirts strictly kept their eyes from my own, but I wasn’t interested in discouraging them.  I had no interest in trying to control her and our little liaison would have to end.  I still had my rule even though I had broken it.  Except that, I supposed, we weren’t actually on Last Chance.
 
   When the place was literally jam packed with Alartaw I served a stern faced Alartaw Trooper a drink and, when he handed me his credit chip he also slipped a memory stick in my hand.  I was startled but I didn’t let my expression change as I swiped his chip and passed it back, keeping the memory stick.  Without so much as a flicker of recognition from the stern faced Trooper, he took his drink and sat at a table filled with other serious faced Troopers.  I burned their faces into my memory for later, but didn’t have the time, at present, to wonder what this new intrigue was about.
 
   The day passed slowly despite the pace of our activity, but I found myself avoiding more alcohol as my curiosity was burning to know what was on the memory stick and I wanted to be sober when I viewed it.  I took a few minutes later in the day to return to our kitchen to attempt to eat a piece of the raw meat and found, after the first distasteful bite, that it was quite good.  Meerla continued drinking throughout the day, but it only seemed to endear her to her admirers, who were enjoying her break from mundane routine.  Finally, after what seemed a lifetime later, I was pushing the last of the reluctant drinkers out the door and locking up, exhausted but not yet tired.  Alartaw obviously needed little sleep.  Maybe their home world had a long day, I did not know.
 
   “Let’s go see what’s on that memory stick.”  Meerla said as I came back around the bar, sounding completely sober even though I knew she was not.
 
   “What memory stick?”
 
   “The one that soldier gave you.  This morning.”
 
   “You saw that?”  I said.  I would never underestimate Tanya but this was a surprise.
 
   “You aren’t very clever when it comes down to it.”
 
   “Oh shut up.”  I said, annoyed.  I had certainly thought the transfer went unnoticed.  I had glanced at her after the transaction and she had seemed completely engrossed in what she had been doing.  I had not thought she had seen.
 
   “You always underestimate me.”
 
   “You only think so.”  I said.
 
   “Be that as it may, let’s go watch it.”  Meerla said, a smirk on her face I remembered all too well.  It translated over to her Alartaw features perfectly.  Classic Tanya.
 
   We went to our leisure room and I found a slot in the huge vid screen where the little device fit.  I sat on the arm of a sofa while Meerla made herself comfortable and we watched as the machine began playing the media.
 
   What was obviously the view from a hand held camera appeared on the screen (it wasn’t entirely steady) showing a huge chamber that was crowded with masked Alartaw.  There looked to be thousands, maybe tens of thousands (the cameras scope could not take them all in), and this from a vantage point well over the crowd, a balcony or some such.  The entire mass of Alartaw was waving huge blast rifles, de-atomizers and other weapons, and appeared ready for war.
 
   The image soon clicked away to reappear inside a small, nondescript, unadorned room that held only one of the masked Alartaw gunmen (this one goggled, I thought to hide his identity and retinal signature).  He began speaking;
 
   “We are prepared.”  The figure said in a mechanical voice altered by a computer program.  “We are emplaced and await only your signal, Emperor.”  Then the video ended.
 
   “The intrigues deepen.”  Meerla said.  “Emperor!”
 
   “What the . . .”  I said.  “Now I do need a drink.”
 
   “Maybe you’re supposed to kill me.”  Meerla suggested slyly.  “What other signal could they be waiting for?”
 
   “Maybe.”  I said seriously.  Actually it seemed to make a lot of sense.  “I kill you and they kill the Emperor.”
 
   “Since it wouldn’t do any good to kill the Emperor and leave an heir.”
 
   “I rather think I like the idea.”  I said.
 
   “I rather think I’d like to see you try it.”
 
   “So what happens when I don’t kill you?”  I asked.  “Or rather, more than likely, arrange an accident for you?”
 
   “I don’t know, Emperor.”  Meerla smirked.  “I guess it’s your ass.  I’ll still be the Princess after they flay you.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll follow it through and become the Emperor after all!”  I said, more than a bit testily.
 
   “I think not. But we may be able to turn this to our advantage.”
 
   “We’re never going to get out of this alive.”  I said realistically.  “Soon I’m going to lose track of all the plots we are now embroiled within.  I’m bound to do something stupid.”
 
   “That goes without saying.”  Meerla said to a venomous look.  “I’m rather beginning to enjoy myself, however.  I love intrigue.  Maybe it’s my feminine nature, but if anyone can get through this, it’s us.  The Kievors knew what they were doing when they chose us.”
 
   “They chose me and you forced your way in.”  I corrected her.
 
   “And a lucky thing for you I took pity.”  She said.  “I have a plan.”
 
   “You always do.”  I actually admitted.  “Go ahead, what is it?”
 
   Meerla opened her mouth to begin to explain but was interrupted by the front door chime, startling both of us.  We looked into one another’s eyes, both wondering what would be next, and then I got up and went to the wall com.
 
   “We’re closed.”  I told it.  It chimed again.
 
   “Who’s there?”  I demanded angrily, and there was no answer, but the wall com took my words literally and lit up to show me the image of the old gentleman standing in the corridor outside Eh Smargohm.  On the little screen we watched him reach out again and press the chimer.  It rang again.
 
   “I’ll be right there.”  I said, giving Meerla a wary look.
 
   She followed as I went through the bar and out to the exterior door.  I was as conscious of the little laser on her belt as I was of the de-atomizer on my own, images of mayhem and murder large in my mind.  I couldn’t imagine them sending just one man to capture a dangerous Kievor traitor, but then why the afterhours visit, especially on this day.  I opened the door.
 
   “Sorry to disturb you, Princess.”  He offered no such formality to me.
 
   “What’s the problem?”  Meerla asked.
 
   “The Council has decided to end this nonsense, pending your approval, of course.  I wanted to bring you this information immediately, as I know how you detest all this.”
 
   “Yes, this has been a huge waste of time.”  Meerla agreed without so much as a glance my way to see what I might think.  “And I hate wasting time.”
 
   I wished I knew if it was within my boundaries to voice my opinion.  Meerla had mentioned a plan, but it didn’t look as if I was going to get a chance to hear it before it was actually implemented.  I silently prayed for success to whatever God would listen.  The Alartaw god certainly wasn’t going to listen, but I knew the names of hundreds, and I silently prayed to them all at that moment.
 
   “Yes, your Majesty.”  Said the old gentleman.  “It’s probably best if you come now, then.”  He turned, looking down the corridor, and waved a ‘come on’ hand signal to someone we couldn’t see because we hadn’t actually stepped out of Eh Smargohm.
 
   The flurry of pounding feet sounded from the direction in which the old gentleman had signaled, and now a phalanx of Alartaw crack Troopers double timed it to our doorway to form an honor guard for Meerla, who walked, quite steadily considering the amount of booze she had consumed, into the opening in their ranks they had made for her.  The opening closed and they moved off.  I was left with the old gentleman, who spoke;
 
   “We’ll send porters for all your belongings, Commander, so if you’ll just please follow me, we can be on our way.”  He turned to go, but I just stood there.
 
   He took several steps before he noticed I wasn’t following him and he turned back to look at me.  I must have betrayed some of my anger and frustration at all of this, none of which I was prepared for.  “I agree that this was a colossal waste of time, but we cannot linger on the pointless forever.”  The old man said.  “We’ll just take what we want from these, as we take from all, and the victory shall be yours.  Let us not dally.”
 
   “I doubt we’ll get out of here alive after everything you’ve just said aloud.”  I growled, not caring that this Alartaw probably outranked me, despite my dubious rank of Commander, and wanting to test my boundaries.  “The walls have ears, you damn fool!”
 
   He took a frightened step back under my venomous glare, telling me a lot of what I wanted to know.  I felt like striking him to drive home this advantage but I remembered that the Alartaw had never been seen to fight amongst themselves.  I thought now that this must strictly be for appearances, to show a unified front to the enemy, and so as not to give away secrets of technique and all else.
 
   Then I remembered the memory stick!
 
   “I don’t need any damn escort through herbivore country.”  I snapped.  “Where’s my ship docked?”
 
   “Your shuttle?”  He asked, looking at me strangely.
 
   “Well?”  I demanded, as if ‘of course that was what I meant.’
 
   “Docking Bay three hundred thousand seven, four hundred eighty five.”  He answered quickly enough.  “They’ll want to leave right away.  Get the Princess away.”
 
   “Then they can send another one.”  I yelled into his face, spittle flying onto him in a disgusting spray.  He looked completely terrified.
 
   “Yes Sir.”  He said.  “I’m sorry Sir.”  Then he turned and fled.  I shut and locked the door behind him.  He was obviously a non-combatant.  No experienced fighter would shrivel before a little yelling.  I wouldn’t anyway.
 
   I took a full bottle of Harcled from the bar and opened it on the way to the leisure room.  I took a big gulp of the pungent liquor then pulled the memory stick from its slot.
 
   “Yo.”  I said in Galacta, which was of course an unknown language here, except to the Kievors.  “Yo, Kievors.”
 
   “We are here.”  Said the air.  I’d sure like to know how they did that.
 
   “I need this to be gone.”  I said, and dropped it to the floor.  It vanished faster than the thought.  “And the adventure begins.”  I added.  This whole ordeal was like going to school on the very last day of the year to take your trigonometry final after skipping the whole rest of the year up to that date.  I was the lamb being led to the slaughter.  Did the Kievors think I was some kind of magician or something.  Now that Meerla was gone, nor was there any turning back.  I couldn’t abandon her even if the Kievors could somehow be convinced to turn me back, which I did not think would be any easy task if I tried to give up now.  “Damn!”  I swore.
 
   The Kievors didn’t respond to my expletive.  Why should they?  They even had two highly placed captives.  Had they been able to glean any useful information from them?  They could have already succeeded but were still throwing us to the wolves to keep it all a secret for as long as possible.  The Kievors were as ruthless as anyone else, as far as I was concerned.
 
   I chugged from the bottle of Harcled again.  Maybe being drunk would get me through some of the first few stupid things I was sure to do, like not knowing where my own quarters on my own ship were located, or the Bridge, or the security codes, or protocols, or access clearances, or the names of my own crew members, or any of a thousand things I should know but of course wouldn’t.
 
   Plus it would only take one of us to screw it all up for both of us.  I wish Meerla would have just waited a moment or two, then we could have bluffed our way through it together, but now separated, we were twice as likely to fail.  I didn’t even know if I was expected to expect to be reunited with her.  I didn’t even know all the things I didn’t know.  But, like I had figured from the beginning, what were a few million years of excruciating agony to a guy like me?  I could take one for the team.  It was a good cause.  Except it wasn’t my cause.  It was the Kievor's cause.  Damn them!
 
   I took my bottle and walked through to my weapons room at the other end of the apartment, taking another big slug as I went (I could feel its effects creeping up on me quickly now), put the bottle down on the floor, and grabbed the biggest weapon I could find, snatching it from its rack and throwing it to my shoulder.
 
   “What kind of weapon is this?”  I asked the air.
 
   “A molecular scrambler.”  Some Kievor answered.  “It scrambles living tissue.  Ideal for in-ship fighting or spraying down an entire crowd.”
 
   “Junk.”  I said, slamming the weapon back into its rack.  “Which ones are blasters?”  They had to have blasters!
 
   I wasn’t sure how I expected the Kievors to answer that question, maybe float the weapons out of their racks, or maybe green arrows on the floor, but what actually happened was the air lit up in a soft, pale glow around the weapons I was asking about.  Most of them, in fact.
 
   The de-atomizer I was still wearing on my hip was a good weapon, but I wanted something with a punch.  Something specifically not for in-ship fighting, because when (and it must certainly be when, and not if) push came to shove, I was taking as much of a whole ship as I could with me when I went.
 
   The second largest of any of the weapons in the room was highlighted.  I snatched it off the wall and gave it a once over.  It looked straight forward enough.  Safety switch and trigger.  I clicked off the safety and nearly dropped it as it made a whining noise, but the noise only lasted a moment.  Just charging.
 
   “Do not fire that weapon here, Captain!”  The air said.  That answered several questions.  I clicked the safety back on.
 
   “How many times will the weapon fire on one charge?”
 
   “We cannot determine that, precisely.”
 
   “A lot then?”
 
   “Yes, a lot.”
 
   “Good.”  I said.  “Wish me luck.”  The air didn’t answer.  Had I been expecting an answer?  Not really.
 
   I threw the massive blaster up on my shoulder, shoulder butt plate in my hand.  Did I want a blaster pistol as well?  They were sending porters to gather up our belongings so I figured this would be sufficient for now.  I might be completely out of character now already, but I couldn’t imagine someone with a weapons collection like this going unarmed.  Retrieving again and swilling another drink from my bottle, I headed out.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   I had no problem finding the docking bay.  Once you knew how to get around a Kievor Trade Station they were pretty much all the same.  Aliens of all sorts (but mostly lizards) shied away from me as I slowly made my way, drinking from my bottle as I went, glaring at anyone who looked my way, basically daring anyone to screw with me, and keeping up fine Alartaw form.  I was literally slobbering drunk by the time I got to the docking bay.  There was no ship.  No shuttle.  Nothing Alartaw.
 
   I didn’t have long to wait though, which was probably a good thing as there were a group of lizards working in the corridor nearby, ugly, fanged, three meter long beasts (not counting their long tails) who I could tell, by their looks and the gestures they were throwing my way, weren’t very fond of Alartaw.  One lone Alartaw probably looked like a good time to the aggressive looking reptiles, but they obviously couldn’t be all that bright to be antagonizing a well-armed, angry, drunk Alartaw.  Especially not one with the weapon I was carrying.
 
   I didn’t want to make a scene at this moment and there were a lot of them, but I was quickly becoming annoyed with their attitudes.  I was beginning to consider trying out my weapon on them, certainly the Harcled talking.  I turned completely towards them and was avoiding no eye contact, the massive blaster growing lighter in my hands by the moment as the Alartaw equivalent of adrenaline began to pump through my veins, when the shuttle suddenly appeared in the entrance to the bay behind me.
 
   I gave the lizards a last long look, which I must admit, fazed them not at all.  To give lizards their due I cannot say I have ever met a cowardly reptile, no matter where they had come from, and turned towards my shuttle.
 
   This was my first real glimpse of Alartaw technology at work.  The shuttle craft was only about the size of Last Chance, but aside from size, there were absolutely no similarities.  The ship looked like a stretched out ball bearing, kind of, or a long metal egg, or a short metal rod with rounded ends, but that wasn’t what was strange.  Like the Kievor Trade Station, the entire ship was completely seamless, from stern to bow.  There were no cameras, no ports, no weapons, no airlocks or landing gear or anything at all.  As the ship settled towards the deck of the dock, under its own power and not wrapped in the orange Kievor tractor beam, I might add, sturdy landing gear grew right out of the seamless hide, and which the ship presently settled upon.  A hatchway and staircase then also grew out of it.  The Alartaw ship was made of trans-metal!  They were obviously as, or more so, technologically advanced as the Kievors.  No wonder the Kievors feared them!
 
   A platform now sprouted out of the front of the ship and floated there, about a deka-meter above the deck of the dock.  Alartaw workers came down the stairs and took control of it through some unseen device and the group of them, about twenty, and well-armed, left with the platform while I just stood insolently and watched, in no hurry to rush aboard.
 
   I assumed we would have to wait for the workers anyway, so I kept my post outside the ship and continued glaring at the reptiles who, though they weren’t cowed by the presence of other Alartaw, weren’t quite as overtly hostile as they had been.  They had probably never seen such a purposeful group of Alartaw before.
 
   Now all bets were off.  How long did any of these races have now?  Now that the Alartaw had tired of the game.  I hoped, for their sakes, despite my disliking of the reptile races, that they weren’t counting too heavily upon Kievor protection.  I hoped that they got smart and got the hell out.
 
   The old gentleman appeared in the open hatchway and waved me aboard.  “Those boys don’t need any help.”
 
   I advanced slowly upon him, glaring as I went.  His cavalier attitude towards security, from spouting my rank aloud to assuming that twenty Troopers couldn’t be threatened by anyone on this enemy ship, had begun to seriously grate on my nerves.  I had to survive long enough to get to their secrets and get ourselves out, and it wouldn’t be done by underestimating the Kievors or any other alien races who might wish to see the Alartaw hindered.  I was furious.
 
   “If we had been so certain of our superiority, why were we here wasting time in the first place?”  I snapped.
 
   “That was your idea, Commander,” he flung back in my face, “and as you can see, it’s gotten us nowhere!”  He was standing his ground now, having dredged up courage from somewhere.  I had somehow lost ground.
 
   “When did I begin allowing you to speak to me this way?”  I asked viciously, anger boiling up within me simply because I wanted it to be there, my Alartaw blood egging me on, something I had not yet learned to control.
 
   “I’m the Princess’s Top Advisor, Commander,” he replied just as viciously.  “Now that it’s out in the open, I must say, I have never liked you.  You do not rank the Princess, Sir, and as her Top Advisor, you do not rank me.  Is that understood?”
 
   He had gotten real up-close as he poured out his little litany.  It sounded like something he had worked on and rehearsed, real smooth.  Apparently I was a thorn in his side!
 
   I let go of the bottle I was holding in my right hand and pulled my de-atomizer and shot him in the chest, the blue flame striking before the bottle even hit the deck, to bounce crazily and spew the purplish liquor in an arcing spray around my feet.  I had done it so quickly his eyes barely had time to register and send the information to his brain before blue fire raced outward from the point of impact, erasing him as the energy wave washed through him.  The few metal objects that had been part of his attire (several decorative buttons, the clasp of his belt, and the communicator that had been on his belt) fell to the floor as he and his clothing were erased around them.  In his arrogance he had not been armed, if he ever went so.
 
   Alarms began ringing inside the shuttle, audible through the open hatch and scary in its implication.  I had just assassinated the Princess’s Top Advisor, someone, I must assume, with very important connections and someone whose murderer would not be allowed to get away with it.
 
   Armed Alartaw began pouring out of the shuttle craft to surround me, weapons drawn and at the ready, but for the moment they were facing outwards, thinking we were under attack.  Now an Officer advanced from the shuttle.
 
   “We registered weapons fire!”  the Officer, a young (they were all physically young), confident Alartaw said, as he broke through the ring of soldiers around me and stood at attention before me, his smaller version of the same blast rifle I was carrying at the ready in his hands, the small pile of dust and metal accouterments on the floor between us.  Then he looked at the de-atomizer still in my hand, which was presently hanging at my side.  He put it all together.
 
   “You’ve killed Teartan!”  It wasn’t a question.
 
   “And?”  I demanded.
 
   “And nothing, Sir.”  The Officer suddenly stammered.  “Just . . . freedom to speak clearly, Sir.”
 
   “Go ahead.”  I answered calmly.
 
   “The Princess is going to be angry, Sir.  No one liked the old pompous fool, but he was her Advisor.”
 
   “She’ll get over it,” I growled, “or she won’t.”
 
   “Yes Sir.”  The Officer said, a small smile crooking his lip.  “Good riddance as far as I’m concerned.  You know, Commander,” the Officer said quietly, but not so quietly that the soldiers around us couldn’t hear, “that the Army is behind you one hundred percent!”
 
   I looked the Officer squarely in the eye.  I could see the light of conspiracy there.  It was unmistakable no matter what color the eyes or race of alien.  It was Universal.  Reading alien faces had made me the gambler that I was, and I read both conspiracy and loyalty in this Officer’s eyes.  The patch on his uniform shirt said his name was Naagratod.  I would remember the name and the face.  I was hoping I wasn’t supposed to know his first name but at the moment I was hoping a whole lot of things.  Add it to the list.
 
   “Yes I know that.”  I said, and trusting my instincts, befuddled by Harcled as they were, said; “I don’t know how this will affect things.  I was only just informed of our readiness.”
 
   Naagrotod didn’t respond, but I had learned a lot.  Suddenly I was very tired.  I turned from him and walked to the gangway, but stopped and turned back, saying; “Meerla isn’t to be harmed.  She’ll now do as she’s told.  Things have changed.”  Then I went aboard the shuttle like I owned it, and as Commander of all armed forces (I was really only stabbing in the dark here, but it felt right) I really did own it.  At least until I was busted down.
 
   Almost none of the interior was relegated to engine or armament, to my unpracticed eye, I found as I took a tour, despite how it might look.  I found and chose the largest cabin aboard, went in and lay down to sleep.  The last thing I heard, somewhere between consciousness and unconsciousness, was a comment by one of the Troopers to another as I was going into the cabin.
 
   “He’s taking Teartan’s suite!”
 
   “He didn’t rise to his position through timidity.”  The other said righteously.
 
   “Do you think all the stories about him are true?”  Asked the first.
 
   “And then some, I’d guess.”  Answered the second as the door closed behind me.  Then I was in the bed and gone into blissful sleep, not worrying about what tomorrow would bring.  Whatever it brought, it would bring, and I would be lucky to survive through it, but that was the story of my life.  Like soldiers everywhere, when the opportunity for sleep presented itself, I took advantage of it.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   “Don’t you think you’ve overstepped your authority just a hair?”  Meerla said.  I opened my eyes to find her standing over me, nude once again.  The doorway was wide open and I could see all the way out into the corridor.
 
   “Aren’t you afraid someone will see you?”  I countered.
 
   “No.”  She answered.  “I don’t care.  Are you going to take your clothes off or am I going to take them off for you.  That could get expensive.”
 
   “Aren’t you afraid for your reputation, if nothing else?”
 
   “No, but if it eases your timid little heart we’re the only ones aboard.  The shuttle is docked in your Command Ship, Oh Vaunted One.”
 
   “So I’m forgiven?”  I asked for anyone who might be listening.
 
   “No you’re not!”  Meerla snapped, playing her part so well I had to wonder just how deep she was into her role already.  “I should have you flayed!”  She snarled.  “But you’re going to make it up to me, aren’t you?”
 
   As answer I sat up and pulled off my shirt.  She ripped my pants free as fast as I got out of my shirt, her face a mask of carnal bestiality.  This mission would change our relationship forever, that was obvious, I thought as she leapt, snarling, upon me.  Nothing would ever be the same again.
 
   She tore at me and clawed and bit, but I viciously subdued and took her and soon her struggles were replaced with moans of pleasure as we worked our bodies as one, my blood dripping and smearing into the sweat of our exertions.
 
   What seemed hours later, when we were spent and exhausted (far longer than my human body could have performed) I got up, with a little helpful shove from Meerla (in other words she was done with me) and went and got in the shower to wash away the blood once again.  When I was finished I walked back into the bedroom and still nude, found another Alartaw female standing at the ready, holding some type of communication device, reading messages to Meerla.  The female, an attractive thing at that, could barely hold her face straight as she saw my startled look.
 
   “I thought we were alone!”  I told Meerla, who was still lounging nude on the bed.
 
   “You’re not embarrassed, are you?”  Meerla taunted and winked at the girl.  “Cearba doesn’t count.  Where would a girl be without her personal assistant.”
              “Then next time she can join us.”  I said, no smile on my face.  Meerla’s eyes hooded and Cearba looked down at the floor.  A few moments, a lifetime at times like this, passed.
 
   “If I thought you could handle the two of us!”  She said, but I smiled to let her know her pause had been more than noticeable.  She didn’t smile back, though I was pretty sure I saw the barest flicker of a smile try to cross Cearba’s face, though it was gone before it arrived.  Meerla didn’t notice, lucky for Cearba.
 
   Slowly I got dressed and buckled on my little de-atomizer.  Maybe I had taken unfair advantage of the situation.  Maybe Cearba was used to coming along on Meerla’s trysts and there had really been no way for her to wiggle out of bringing her along without looking out of character, but no, even though I was unfamiliar with Tanya’s sexual habits, this had her indelible mark stamped all over it.  She had thought I would be annoyed when I realized that Cearba had been right outside the open door in the corridor the whole time.  She had thought to win a point.  That was the way it would always be between us, lovers or not, trying to out fox one another, competition between two prime examples of our species, except, which species were we?
 
   Our competition aside, I looked at Meerla inquisitively a second, wishing we were telepathic so I could ask her what, if anything, she had learned, and she seemed to understand the dilemma and gave a little shrug.  We were never going to be able to have moments when we could speak freely.  We were both effectively on our own.  Together, but alone.
 
   “You’d better run along and play Commander.”  Meerla said, mirroring my own thoughts, but not liking the insinuation of its being a command when she knew that was what I already knew I would have to do.  She smiled at me and slinked off the bed and into the shower.  When I heard the water start I tuned to leave, ignoring Cearba, whose eyes were still downcast.
 
   I left my big blaster since I’d look like a moron carrying it around on my own Flagship, and went back out the way I had gotten in, hoping the hatchway would be in the same place, not a certainty under the circumstances.  The corridor hadn’t changed, thankfully, and ended at a trans-metal wall.  If it needed some special way to access it I was going to be in trouble but it opened as I approached and I went out and down the ramp to the deck of the dock in the larger ship in which we were berthed.  There was only one way out so I took it, a fish swimming in his own pond.  Or so I hoped.
 
   The corridor I entered was unlike any manufactured corridor I had ever walked.  It twisted and turned, the walls were uneven, as if the corridor were fitting itself around and through the ship’s compartments, rather than the compartments being placed around it as was the norm, even dipping here and there as I walked along.  It was more like a natural phenomenon than an artificial construct.  I rather liked it, I thought.
 
   Control panels along the corridor marked where closed doors were located, though when they were closed there was no other way to know they were there except for the control panels marking them out.
 
   Alartaw Troopers and lesser ranked soldiers were moving about their business as I explored, casually, as if I were on Inspection.  In a way I was.  They all gave me a hand over their heart salute as they or I went past, or we passed one another (palm outward, elbow up and even with the hand), but didn’t seem to expect any kind of return salute and went about their business apparently none the wiser once we had passed.
 
   When I was beginning to despair of even finding the end of this one Level (nor had I any idea just how big this ship would turn out to be) alarm klaxons began ringing from all points.  Activity exploded all around.  People were running in every direction and I just stood there stupidly, hardly knowing which way to turn.  Within moments I heard the pounding of a group of approaching soldiers behind me so I spun and dropped to my left knee, banging it hard on the metal floor, snatching out my little weapon at the same time.  Indecision gripped me as my finger settled onto the activator; a group of Troopers were rushing down upon me with weapons drawn, aggressive looks on their faces, but the stunned look of surprise which washed over their leader’s face as he saw my weapon come up spoke clearly enough, and then I recognized who it was.  As Naagrotod led them on I realized they weren’t here to kill me, but to protect me, and I held back my finger as instinct meant to finalize it.  I lowered the weapon immediately, to Naagrotod’s relief, and stood up as the group surrounded me, facing outward.
 
   “There were more Loyalists than we thought there would be but we had surprise on our side.”  Naagrotod said breathlessly.  All the Troopers were breathing irregularly, more from the adrenaline rush than the running, but also obviously having run some distance to reach me before the insurrection became known.
 
   “Why has this begun now?”  I asked.  “What’s happened?”
 
   “The Council has ordered your arrest for the killing of Teartan Moaglaba, even though the Princess filed no complaint.”  Naagrotod said.  “They’re calling it High Treason.  That was all our people needed.  The insurrection has begun; it was either that or turn you over to the Council, and then where would we be?”
 
   “You’ll get no argument here,” I said, “but they acted without the Princess?”
 
   “The Council was unanimous.  They didn’t need or ask for her approval.  They must have gotten wind of the new situation.”  Naagrotod smiled faintly, showing his approval of the method I was using to usurp royal authority, as if I had had any choice in the matter.  But where was the Emperor and why was the Council ruling in his stead?  I dared not ask.
 
   “I don’t want Meerla harmed.”  I reiterated.  “She’ll give me credibility.  This way the Emperor’s lineage won’t actually be interrupted, so we may be able to bring in some of the Royalists.”  I was putting a great many things together now combining the present with my ‘memories’.  Was I stabbing too far in the dark here?
 
   Naagrotod hesitated but then plucked his com unit from his belt, but I interrupted whatever he was about to say;
 
   “Have her told that I’ve ordered she not be harmed if she surrenders.”
 
   “Yes Sir.”  Naagrotod said, then gave the order.  “I think it’s useless though.  You know she’ll fight to the death before she surrenders.  She’ll never accept dominion.”
 
   “We’ll see.”  I said easily.  She would fight if she didn’t know the score.  That, if nothing else, was absolutely certain.
 
   The Troopers escorted me up two levels and to the Bridge before word came back over Naagrotod’s com unit from Cearba that Meerla had accepted my DE-facto coup.  By then every Trooper who had proved still loyal to the Emperor had been vaporized or otherwise subdued.  Meerla was the only Loyalist to surrender peaceably.  The Troopers around me were gazing at me with a new awe, and that something considering how much they had already revered me.  Meerla had not been expected to surrender.
 
   I took the Commander’s console which another Officer vacated for me so I could sit while the progress of the insurrection was mapped out on view screens around the Bridge.  Nearly the entire military structure had been behind the insurrection, so we were in nearly universal control of tens of thousands of worlds (at least I had an excuse for not knowing the names of all our possessions), but Ertiga, the Imperial Capital, was still fully controlled by Loyalist forces.  Loyalists, Naagrotod assured me, who would fight to the end.
 
   “I don’t relish the thought of destroying Ertiga.”  I mused, trying to draw more information from Naagrotod, who appeared only too ready to ingratiate himself to me.  After all, I am the new Emperor.
 
   “Well,” Naagrotod said, “the Alutia leaf the Emperor is addicted to does not grow on Ertiga.  It’s possible we could blockade him into surrendering when his addiction drives him to insanity.  He’ll do just about anything to get more of the drug, as you know.  You’ve never been popular with the Emperor due to your policies about drugs.”
 
   “But of course I couldn’t stop him.”  I supplied, filling in blanks.  How unlike me to be against mood altering substances!
 
   “Which has worked out for the best.  If only all of those remaining Loyalists were addicted, as well.”  Naagrotod said.  “Of course the Emperor never allowed any of his own personal forces the same addiction he harbors.  As you know.”
 
   Meerla was escorted onto the Bridge, playing the part of the pissed off Princess.  And maybe she wasn’t playing, I thought, as I looked into her eyes.  I had just usurped her power, had I not!  I smirked quickly while no one was looking to let her know how big a point I had won.  She didn’t smile back.  She’d been disarmed or I swear she might have gone for her weapon in that moment.  Feet were shuffled about the Bridge as the tension thickened, as all waited to see what was going to be said.
 
   “It wasn’t personal.”  I said.  “The people are tired of the leadership.”
 
   Nobody said anything and eyes were averted.  I’m sure they were thinking that Meerla would soon be Empress and powerful again and not someone to antagonize.  They were right.
 
   “Anyway,” I went on, “you’ll be my Queen.  Your father’s lineage will continue.  What more could you ask for?”
 
   “There’s a lot more I could ask for,” she said and shook the Trooper’s hand from her arm, where it had remained fastened while she was escorted here, “but I see you have taken matters into your own capable hands.”
 
   “The Council Command ship has just exited hyperspace.”  One of the crewmen said.  “They don’t know what has happened yet and are demanding that the Commander be transferred aboard their ship immediately.”
 
   “Are there insurgents aboard that ship?”  I asked Naagrotod of the ship that was now displayed on the Bridge main view screen (though there were no view screens per-se, the images came and went when needed right on the trans-metal walls).  The ship in question, the Council Command ship, framed by the black of space around it, looked like a giant needle with no means of propulsion, but it certainly had propulsion, because it was turning towards us, growing in size even as it turned (the direction it was oriented in fusion propulsion terms having no meaning here, as its propulsion had nothing to do with displacement of mass).  It came on quickly.
 
   “No.”  Naagrotod answered, giving me a guilty look.  “They’re all handpicked Council Security Forces.  There was no way to infiltrate them.”
 
   “Good.”  I said.  “I don’t want to kill anyone loyal to me.”  I paused a moment to see if that seemed to clarify my wishes for Naagrotod and to add a bit of the dramatic to the scene.  It did on both counts.
 
   “They’re demanding a response.”  Said the Com Officer nervously.
 
   “Destroy them.”  I ordered.  I was assuming we could, of course.   I watched carefully to ascertain which members were Weapon’s Officers but couldn’t tell because there were dozens who all turned to their stations upon my command.
 
   No one gave me the slightest strange look as they carried out my command to destroy the ruling council of our people.  All eyes now focused onto the image of the needle ship as it continued to turn and advance on us, then, suddenly, a brilliant yellow white glow burst from us, reached out, narrowing as it crossed the intervening distance (though of course it happened like striking lightning) and struck the Council Ship amidships just as it coalesced to a single point, its point of maximum focal magnitude.
 
   What happened next looked like the beginning of a sun going super nova, a bright circular spot grew on the Council Ship while the white yellow glow from my own ship continued to pour into it, too fast to comprehend instantly, then expanding outward from the point of impact and then I couldn’t see anything at all because the screen had blacked out, either from dampeners or some effect of the explosion itself, I didn’t know which.  Our ship shuddered just a trifle as the blast ripped past us, but that was all.  Within seconds the image had returned to show empty space where the Council Ship had been. Completely empty.
 
   “We suffered some small residual damage.”  One of the numerous crewmen said, studying the data on his diagnostics display.
 
   “You waited a long time to fire!”  Naagrotod snapped.
 
   “Handle it.”  I told the crew at large.  “I don’t want to hear about it again.”
 
   “Yes Sir.”  They all said.
 
   “Escort the Princess to my quarters.”  I told the guards.  I’d find out where I lived one way or another!
 
   “Yes Sir.”  The guards in question said.
 
   “Naagrotod.”
 
   “Yes Sir?”
 
   “I want a complete battle analysis.”  I ordered.  “Our remaining forces and whatever Imperial Forces remain.  I want Ertiga blockaded.  Be thorough.”
 
   “Yes Sir.”  Naagrotod said and saluted.  By his happy look he must be figuring his star had just risen.  I had just taken over the most powerful Empire in all the known Universe, yet I still didn’t know where my own quarters were on my own Flagship.  I got up and followed the guards as they escorted Meerla to my quarters, just down the corridor from the Bridge, it turned out, and escorted Meerla inside when the door opened at my presence.  It turned out that it had been a good thing the Kievors had copied me so thoroughly, right down to the exact genetic code.
 
   If I had thought previously that my own star had risen I was now subjected to wonders beyond imagining.  We walked into the foyer of my quarters and found ourselves in a luxuriously appointed chamber that must have been twice as large as Last Chance herself and stuffed with fanciful tapestries, ornamental furniture, antique weapons, and all manner of odd assorted items.  Corridors and other rooms led off in dozens of other directions.
 
   “Leave us.”  I told the guards, who obeyed after saluting.  The door sealed shut behind them and I was alone again with Meerla.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   “Do we even want to go back now?”  Meerla asked cheerfully, all pretense of anger gone.
 
   I scowled at her, looking around, but no one who might be listening would know what that meant.  Still!
 
   “You’re quite the evil genius, Brune!”
 
   “It is an amazing twist of fate.”  I said.  “That’s for sure.  So you’re not really mad?”
 
   “Not as long as I’m to be Empress.”
 
   “You’ll be looked on as a traitor to your line.”
 
   “My father is a worthless drug addict,” Meerla said, “and anyway, like you said, my lineage won’t be interrupted.  Someone has to father my children.  Might as well be you.”
 
   I began searching through the dozens of rooms that were my new quarters and soon found a mini-Bridge room.  The room activated upon my entrance.  This room was incredible beyond anything I had yet seen.  The walls, ceiling and floor, that lit up as I entered, lit up as the image of space around us.  Like I was in space, and not in a ship that was in space.  Besides the Command Chair and Console, two other Technician’s Stations and Meerla and I, we might have been standing right in the vacuum of space.  Alartaw needle ships were coming out of Hyper Space (what the crewman had called it), joining us, even as we watched.  To our rear, at quite a distance, floated the Kievor Trade Station in its orbit around the Red Giant.  So they saw the destruction of the Council Ship and would be wondering.  Would they suspect that I was now in control of the entire Alartaw Empire?  I seriously doubted it.  I still could hardly believe it myself.
 
   “Computer?”  I asked, a stab in the dark, though said confidently.
 
   “Yes Commander?”  Asked a seductive voice.  “Do you wish to override?”
 
   “Not at this time.”  I answered.  Of course the Commander would have the authority to override the main Bridge, but I had a thought; “Can override be achieved from anywhere outside this ship?”  I was thinking secret codes or Imperial Mandates and such.
 
   “No Commander.”
 
   “Does anyone else aboard have the authority to override?”  I looked at Meerla.
 
   “No Commander.  You are the sole authority.”
 
   “Good!”  I said, grinning at Meerla, who scowled back.  “But if I’m injured or killed, from this point, Meerla is to assume Command.  Understood.”
 
   “Noted, Commander.”  It answered.  “Meerla Krazdop is now First.”
 
   “The Council has screwed everything up in my absence.”  I now told the computer.  “So to start setting things straight I need a record of all their recent activities.”
 
   Without a word the computer blanked out a huge section of space around us, on the forward facing wall (forward to the Command Chair) and began displaying Council Minutes, memorandums, dictates, and everything else pertinent to the Council.  Ex Council, I reminded myself.  They were very much dead.  Meerla and I spent the day watching and learning, and began to get a fair understanding of what we had gotten ourselves involved in.  The drug addicted Emperor Morgata Krazdop had ruled for over three thousand years and had thousands of children, but Meerla was the only legitimate child of a legitimate marriage (Morgata had killed Meerla's mother when she failed to produce a man child on the first attempt, and never remarried).  Her mother was of one of the other Great Houses of the Alartaw Empire, so Meerla had Aristocratic blood from both families.
 
   Over the years, Morgata’s addiction continued to worsen until a Council was appointed to rule in his stead.  The Council was comprised of various highly placed Statesmen and Empire Officials, and for the last hundred years had run the Empire in the Emperor’s stead, but as close as I could figure it had probably been pulling the strings from the shadows for far longer.  My own stand, I learned, was one of barbaric expansion.  To eradicate all other sentient species.  To assure the Alartaw dominance forever.  A stand the Emperor had put on hold due to lack of interest and a stand the Council had not pursued.
 
   This whole mess couldn’t be more amusing, once I understood it.  The Kievors had turned me into the one Alartaw who was bent on destroying them (and possessing the power to do so), and not only that, but the first action I had taken was to destroy those who had not wanted that course.  How was I to explain to the Alartaw who had backed me, the majority it seemed, that I no longer wanted to follow my original course?  They had followed me because as a race they were aggressive conquerors and they had grown tired of the complacency.  Yes, an amazing situation.
 
   “The Council was the voice of reason, and you’ve killed them.”  Meerla said, and it was my turn to glower at her.  She smiled sadistically.
 
   “Commander?”  The computer interrupted.
 
   “What?”
 
   “A battle group is approaching out of warp.”  She said.  “The Captain requests permission to engage the hostiles.”
 
   “Granted.”  I said.  “But who are they?”
 
   “Locals.”  She said.  “A representation of all sector species.”  A large box of data disappeared in front of us to be replaced with an empty spot of space.  The magnification grew until a massive armada of varied fighting ships could be seen.  They covered the wall.
 
   “Why are they attacking us, Brune?”  Meerla asked contemplatively.
 
   “A better question would be ‘why now’?”  I asked, and we both wondered into each other’s eyes questions which could not be spoken here.
 
   Another place on the wall cleared to be replaced with a view of the Main Bridge, and centered on a decoratively uniformed Alartaw.  The Captain.
 
   “Thank you Commander.  We have waited for this for too long.”  He said.  “I won’t let you down.”
 
   “Against this riff-raff,” I scoffed contemptuously, “I should hope not!”  There were dozens of other Alartaw ships around us as well, and none massing under what I would call Capitol Class, and our technology!  The image of the Captain blinked away.
 
   “You just ordered them destroyed!”  Meerla shouted at me, able to hold it in no longer.  I’m pretty sure I flinched at the emotion in her voice.  I had, hadn’t I?
 
   “What was I supposed to do?”
 
   “Not order them destroyed!  Do you realize what you have done?”  She seemed really distressed.  I had to admit to a bit of concern myself, but was making the Kievors mad even a concern anymore.  Why was all this happening now?  I supposed the Kievors had decided they just couldn’t wait anymore, and probably hadn’t expected us to vacate their Station.  We were just two insignificant factors in the whole equation, anyway.  What a cluster fuck!
 
   “They’re attacking us, Meerla!”  I defended myself.  “The crew would mutiny if I ordered us to run.  Alartaw don’t run, especially from riff-raff.”
 
   “They don’t look like riff-raff, and there are sure a lot of them.”
 
   I turned from her exasperated face to look at the screen showing them, where more and more were coming out of warp.  “I guess you may have a point at that.”  I conceded.  There was a seemingly endless river of them appearing, and all pouring relentlessly down onto us.
 
   “Computer?”  I had an idea that wouldn’t have been possible with Last Chance’s meager computing power but should be more than possible here.
 
   “Yes Commander?”  She asked.
 
   “Please generate an animated battle scenario enactment based on their firepower and numerical strength, based on the vessels now visible.”  That didn’t even take into account however many more were yet to come, but would give me a good idea of what to expect.
 
   “Yes Commander.”  The computer had barely finished speaking when another window opened showing our small fleet (an obviously animated version, but as picture perfect as the real thing) rushing out to engage the much larger enemy fleet.  We immediately wiped out the whole front of the advancing horde, but we were struck in return.  Viciously.  Then we struck again, and were in turn struck.  We kept attacking, using our better speed and agility to great advantage, but wholly outnumbered.  They wiped us out quickly and soon only my own Command Ship was left, having hung slightly back as was the norm in such battles, and then that was gone too.  Only the enemy remained, a still endless river.
 
   “I notice that you don’t pose our survival as a possibility.”  I said.
 
   “There is no possibility, Commander.”  She said.
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “The approaching fleet, though not of Kievor manufacture, are displaying Kievor energy weapons signatures.  We are susceptible to them.”
 
   I glanced at Meerla.  Her face mirrored my concern.  The Kievors had been busy.  They had not rested all their hopes upon us, after all.
 
   “Share this data with the Captain, please.”  I ordered resignedly.
 
   The view of the Main Bridge and the Captain reappeared as the computer played the reenactment for them.  The Captain looked just as resigned as I felt.
 
   “Yes, we have just become aware of this data as well.”  The Captain said.  “I would never have suspected the Kievors would do anything so foolish.  The reptile races will turn on the Kievors at the first opportunity.  Orders, Sir?”
 
   “Use your best judgment.”  I said.  “Communication ended.”  The view of the Main Bridge and the Captain disappeared.  I waited one minute.
 
   “Computer?”
 
   “Yes Commander?”
 
   “What orders have the Captain given?”
 
   “Captain Puguta has just ordered all military activity to cease until Ertiga has been reclaimed in your name.  We are now . . . ”, she paused in her explanation to me as I felt a strange, kind of buzzing, throbbing feeling pass through me, completely unlike the warp sickness I suffered with human jump technology (though I knew instinctively that we were jumping), “entering Hyper Space.”
 
   “Are we leaving any undefended non-combatants who would be susceptible to this rabble alien army?”  I demanded.
 
   “No Commander.”  She answered.  “As you know, we have yet colonized no worlds in this sector.  There were no unpopulated worlds free for colonizing, and the Council has banned all aggression.”
 
   “Good.”  I said.  I was thinking that I needed to be careful.  This computer was no dummy, but I had been gone, out of the loop, for several years, so I couldn’t be expected to be up to date on every new development.  Just be careful, I told myself.
 
   Naagrotod patched through the data I had requested and Meerla and I studied it in awed silence.  The Alartaw presently occupied nine hundred eighty seven thousand, two hundred sixty three worlds.  The battle between the insurgents and the Loyalists had only cost the Fleet just over ninety three thousand fighting craft of various classes, which left, all told, some forty six million Fleet craft and some four hundred and odd million other individually owned ships that, though not of military designation, were none the less just as well armed.  Like all other races, individual Alartaw went nowhere unarmed.
 
   “Nearly half a billion fighting craft!”  Meerla said, stunned, as we sat and examined the endless reams of data we had at our disposal.  “That’s incredible.”
 
   “And yet not enough.”  I said.
 
   “How do you figure?”  She demanded, giving me a look like I was stupid.
 
   “How many alien races have the Kievors shared their technology with, just in this one sector?  Computer?”  Meerla’s face registered her understanding immediately, but skepticism showed there too.  The computer wasn’t as quick this time.
 
   “Unknown, Commander.”  It finally answered.
 
   “How many alien races reside in this sector?”  The computer wasn’t as intelligent, obviously, as I had at first worried it would be.
 
   “Twenty eight thousand, four hundred sixty three, Commander.”
 
   “See my point.”  I told Meerla.
 
   “Yes, but the Kievors wouldn’t do anything that crazy.”  Meerla didn’t want to believe it, that was clear.  Her face said it couldn’t be.
 
   “I believe they would, and have.”  I said.  “They’re leaving all the indigenous races as a buffer while they prepare to leave.  A much more advanced and dangerous buffer now that the Kievors have shared their technology.”  I went on; “What about these black holes the Alartaw were supposed to have?  Have you heard anything about that?”
 
   “No.  But you’re the Commander.  I’m just a Princess.  What would I know?”  She said sarcastically.  I ignored her.
 
   “If we had this great black hole weapon, why wouldn’t we use it and destroy all of these alien warships?”  Now she didn’t have a smart reply.  I was on a roll.”  I think the Kievors knew exactly who we were.  Well, you know what I mean.”
 
   “No way!”  There was no sarcasm in her voice now.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, “and I think the Kievors were telling the truth about the black holes blocking the worm holes, except that they are the ones installing them.  They said they were buying Trinium to forestall others from getting their hands on it, but that really doesn’t make sense if you think about it.”  I tapped my index finger on the side of my head.  “Why would they be buying it all the way back you know where?  It doesn’t equate.  They wanted the Trinium because they’re making the black holes themselves, to try and bottle us up here, because they are unsure of all of our technology.  Try to trap us with all these newly armed alien races, which, it seems, the Kievor have turned against us.”
 
   “And on and on throughout all Kievor localities.”  Meerla said, understanding.  “The Alartaw haven’t attacked anyone in a hundred years, and the Kievor have been busy the while.”
 
   “Because the Council wouldn’t advocate further expansion while the advantage was yet ours!”  I was mad.  Really furious.  Really an Alartaw.
 
   “But what did they hope to achieve by . . . “
 
   “Don’t say it.”  I interrupted.  “It was never about us.  It was about the two of them!  The data they could provide and we helped them to pull it off.”
 
   “They miscalculated.”  Meerla said.  “We were the wrong two to piss off!”
 
   “Commander?”  Asked the air, but it was Puguta, not the computer.
 
   “What?”  I demanded.  His face appeared on the wall.
 
   “We’ll be arriving Ertiga shortly.”
 
   “And?”  I snapped.  These people were going to learn to function without asking my opinion on every little issue.  That is why there is a Captain, isn’t it!  It’s called delegating.
 
   “Well Sir, are you going to be leading the landing forces?”
 
   “Frankly Captain,” I said viciously, “I had considered just vaporizing the planet.  Do you think I would make a lot of Alartaw angry if I did that?”
 
   “Sir!  There are billions of civilians on Ertiga!  It would be unprecedented!  Sir, you have not yet even been Coronated.  I do not recommend it.”  I could see that it was taking a lot of guts for Puguta to voice his opinion in light of my erratic behavior.  Maybe he was right, though the prospect of vaporizing a whole planet did intrigue me.
 
   “That’s really rather too bad.”  I groused.
 
   “I see that your time among the herbivores hasn’t changed you much, Sir.”  Puguta ventured, but I didn’t smile at him.  Let him sweat.  I turned to Meerla;
 
   “Should I lead the troops while we destroy your father?”  Meerla didn’t find that funny, nor, judging by Puguta’s sharp intake of breath, did he.
 
   “I suppose that’s the thing to do.”  I said, turning back to face the Captain’s image on the wall when Meerla only scowled.
 
   “Very good Sir.”  Puguta said, his image blinking quickly away.
 
   “Am I living up to my name, dear?”  I asked Meerla sweetly.
 
   “You’re certainly living up to something.”  She said bitingly.  “You’ll be Brune the Brute before you’re finished.  Of course, you’re destroying all respect for me, not that that concerns you.  Thank you so very much.”
 
   “You’ll have all the respect you desire when you’re Empress.”  I said.  “Look at it this way; now you become Empress much sooner!  Hell, you might never have become Empress otherwise.  I don’t think the Council was going to give up their power without a fight.”
 
   “I guess next you’re going to demand I participate in destroying my father?”
 
   “No!”  I laughed.  “You’re going to volunteer!”
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   The Kievors had erred.  The Alartaw didn’t travel by worm hole (though I didn’t know we couldn’t).  There seemed to be numerous ways to circumvent traveling through normal space, but whatever means our Hyper Space method used, it was fast.
 
   In a matter of only hours we were circling Ertiga in low orbit.  Ertiga was to the Alartaw what One was, or had been, to the Kievors, the Home Planet of the Imperial Alartaw Empire, the place where we had begun our expansion and what was now our furthermost rearward post, the whole expansion zone between it and the newest races we had been genocidally eliminating just to steal their worlds.
 
   Floating below me on the floor of my Mini Bridge was the image of our most prized possession (and to think I had seriously considered vaporizing it!)  Ertiga is a beautiful blue and green world, like many of the human worlds and especially like man’s own Home World, Earth.  It appeared to be about ninety percent water and boasted only one continent.  Now that ocean was covered with floating cities that were hardly discernible from the continent itself.  It was covered with them.
 
   In some ways the Alartaw weren’t very smart at all.  The Loyalists had no chance at all yet they refused to surrender.  I discussed a plan of attack with Naagrotod, a plan I basically ordered him to devise, and we were ready.
 
   “O.K.”  I said when Puguta gave me the message.  They had refused surrender.  No one was surprised.  “Then they die.”
 
   “They’re also demanding our unconditional surrender.”  Puguta said, an amused smile twisting his fanged mouth.
 
   “Tell the Emperor I didn’t know he was a comedian.”  I said.  “Add that, sadly, we must decline.”
 
   After Puguta delivered my message to Emperor Krazdop and his forces, yellow white bolts of fusion energy began pouring up at us from the Imperial City in the middle of the continent.  We were immediately struck numerous times, the weapon discharges striking up at us from the image on the floor beneath us, startling both of us as we stood over it and watched, but the energy was too dissipated at that great range to do us real damage and the majority of the energy was bled off into space in a surge of crackling power that was briefly visible as a corona of lightning bolts around us (somewhat like the static when you pull two socks apart, but much, much more powerful), violent but entirely harmless to us.
 
   The ground batteries immediately concentrated their fire on my Flagship but it was all over in a brief moment.  Thousands of Fleet Ships poured their fusion fire down on the Imperial City’s gun emplacements, nearly instantly overloading their shields, and then blossoming in huge orange balls of fire that were visible even at this distance.
 
   We began descending towards the planet before the last of the orange blossoms had even died away, but I wouldn’t exactly call my role leading the troops into battle, because a thick screen of Fleet Ships soon amassed and interposed themselves between us and the planet below, so thick there was no chance of even seeing the planet longer.
 
   “There’s no excitement in this.”  Meerla complained.
 
   “You can transfer to one of the lead ships, if you want.”
 
   Orange flame erupted below us, but it was several layers of ships lower and we only just got the slightest hint of the flashes that must have signified death and destruction for members of my forces.
 
   “No thanks.”  She said.
 
   “Small arms fire.”  Captain Puguta’s voice said from the forward wall, but I didn’t look up to acknowledge him because more eruptions were blossoming below us.  None came near my own ship though.
 
   “Those are some pretty large small arms.”  Meerla mused.
 
   A ship below us suddenly erupted in orange flame, the eruption blasting through the ship, the flame reaching all the way to us, but when the flame washed away the ship seemed unharmed and the blast hole was already resealed.  The ship never budged from its position.
 
   What we couldn’t see from above was what damage my own ships were inflicting on the beleaguered planetary defenses, but it couldn’t have been pretty and I didn’t need to see it.  Alartaw were dying all around.
 
   “Looks like there won’t be much left of your city when you’re finished.”  Meerla said with a  smirk.
 
   “It’s worth it,” I said, “to kill your father.”  Captain Puguta had been on screen but his face disappeared after this exchange, and Meerla and I exchanged amused glances.
 
   “If they thought you were a maniac previously they haven’t seen anything yet.”
 
   “Words of endearment from the woman I love.”  I said, then realized what I had said.  Meerla didn’t act as if she had noticed.
 
   We seemed to have eliminated most of the pockets of resistance.  The return fire dwindled to almost nothing as each discharge just gave our gunners targets.  Whatever resistance was left was saving itself for the ground battle.  It was enlightening to have seen what devastation the big blast rifles could produce without having had to find out the hard way, but though the ships themselves could reseal themselves around the damage, there was no reanimating the Alartaw Troopers and crewmen who had also been caught in those blasts.  Personally I thought my first instinct had been the correct one, or at least as far as leveling the entire Imperial City.  Cities could be rebuilt, lives couldn’t.
 
   My men were soon on the ground.  We couldn’t see the ground from our vantage but we had the feeds from the lowest ships and the helm cams the Troopers themselves wore to show us our progress.  Almost instantly every available spot on my walls were covered with images of battle and mayhem from the ground below.  It was a sobering thought to think of all the lives that were being given today in my name.  Being given gladly!  The real Brune must have been an awe inspiring figure.  I wondered if I would be able to continue filling his shoes.  What a joke that would be for my forces if they ever found out they had been fighting in an imposter’s name!
 
   The Loyalist forces were fighting ferociously, too.  They knew there would be no surrender, no survival except through victory, and though they had no chance at all they fought with a crazed desperation, taking many of my men with them, but the outcome was preordained.  I had men numbering in the trillions and trillions at my beck and call, while Morgata Krazdop only retained that handful of super loyalists whose loyalty had been purchased, not earned, but old school fanatics who’d fight to the bitter end, no doubt about that.
 
   Most of the fighting tapered off as my insurgents infused the Imperial City and converged on the Royal Palace.  Despite not leveling it from space most of the city had still been left in smoking ruin once my men had cleared it.  The battles tended to be brief but devastating.  My forces were overwhelming.  As we closed in on the Palace the last of the Loyalists pulled back and blockaded themselves inside the massive, armored fortress that is the Imperial Palace.
 
   Its armor proved ineffective against our weapons and in no time my forces were pouring through the gaping hole where the front gates had been.  The last battle was brief but furious and soon we were in complete control of the Imperial City.
 
   Yet the Emperor himself had not been located.  The last thing I wanted was for the Emperor himself to escape and be free to foment trouble from some hidden locale, but my worries were short lived as a ship we had somehow missed detached itself from the roof of the main chamber and flashed through the massed ships below me, the pilot flying her showing uncanny skill in avoiding the fire rained down at her.  I thought immediately that the ship would attempt to jump to hyper space and escape me but it had no intention of attempting to escape.  It came straight up at us, my Flagship now among those lower ships because we had thought all resistance quelled.  It came straight at us, throwing yellow fire as it came.
 
   Meerla was leaping for a Gunner’s Station when the first shot struck us (don’t ask me how she thought she was going to operate the strange controls) but I stood confidently, trusting in Puguta and the thousands of other crewmen aboard my ship to handle it.  Feet spread wide and ready for the blast, I was still thrown to the floor when the blast exploded.  Three more times we rocked to the massive fusion fueled explosions before the little ship was blown apart by the crossfire of the thousands of ships targeting it.  The little ship rained back to the ground in a million pieces, no one piece larger than a scrap of metal confetti and my problems with Emperor Morgata Krazdop were finished.
 
   “That was the Emperor’s private yacht.”  Puguta crowed, as if he thought I was going to praise him.  If he did he had another think coming.
 
   “We were almost destroyed by a yacht!”  I screamed at him.  “How do you explain that?”  I was definitely enjoying my new role as Emperor.
 
   “That ship had no chance of destroying us.”  Puguta whined.
 
   “Was hull integrity breached?”  I demanded.
 
   For a moment Puguta couldn’t respond.  I could see the wheels spinning in his head as he sought some way out of answering that question with the only answer available.
 
   “Yes.  Hull integrity was breached.”  Puguta admitted.  He looked terrified, as well he should.  I let him bask in my unblinking stare while I considered options.  In all my years captaining Last Chance I had never once allowed a loss of hull integrity.  It didn’t matter that it did not mean the same thing on these ships, or that with the weaponry being used any strike meant loss of integrity, Meerla or I could have been killed in those strikes!
 
   “Do I need to pilot this ship myself from now on?”  I turned and asked Meerla but clearly for Puguta.  I could see by her expression that she was just as pissed as I was.  We were two individuals who had great love for our lives and did not want to see them thrown away frivolously.  It was why I had always flown Last Chance myself, or Tanya if it became necessary.
 
   “We’ll take shifts piloting her ourselves, since we can’t count on Puguta.”  She snarled and I wasn’t sure she wasn’t serious.’
 
   “You’re right.”  Puguta said.  “I am completely at fault.  May I say goodbye to my family before I receive my punishment?”
 
   I looked at Meerla and she looked back at me.  As if we were considering his request, but we were thinking of the absolute loyalty of the Alartaw.  Puguata expected to be put to death for his blunder.  It was obvious the real Brune would have carried out the sentence, but I wasn’t the real Brune.  I was Marc Deveroux.
 
   “Sentence will be delayed for now.  Don’t let it happen again,” I said, “or the punishment will be too unspeakable to consider.  I hope I’m understood.”
 
   “Sentence is . . . delayed?”  Puguta stammered.  “Who will you appoint as Captain?”
 
   “You will remain as Captain.”  I said.  “Until such a time as I deem appropriate to carry out sentence.”
 
   “Yes Sir.”  Puguta nearly choked, unbelief written on his features.  “Is there anything else, Sir?”
 
   “I am especially not happy that you deprived me the opportunity of making Meerla kill her father, Puguta.  I thought I had been clear about that!”
 
   Puguta’s eyes flickered to Meerla and back to me.  I think the shock on his face now was trebly what it had been before.  “Yes, Sir, sorry Sir.”
 
   “Don’t let it happen again.”
 
   “No Sir.”  The screen went blank.
 
   I felt a cold emanation at my side.  I couldn’t help but chuckle.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   Less than two days after waking up an Alartaw bartender, I now ruled the entire Alartaw Empire.  Brune the Brute the people started calling me, a name I had someone to thank for circulating.  I was pretty sure I could guess who.  I rather liked it though, I thought.
 
   I was already Emperor in name but it wouldn’t be official until I was Coronated, a simple procedure of accepting the Royal Scepter from the departing Emperor (the system dated to before rejuvenation) but since the departing Emperor had been reduced to confetti sized particles and wouldn’t be around to do the passing, the ceremony would have to be conducted without him.  It wasn’t as if he would willingly pass it, in any case, so no harm done.  I would march alone down the center of the Imperial Palace’s Throne Room and take my place upon the throne itself, where the Royal Scepter resided in a special socket designed for it.  Once there, Royal Scepter in hand, I would receive the acclaim of the people.
 
   That had been the plan, anyway, as I stalked down the middle of the Royal Throne Room towards the Great Throne, surrounded by thousands of cheering Alartaw subjects who were only held back by flimsy shock barriers that were here and there throwing sparks into parts of the crowd who had pushed too close.  The shocks traveled as far back into the crowd as bodies were touching one another, so the system had been explained, and worked rather effectively.  The rear of the crowd quickly gave way when they forced the front of the crowd too close, because they took the shocks, not the very front.
 
   I was adorned in barbaric splendor, actually wearing the same Royal Garb Morgata Krazdop had worn when he had ascended the empty throne his father had vacated by dying on the field of battle.  Morgata’s father, Sneadon Krazdop, had ruled for over eighteen thousand years (an Alartaw year was a half month longer than a Standard) and was overwhelmingly considered to have been the fiercest Alartaw to have ever lived.  Morgata had later had all his legitimate brothers and sisters and all of their offspring put to death when rumors of assassination plots surfaced and now Meerla was the only legitimate heir (and she wasn’t getting the throne either, ha ha.)
 
   Part of the Royal Garb I wore was a long purple train that Meerla had to walk behind me and hold up from dragging the ground (it was demanded by Alartaw custom or Meerla would never have done it).  Behind her Cearba walked and held Meerla’s lesser train.  Suffice it to say we looked the parts we were playing, though this was no play.  This was the real thing.
 
   As we approached the Throne itself the cheering became thunderous.  I could hardly hear myself think, nor was the prodigious amount of Harcled I had drunk helping either, so when the Great Throne I was walking towards began to lift itself from the floor, and all the cheering in the huge Throne Room came to a crashing halt, I was still moving forward, unaware.
 
   It didn’t take awareness long to settle in, but part of that was that Meerla had dropped my train and its dragging on the floor brought me back to consciousness.  A spectacle I could hardly credit now occurred.  The Great Throne finished lifting itself up, rising on telescoping metal legs, and revealed a staircase leading down to somewhere not visible to me, but a black maw I didn’t want to know what was going to come out of.  The maw did not seem to want to allow in the light of the Throne Room, as if evil resided therein and was repelling the light.
 
   Nothing happened for a long moment, but no more.  I had come to a complete halt, standing transfixed and seemingly unable to act.  The Alartaw in the Throne Room, numbering in the tens of thousands, had effectively drawn and were holding their breaths.  The Troopers lining the aisle all drew their weapons, at some signal from an Officer, and we all stood and watched the opening in the floor to see what was going to happen next.  Time stretched.
 
   Moments of eerie silence passed.  I was just beginning to delude myself that nothing was going to happen when I heard the footsteps climbing the subterranean staircase in what I had to admit was a martial, dignified tread.
 
   I reached for my weapon but it wasn’t there.  The only weapon I was wearing was a bejeweled dagger that was part of the coronation regalia I had been instructed I must wear.  How could I have been so stupid!  I had never gone anywhere anytime in my whole entire adult life without a weapon on my person, yet here I was, facing I knew not what, with only a costume dagger as my only armament.
 
   First only the outline was visible in the induced darkness of the staircase, then the face became visible, then the whole Alartaw to whom belonged the resounding footsteps.  He strode from the darkness full of purpose and imperious dignity.  His face was scarred and livid with hatred and fury.  He was the most hideous Alartaw I had ever seen, and that in a culture that considered scars gained through battle to be marks of courage, the highest honors in a society of warrior people.  One scar crossed down from the side of his forehead, across the bridge of his nose, down across his cheek and jaw bone and down into his neck.  His nose was a misshapen lump of re-scarred tissue, unrecognizable as belonging to an Alartaw. He had taken a laser shot through his cheeks (probably losing most of his teeth into the process).  Part of the left side of his head had been burned by something, plasma or its equivalent, and hair didn’t grow there.  His left eye had been cosmetically repaired for functionality because the burn on the side of his head stretched far enough to have covered the eye, leaving the area just around the eye a hideous mess, and those were just the visible scars, but this Alartaw had ruled his  people through three thousand years of bloody turmoil.  Who, really, could blame the poor son of a bitch for being tired of fighting!  Hell, I was tired of fighting myself, and I was only thirty-nine.
 
   Krazdop glared at me, and then dismissing me contemptuously, turned to glare around the chamber and upon the thousands of spectators.  They wilted under his gaze.  Finally he turned his look back upon me.  I glared back as evilly as I could, but I immediately felt as if I was losing the battle.  Again, contemptuously, his gaze moved away and turned to Meerla, but if he thought she was going to flinch under his glare, he was mistaken.  The only look of uncertainty I saw cross his face passed and was gone as he glared at who he thought was his daughter and she glared back, just as ferociously.  Maybe he wasn’t surprised that his own progeny could be as evil as himself, even if it was a new development, or one previously well hidden from him.  He probably thought the latter.
 
   “Thought you’d killed me, hadn’t you, upstart!”  Morgata told me venomously.  “No, upstart, you’ll have to do that yourself, if you can.  You know the Law.”  I wished I did, but I didn’t.
 
   Krazdop was wearing a blaster in a holster on his hip and a short sword in a scabbard that had not been designed for decoration.  He unbuckled his belt and snatched the short sword from the scabbard as the belt, blaster and short sword's scabbard fell to the floor.  Very smooth.  Krazdop would be very hard to kill.
 
   “I’m to kill him.”  Meerla said and began to stride forward, but I put out my arm to forestall her.  I’d look a weak ineffectual fool if I did not accept his challenge.  There was the Law to consider, after all, and I wasn’t sure she could kill Krazdop.  She had said that her Alartaw body was better than her human body had been, even with all its enhancements, but this wasn’t her fight.  It was mine.  I would fight it.
 
   I unbuttoned the Royal Cape and threw it to the floor unceremoniously.  The shirt with all its medals and decorations I left in place.  All the metal of the decorations might deflect a sword thrust, if I got lucky, but Lucky was my middle name and had carried me through many a tight scrape.  I would need every ounce of luck I possessed today.  Krazdop waited patiently while I prepared, a sneer on his lips and murder in his eyes, the weapons aimed at him from up and down the aisle deterring a premature attack.  The thought crossed my mind that I could simply order him vaporized, but I didn’t know if that order would be followed.  At this point, now that Puguta had failed me again, there was no other option but to take the reins of leadership into my own hands, by confident strength of will in single combat.
 
   Even if I was only barely able to defeat him, or if I came away seriously injured after killing him, it would be acceptable.  No one doubted Morgata’s physical prowess.  It wasn’t his personal prowess which had been in question, but his leadership of the Empire.  Drug addict or not, he would be no easy conquest.
 
   He hardly looked the drug addict now I had been expecting.  He looked to be as tough as he undoubtedly was.  His clothing was skin tight, in the Alartaw fashion, and showed the hugely muscled physique below it in fine detail.  He stood with the confident ease of experience, light on the balls of his feet, and looked as quick as a darting rattler.
 
   When I ripped free my bejeweled dagger the crowd gasped in dismay.  I glanced around to see what could be the matter and that was when I saw that one of my Troopers had holstered his weapon and had drawn his own short sword to offer me.  He put it back even as I watched.  I had chosen my weapon.  I tried not to let my own dismay show, and turned back to Krazdop, my blade held low.
 
   “You’re a fool, upstart.”  Krazdop snarled, a confident grin now twisting his hideous features.  He began twirling his blade in intricate circles and patterns that were nothing more than a blur to me, but that was nothing but show, the attack would have to be straight forward, and I was not unfamiliar with the heft of the cold steel within my own grasp.  The skyscraper tenement where I was born and raised was run by vicious gangs of children and young adult terrorists (few lived into older age in the tenements) and I had mastered the use of the blade before my eight birthday.  Real weapons amongst us had been as rare as a square meal.  The military, which were funded by the wealthy elite, made sure of that.  They didn’t care what we did to one another, and we did it with cold steel.
 
   Krazdop was an expert, obviously, and I was what?  A gutter rat who had barely survived to escape the clutches of poverty.  Ninety five percent of the human population now lived in utter poverty, and escape was rare, but I had done it.  I am a survivor.  I had proved that over and over again.  What more powerful statement than that could be said for me.  I had survived the hard way, while Krazdop had been born to it.  He rushed me now, blade flashing, meaning to finish it.
 
   I didn’t have a lot of room in the small corridor afforded me by the shock barriers and the Troopers who lined it, but I had enough room to side step as Krazdop rushed by, his blade only missing by scant millimeters, whistling audibly through the air as it passed.  He was holding his blade right handed so I had to twist to his left, and as he went by I tossed the blade to my left hand and lunged in, slicing at the back of his hand as he went by.
 
   Blood showered out around us as Krazdop spun from his right, his arm fully extended, the blade an extension of his arm. But I leapt back out of the way, coming up almost too short as I ran into the Troopers behind me.
 
   Krazdop glared at me as he reached up to feel the cut I had given him.  Arterial spray pumped from the wound in spurts, getting on the crowd, the Troopers and even Meerla before she backed away.  Ornamental dagger it might be, but it was an ornamental dagger with a keen edge.
 
   “Stand and fight, upstart.”  Krazdop ordered insanely and rushed again, flinging the blood he had surreptitiously gathered in his left hand at my eyes as he rushed.
 
   It was a good throw.  The blood hit my face and blurred the vision in my right eye.  I didn’t even have time to blink.  Krazdop rushed forward at an angle this time, cutting off the possibility of spinning away from his right side, thrusting his blade straight forward this time in the hardest sword stroke to avoid.
 
   I struck up and inward left handed, blade up, trying to parry as I now had to twist to my left side, his striking side, but I didn’t have time to get out of the way.  My blade caught on his weapon, and it was the only chance I had of sweeping away the incoming blade, but I didn’t make it clear before my blade slipped free and he skewered me cleanly through my right shoulder.  His leering face was all I could see through my clear left eye, and though I was shocked, and in agony, I wasn’t so shocked that I didn’t return his favor by grabbing him and pulling him close with my free right hand and then stabbing my blade to its hilt in his side.  I pulled it free and stabbed him over and over again.  I couldn’t stop myself, I was so petrified of his getting that sword free and stabbing me with it again someplace more damaging.
 
   Shock now showed on his face, and I realized just how lucky I had been in choosing the weapon I had chosen.  If I had attempted to fight him with a short sword, a weapon I was completely unfamiliar with, I might add, he would have cut me to ribbons and there was no two ways about it.  Infighting was in what I had been trained and Krazdop had paid the penalty of not knowing.
 
   I yanked the blade free a last time, the caricature of a grin twisting my own features into an evil rictus of a smile that must have been similar to his own of only moments ago, envisioning the fight to be over, I had cut him to ribbons and he surely would die, but he grabbed my wrist and began trying to twist the blade back upon me.  His grip of iron was unbelievable to behold, like steel on flesh, and now my own grin must have faltered.
 
   Krazdop twisted, trying to yank free his sword while attempting at the same time to turn my own blade upon me, but I head butted him and stepped on his foot as he tried pulling away, so he stumbled and lost his grip on both his sword and my wrist.  I leapt upon him as he fell, in the ghetto one learned never to lose a moment, without that killer instinct you were meat.  He went down under me and straddling him, I got both hands on my blade hilt and short sword still hanging out of my shoulder, not too very far above my heart, shoved the blade home into his chest with every ounce of strength I possessed.
 
   He tried to hold it back.  He was incredibly strong, but I was stronger, and I kneed him in his groin to soften him.  He gave just enough for the blade to sink that further distance needed to pierce him, and then all resistance was gone, and the blade sank all the way home, into his beating, ferocious heart.
 
   I had to give the old man his due.  His eyes widened in evident agony, and he knew he was defeated, but he let out not the slightest hint of his pain, nor did he surrender.  He still pushed against my hands, but the effort was futile and slowly his eyes glazed over.  I held the blade there in that old bastard’s heart until I was good and sure he was dead, and that took a bit.
 
   The Throne Room burst into thunderous applause and cheering.  I staggered up from the late Emperor and looked around my new domain, no question now in anyone’s mind who the true Emperor really was.  Sword still hanging from my shoulder, I went to the nearest Trooper wearing a de-atomizer, took it and turning back around, vaporized Krazdop.  That was one son of a bitch who wasn’t going to be put in a doc (or whatever equivalent the Alartaw used) and re-animated to haunt me again.
 
   One of the Troopers found the controls inside the Throne to lower it back into its place while I stood there bleeding and near collapse, the sword still hanging, and really starting to hurt.  When the Throne had been lowered back, I staggered to it and yanked the Scepter free of its socket, turned to face the crowd, but instead found Meerla there in front of me.  Unable to stop her, she reached up and yanked free Krazdop’s sword before I could protest.  More blood splattered her but she was grinning from ear to ear, and for once it wasn’t a smirk.  Then I sank back into the Throne knowing I was safe and in good hands and the rest was really nothing more than a blur.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Consciousness swam back into my life slowly and achingly.  I found that I was lying on a rather comfortable bed, though, in a cozy little dimly lit room.  A machine next to the bed displayed what I could tell were my vitals, but though I could read and write Alartaw as fluently as the next, it was no more than mumbo jumbo to my untrained eye, but I gathered I was going to live, anyway.  My chest had been bandaged up and when I pulled the blanket down that was covering me I found that I was completely nude.
 
   “Oh.”  Said a voice from the other side of the room.
 
   As I turned to look to see who the voice belonged to a stunningly beautiful young girl stepped up to my bed and began pulling off her clothes.
 
   “What are you doing?”  I demanded, a bit reluctantly, I must admit.
 
   “I’m a Royal concubine.”  She giggled, her clothes falling to the floor.
 
   “Not anymore you’re not!”  A voice snapped from the doorway.  Meerla.
 
   It was a good thing she had shown up just then, I thought.  A man only possesses so much strength, and in my weakened state . . .
 
   Anyway, when did our relationship become monogamous?  When did it become a relationship, for that matter?  Oh yeah, I supposed I had told her she would be Empress!
 
   I still didn’t see how that equated to monogamy?  She had always been my strong right hand, sharing our power even if I retained ownership of Last Chance.  Making her Empress was no more than a furtherance of the system we had already had in place, but the sex was a new factor and one I saw still had some issues to be worked out.
 
   “Get out!”  Meerla growled at the girl, who didn’t even look at me for verification but just gathered up her clothes and did as she was told, running from the room terrified.
 
   “I’ve never seen such a pitiful display.”  Meerla said.  “Lady Luck was sure looking over your shoulder yesterday.”
 
   “I got the job done, didn’t I?”
 
   “You should have let me handle it.  If you had lost it wouldn’t have just been your life you were losing.”
 
   “I had it under control.”  I growled peevishly, getting angry.
 
   “You don’t think I could have handled him?”  Meerla asked seriously, divining the truth.  “How sweet.  You thought you were saving my life, but you can’t believe I would have offered if I wasn’t sure I could have prevailed.  How long have you known me?”
 
   That truth didn’t require an answer.  If she couldn’t have done it she wouldn’t have offered, but I’d no previous knowledge she could handle steel.  She was wearing the sword she had pulled from my shoulder (or one identical to it, but knowing her sense of humor it must have been one and the same, and no wonder the concubine had been terrified), I now noticed, as well as a huge blast pistol.  She reached across herself and snatched the blade from its scabbard and began spinning the blade around her so quickly I was afraid one slip up would end up costing one of us an arm or leg, or a head, but it was immediately obvious she really was a master.  Her movements were liquid and perfect yet completely controlled, though a style completely different than the one Krazdop had shown.
 
   “O.K.  You’re an expert.”  I admitted.  “But I would still have looked a fool letting you do my fighting.”
 
   “No!”  Meerla contradicted me.  “It would have been the greatest insult you could have given him!  Then, after I’d beaten him, it would have emphasized the point that he was unfit to rule.”
 
   “I think I made the point clearly enough.”
 
   “You barely survived.”
 
   “I fought a sword with a knife.”
 
   “Which was very lucky for you.  Or do you know how to handle a sword?”
 
   “Shut up.”  I said without emphasis.  Sometimes there was just no winning an argument with Meerla, and this was one of those times.  “I did save your neck.”
 
   “You got my neck into it in the first place.”
 
   I changed the subject.  “Who decided I shouldn’t go in a doc?”
 
   “Oh, this is a doc.  Only your skin hasn’t been healed.  So you can scar properly.  It’ll be a nice one, too.”
 
   “Maybe I didn’t want a scar.”
 
   “Maybe you weren’t awake to say so.”
 
   Would I ever learn?  “Well what do we do now?  What does an Emperor do?”  I was genuinely puzzled.
 
   “He takes care of the Empress.”  Meerla said wickedly, now shedding her own clothing.  There was no rest for the wicked, I could see that.
 
    
 
   I learned quickly what it meant to be Emperor.  I taxed the people excessively (and there were a lot of Alartaw to tax), lived like a God, and had whatever I wanted without paying for it, even though with all the taxes I collected I could certainly afford to.  That was the system in place, in any case, when I was handed the reins.  That was the system, in any case, and it made living near the Royal Palace a risky enterprise.  Imagine for instance you are a wealthy Alartaw living in one of the super luxurious neighborhoods around the Palace, and the Emperor goes by and sees your yet virtuous daughter tending her flowers, and no more daughter, because she is gone, to be a concubine or slave or meat for the Emperor’s pet lizard!  You didn’t have a say in the matter, not that it seemed to slow anyone from moving into these neighborhoods, apparently.  Krazdop had been known to be quite brutal and I had to release thousands of girls who had been virtual slaves, some of them for immense periods of time.
 
   To be exact, it was Meerla who found and released them all, after the incident with the concubine in my recovery room.  She did it immediately after tearing my good shoulder to shreds and leaving me bleeding in my strange new doc.  The doc healed the flesh, but didn’t do anything for the scars.  Those it left.
 
   Over the next few days I had to endure what must have been Alartaw in the millions coming to vow their allegiance while I sat in my Throne and swilled Harcled.  In between were periods of brutalization at Meerla’s hands (claws) and fangs.  My scar was famous and everyone wanted to see it, so I left my shirt off and sat bare chested for all to see.  There was no confusion as to how I was receiving all my new scars.  After a week I couldn’t take it anymore and told Naagrotod, who was never far from my side, to have everyone thrown out and to bar the gates.
 
   “I was wondering when you were going to get around to that.”  Naagrotod said after my orders had been carried out.  “I felt bad about throwing your parents out though, Sir.  They had been waiting all week to see you.”
 
   I tried to keep my face impassive but I wasn’t sure I succeeded.  What a spectacle I must have presented to my parents, so drunk day after long day that I hadn’t even noticed my mother and father waiting for me.
 
   I summoned my banker, a bean counter could be recognized no matter what race they belonged to, and I perused my financial situation.  It was more money than could be counted.  Then I asked; “How much are my parents worth?”
 
   It took the little bean counter a while to find the applicable records, but finally was able to show me what I wanted to see.  It wasn’t paltry, but it just wouldn’t do for the Emperor’s parents.  I signed over an amount that had several more zeros than a trillion, however much that was, and felt better than I had in days.  Within the hour a messenger arrived with a letter from them, thanking me profusely; in fact, hordes of letters were arriving but that was the only one I allowed the staff to forward all the way to me.  The only tinged of guilt I felt was for my own, real mother; would I ever see her again?
 
   However or whatever I was going to do wasn’t going to be accomplished with me sitting on this Throne swilling Harcled all day long.  That was for sure.
 
   “O.K. Naagrotod,”  I said, “there are some herbivores I am pretty angry with.  In fact, they have become a real danger to us.”
 
   “That’s a bit of an overstatement, don’t you think?”  Naagrotod said, chuckling.  He obviously didn’t see the Kievors as the threat they really were, but he needed to understand.  All Alartaw did.
 
   “How many Kievor Trade Stations are there, Naagrotod?”  I asked sharply.  I was still reclining on my Throne when I asked him, and workmen, who were constructing a twin Throne next to mine that Meerla had ordered (it never took her long to make her presence known) all stopped in their work in shock as I answered my own question.  The fact of the matter was that Naagrotod, nor any other Alartaw besides Meerla and I, did not know the answer to this question.  They didn’t have the slightest clue.  “Close to a million, and that’s only those that I know of.  I have no idea how many more there are than that, but those I know of for sure.  The Kievors are an old, numerous and powerful race, and not to be underestimated!”
 
   All around me were staring Alartaw.  Naagrotod, the workmen, and Troopers who had been close enough to hear.  The news raced down the rows of Troopers, a break of military discipline I decided to ignore, given the circumstances, like a wildfire under a stiff breeze in a tinder dry forest.
 
   Naagrotod’s face mirrored his disbelief, so I glared at him.  The look disappeared but I doubted he was yet a true believer.  Well, it hardly mattered because soon they would all be believers, possibly dead ones if we didn’t act, and act decisively.
 
   What was my position?  Would the Kievors share out their technology with everyone except humans, because humans were so close to the Alartaw?  Had my easy assimilation into Alartaw society convinced the Kievors that humans could not be trusted, that we were peas in a pod.  Though humans were technologically inferior to most of the races in our sector of space, we were some of the most adaptable, at the same time.  Humans were advancing technologically at a rapid pace, and the Kievors might see us as much of a threat as the Alartaw themselves.  The thought was too horrendous to contemplate.
 
   “What do you intend to do with this new intelligence?”  Naagrotod asked, if not on the bandwagon at least smart enough not to contradict me.
 
   “What do you think I intend to do?”  I asked.
 
   “Yeah that was a stupid question.”  Naagrotod said.
 
   The Kievors had to be humbled, for more than a few reasons.  Not only that but my own position wouldn’t be worth a plug nickel if I now showed myself to be non-expansionist and peaceful, or in layman's terms, scared!  The Alartaw were predators, warriors, and there was nothing they appreciated better than a good fight.  If this one proved to be more difficult than usual, then so be it.  That was the Alartaw way!
 
   I gave orders, and within the hour (and we were only slowed down that much because Meerla was out shopping for jewelry, spending money from her own not inconsiderable account) we were aboard my Flag Ship, now named Vengeance, and moving back towards Kievor space.  It took seventeen porters with grav-sleds to haul her purchases (which she would by no means leave behind) aboard and we were off.
 
    
 
   “We’re clear of Hyper Space, Sir.”  Captain Puguta said from the wall of my private Bridge.  “We’re scanning now but there doesn’t seem to be any sign of the Kievors.”
 
   “What about the rabble Navy?”  I asked.
 
   “They’re present and turning to engage, Sir.”  Puguta said confidently.  He should have been confident.  Alartaw ships were coming out of Hyper Space all around us, millions strong in just this one armada.  Puguta would be hard pressed to screw this one up.
 
   The walls of my private Bridge were tuned to view the space around my ship, so once again I seemed to be floating in the vacuum of space.  I didn’t know if I would ever grow accustomed to it but it gave me a real sense of the situation so I liked it.  The enemy wasn’t yet visible to the naked eye but I used the zoom to pick them out.  They were a horde, all right, but the Alartaw were still coming, and coming, and coming.
 
   Meerla came into my Bridge holding out a necklace so thickly encrusted with diamonds and precious stones that I couldn’t even see the metal settings under them.  “What do you think?”  She asked me.  She was all Tanya at that moment.
 
   “I think we’re going into battle.”  I snapped.  “Do you think you could think about something other than your new jewelry at a time like this?”
 
   “Are we in some danger I am unaware of?”  She asked, ignoring my tone, looking around at the walls and all our ships surrounding us.  There were so many ships now that the blackness of space beyond could no longer be seen at all.  Only Alartaw Ships of the Line, all Capital Class (the smaller ships were outside the main Fleet where they could use their greater mobility to better effect), not that any Alartaw ship could be called slow!
 
   “Enemy armada is veering away.”  Captain Puguta warned smugly after appearing on my wall.  “What are my orders, Sir?”
 
   “Computer.”  I said.
 
   “Yes, Emperor?”  The seductive female voice asked.
 
   “Run a battle scenario, please.”
 
   “Immediately, Emperor.”  Another box appeared on the wall, rather larger this time, showing our force chasing down the fleeing enemy and crushing them without a single loss to our Fleet.  It was over in moments.
 
   “What are my orders, Sir?”  Puguta asked.
 
   “Meerla?”  I said.
 
   “Annihilate them.”  She said emotionlessly, her eyes never leaving the sparkle of her new necklace.  Had I really needed to ask?  I supposed she relieved me the terrible burden of what we were about to do, at least; it wouldn’t be a burden for her.  I doubted it would ever cross her mind again.  Little more than daily routine.  If she had said anything else I would have been more shocked, to be truthful.
 
   I nodded to the Captain and his face disappeared again.  Within moments I felt the slight change that signaled we were under way.  Not a feeling of inertia so much as a change within my body’s electrical system, from the electrical field the drive generated.  Last Chance had a similar system for its environmental controls, but humans had not yet adapted it to our drives.  It was the energy required.  Humans had yet to learn to control the massive forces necessary.
 
   I settled in to watch the battle on my scanner screen, since it was a much better, computer generated recreation, but as good as the real thing.  Meerla just walked out, her attention still on her jewels.  She had certainly found her niche; what was New California compared to this!
 
   Each Alartaw ship was no more than a blip on my screen but yet there were so many blips that it seemed like a solid sphere of light (we were attacking in a spherical formation).  The enemy force, a tiny group, comparatively, was running for their lives before us, no question in their minds the inevitable outcome of this encounter, but we were instantly catching up to them.  The Kievors may have shared out their weapons technology, but they had not shared out their drive technology.  I supposed that was their way of making the lizards stand and fight.  The Kievor’s treachery knew no bounds.
 
   As we inexorably closed the gap between us, many of the alien craft began veering off in tangents, in attempts to escape on their own, but there was to be no escape today and we bore down on the cowards sooner as their changes in vector slowed their overall progress.  These blips vanished before their comrades, as they came within our range.
 
   As we neared the mass of enemy ships, accelerating at a pace that must have horrified them, they realized their predicament, that there would be no escape, that they could not attain jump velocity soon enough, and they turned as one to fight.
 
   I waited in breathless fascination as we ran upon the enemy and began firing in earnest.  The same power source that fed the immense drives of these ships now showing itself in the weapons we used as we obliterated them.  They literally had no chance at all.  We were annihilating them rapidly.
 
   When I again felt a change in the electrical field around me I didn’t give it a seconds thought, but then I noticed a strange pattern forming on my scanner screen that shouldn’t have been there, couldn’t be there.  A huge swirl began to form within the midst of the remaining enemy ships.  It grew instantaneously.
 
   The swirl intensified so rapidly my scan couldn’t track its progress, so that it appeared to be stuttering in its expansion.  The blips of the enemy armada all vanished impossibly in one blink of my scanner, one moment there, the next gone, and yet the vortex grew, and this had only entailed maybe two or three seconds.  It was happening incredibly quickly and with a sickening dawn of realization I understood intrinsically what it was!
 
   “Reverse!”  I screamed, leaping to my feet in terror.  Anyone who ever went to space heard the horror stories of what being trapped in a black hole would mean, stuck for eternity in the funnel of the black hole as time was warped, the Universe aging and dying while you yet traveled towards your doom, and traveled, and traveled, forever!
 
   Vengeance heard and responded.  It took a mili-second to comply, and then the floor moved beneath me, back the way we had come, but I didn’t.  I smashed into the console in front of me, clipping me at thigh level, flipping me head over heels through the air, then I smashed into the wall face first, crushing my nose and breaking several ribs, I was sure.
 
   An agonized scream was howling through the ship, overriding any Alartaw yells for help, or anything the computer might have been trying to tell me.  A kind of primordial, raw noise you might expect to hear in the midst of a tornado or cyclone, louder than any noise I had ever heard, louder than anything imaginable.  It wasn’t animal, it wasn’t a machine, it was the raw gravitational energy of the black hole sucking at us, tearing at our own immense gravitational field as we fought to free ourselves from its terrifying grip, raw primordial force fighting raw primordial force!  The noise was so pervasive I could hear it inside myself, the battle waged at the atomic level.  If I survived this I never wanted to hear it again.  It was the worst situation I had ever experienced, it was Hell knocking on my front door, and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it because I was glued to the wall of my Bridge by so much inertia that I could barely draw a breath.
 
   I watched helplessly as thousands, maybe millions of my ships ripped past me and spiraled down into the swirling maw below me.  Every ship which had been ahead of Vengeance was already gone, spinning or tumbling powerlessly down into the phenomenon.  Some few which had been at Vengeance's depth within the formation were struggling, alongside us, to fight the pull, and as I watched, glued helplessly to the wall, a ship from further back, which had belatedly realized its peril, crashed into one of those hanging near us and they both went spinning down into the maw of the black hole, and to their eventual deaths.  Most of those behind Vengeance had acted in time, using our example, so all was not lost, if I could free myself.
 
   Unfortunately my wall was giving me a perfect view of the black hole swirling below us.  It was like I was on a glass shelf looking down on the scene, a glass shelf I was stuck to like a bug in a web.  I wished fervently then that my wall screens hadn’t been active, or that I had landed facing rearward, but I hadn’t, and I had the best view in the house.  Or the worst, depending on your point of view.
 
   We didn’t seem to be escaping, either.  By looking out the corner of my eye, I could partially see behind me.  Most of the Fleet were pulling back to safety, having acted in time or had been far enough back to have time to act, but many ships still struggled in a macabre dance of destruction, stuck in a kind of orbit or stasis of action, neither of the two forces at work having the strength to overwhelm the other.  Vengeance appeared to be in the very worst position of any of the ships I could see on my right side, and it looked like we were losing ground in relation to the other struggling ships around us, as well, not that being stuck to the wall within my ship until our fuel ran out, something broke down, or I starved to death was a much more pleasant option.  I now noticed a definite distancing of Vengeance and the ships above her and realized I wouldn’t have to worry about being stuck to my wall forever, because we were going in.  If I had only been hair faster!
 
   The velocity of our fall began to quicken when we were suddenly grabbed by a number of tractor beams from the ships above.  I couldn’t see the tractor beams themselves but I could see the orange glows reflected around the exterior of my ship, the same orange as the tractor beams the Kievors used, and so I recognized what they must be.
 
   Vengeance shuddered within their grasps and then just ripped free, as if she were a thousand pound weight held by silk threads.  Our speed now multiplied and as we accelerated the crushing weight pressing me to the wall multiplied with it.  I was being crushed as Vengeance continued to attempt to fight and I was being crushed to death on the wall of my Bridge, by the actions of my own ship.  I would be dead in only moments.  There could be no doubt.
 
   “Hyper Space!”  I screamed with the last ounce of oxygen left in my lungs, and though I screamed it as loud as I could I didn’t even begin to hear myself over the howling madness that was raging through my ship and myself.  I doubted Vengeance would hear me.  It just wasn’t possible.
 
   But Vengeance did hear.  Strange lightning raced across my view of the miasma below me, and suddenly we were free falling, whatever velocity we were attaining unnoticeable because we were within the black holes gravitational web, it almost felt normal, but we were falling into its maw unchecked now.
 
   I fell off the wall and onto the floor as Vengeance ceased pulling upwards.  The howling immediately ceased and I could think again.  Warning lights were flashing but I couldn’t hear any alarms ringing, which seemed strange, until I realized I had lost my ability to hear anything at all below a scream, maybe.  The vortex of the black hole swung down from my forward screen to below me where I’d sat up on the floor after being dumped there and I realized Vengeance was leveling herself to prepare for the jump to Hyper Space.  The lightning outside Vengeance was now a constant storm of silent sparks and massive bolts of electrical energy, coruscating around Vengeance like God's own aura, and the last thing I remembered, before the crushing pain came again, was the floor moving beneath me again, then I was hurled backwards into the front of my Command Console, as we leapt forward, directly into the maw of the black hole.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   I was in a deep black pit, mired in a thick substance that rejected my efforts to move.  I could feel myself trying to move but nothing happened, or maybe I moved just the slightest, I couldn’t be sure.  I seemed to be stuck in some cloying, thick substance, but if I was I did not know what it was.  The world around me was murky and indistinct, seemingly without substance, yet holding me just the same.
 
   I didn’t really want to struggle against the darkness and my cloying surroundings, my mind kept telling me just to relax, not to struggle, but I felt as if there was something I needed to know, something I needed to do, that just couldn’t wait any longer.  Then I was assaulted, shaken excruciatingly by the invisible atmosphere and once again, painfully, I rose to consciousness and opened my eyes to find that I was still alive.  Once I was fully awake I realized why my mind had so strenuously rejected the light of awareness, because with it came the agony of my damaged body!  I hurt everywhere.
 
   The expression on my face must have mirrored the agony I was feeling at being shaken awake by Meerla because when my eyes opened and the pain of consciousness flooded my body, she jumped back from my side as if scalded by a hot iron.  Her mouth worked but I don’t think I heard what she said, though I thought it might have looked like sorry!
 
   The lighting in my Bridge room was feeble at best.  We were suffering a power shortage of some kind, but with my nonexistent knowledge of the power systems of my own ship, I couldn’t even begin to venture a guess as to what might be wrong.  Though it hurt I was able to turn my head and look around.  My screens were no longer active, but there was something else different as well, and it took me a moment to figure out what it was, in my befuddled state.
 
   My Bridge room was completely demolished.  It was twisted and buckled impossibly, which shouldn’t have been possible, as the entire ship was made of trans-metal and would reform if the forces which operated the system were still functioning.  We had obviously suffered what was an almost complete power failure, and if true, and if we were ruptured, we had very little time to live before our atmosphere was completely vacuumed away into space.
 
   I obviously couldn’t hear the whistling that would signify a breach of integrity, because I couldn’t hear anything, but neither did I feel the breeze that would necessarily accompany it.  Maybe we weren’t breached, after all, but that seemed impossible, not with this much damage in the very center of the ship!
 
   My blood, the deep, dark Alartaw red, had splattered everywhere around the room, as if I had thrown a bucket of it into a huge fan.  I’d bled profusely from my broken nose (shattered would probably be a more fitting description), but also from the back of my head, where now, reaching back, I found a raw patch of missing hair and scalp that was still wet with blood.  So I hadn’t been unconscious long enough for clotting.  From the way I felt, and the splatterings of my blood around the room, it looked as though I had been tossed around quite a bit after I’d lost consciousness.
 
   I think a tear escaped my eyes as I forced myself to sit up.  I definitely had broken ribs, but none had punctured my lungs or ripped into any other internal organs, somehow.  I struggled painfully to my feet.  I was soaked in drying blood, head to toes.  Through the fog of my pain and exhaustion, I still found the energy to marvel at how such superficial wounds could bleed so much.  My nose felt flush with my face and Meerla grinned at me as I felt it.  She didn’t have even one visible injury.  Her grin grew larger when she saw me examining her and she said something, but I still couldn’t hear.  Whatever she said, she found amusing.  Somehow, I felt, that had I been able to hear her, I wouldn’t have found the same amusement in it as she had.  I was glad I hadn’t heard.  I didn’t have the energy for a snappy comeback, just at that moment.
 
   I found my de-atomizer where it had fallen from its holster, double checked its charge, still full, and signaled for Meerla to follow me.  Immediately we were halted by the exterior door of my suite, which refused to open.  Meerla pulled her blaster and opened a hole for us before I could even worry that she might be exposing us to vacuum, but there was atmosphere.  I didn’t even hear the explosion of the blaster as it ripped a jagged opening where the door should have been, but I couldn’t worry about it right then, I could get my hearing restored if I survived.  If.
 
   I went through the opening she had created and turned towards the Main Bridge, finding two dead crewmen in just that short walk down the one corridor.  The Main Bridge was a shambles and as blood soaked as any slaughterhouse.  Turning over the corpses strewn about like so much worthless flotsam I found Puguta, dead, and Naagrotod, somehow still alive but unconscious.  Naagrotod was the only living Alartaw on the Bridge and he woke quickly under Meerla’s rough shaking; wide, terrified eyes were met by our own impassive gazes.  He said something which none of us heard.  We ignored him other than signaling him to get to his feet and to follow along.
 
   Down was down, somehow, so we worked our way towards the bottom of Vengeance, finding many more dead along the way but also some who were battered but still alive.  Alive and very much pissed off.  I wasn’t so much angry at the Kievors as I was with myself; we had been tricked like the fools we were!  The blame rested squarely on our own shoulders.
 
   When we worked our way all the way down to the lowest level and out to an exterior wall it was suddenly apparent why we could still breathe.  Through huge rents in the ship’s skin we, Meerla and I and a growing group of surviving shipmates, could see green foliage and blue sky.  We had crash landed on an oxygen rich planet!  At least we weren’t going to die of explosive decompression.  Explosive decompression had to be the worst way to go, I thought, and I was glad it wasn’t to be the way we would go.  We weren’t out of the fire yet, however.
 
   The dim glow the backup power supply had been giving the lights suddenly went out with a flicker and then nothing.  Now the only light was what was coming in through the rip in the hull, and that appeared to be fading as well.
 
   “It can’t get any worse.”  I told Meerla, but by her expression it was obvious she hadn’t heard.
 
   Then I saw something through a large rip in the hull off in the foliage outside the ship.  I only saw it because the branches of the nearest trees had been ripped away by our passage and had created an unnatural opening in the vegetation, otherwise its camouflage would have been complete; it was a dappled green and brown lizard, a big one at that, maybe four meters or so in length and not timid at all.
 
   The thing looked right up into my eyes and flickered a tongue to test the air, to taste me, and I did not doubt it liked what it sensed.  Only fifteen meters separated us from the beast, but half of that was up the wall of the ship or I think it would already have been trying to dig us out of the crack in the wall of the hull.  The rip in the hull here might have been too high but there were bound to be other spots where the rips were both large and low enough to let in the local predators.  The thought wasn’t a pleasing one, not with all the spilled blood and nightfall arriving.  No, not a pleasing thought at all.
 
   I knew one lizard that wouldn’t be bothering us this evening.  I stuck my de-atomizer out the rip in the hull, pointed it at the lizard, which exhibited no fear or knowledge of weapons, and vaporized it, just as it was flickering out its tongue again for another taste of, on the rich humid air, of what it must have thought would be its evening meal.
 
   These reptiles were obviously at the top of the food pyramid, at least in this section of the planet.  Was it possible we had crashed on a primordial world?  Most such hospitable worlds were already populated with sentient species (humans, of necessity, were Terra-forming new worlds as we went, there being no uninhabited such worlds to claim), but here and there worlds such as this might be were yet to be found.  It was possible.  I didn’t know which prospect would be worse, however, a barbaric world where we would be pursued for the meat on our bones or a civilized world where we would be pursued for being Alartaw or if we were unknown, for the knowledge which could be gotten from us.  Neither eventuality seemed too welcoming.  The only thing I knew for sure was that it wasn’t an Alartaw world.  You wouldn’t crash on an Alartaw world unless they wanted you to (and they certainly wouldn’t have wanted me to), nor would you find free roaming predatory reptiles.  The Alartaw did not like lizards.
 
   Vengeance was now utter black darkness beyond these outer passageways, and soon these would be dark as well if the dusk that was falling outside were any indication.  We needed to gather weapons and prepare fortifications for the coming night, and by and large ships personnel went unarmed, so we needed to do it quickly
 
   “Arm yourselves.”  I said, pointing to my own weapon, not thinking I would be able to be heard or that my own hearing would be returning so quickly, but I was able to hear myself, if only slightly.  Whether anyone else heard was a moot point because they understood my pantomime and the object lesson of the predatory reptile outside the hull of the ship.  If only we’d been given just a little more daylight to go around and find all the breaches and guard them, but we hadn’t and now I had the terrifying feeling we were in for a long, deadly night.  A night which the lizards would be able to move through relying on their heat seeking tongues (most reptiles, no matter which planets they originated from, had this ability), and would have a distinct advantage over us once night was fully upon us.
 
   “Head for my armory.”  I yelled into Naagrotod’s ear.  He nodded that he understood so I grabbed Meerla’s hand and stuck it into his belt.  I grabbed her belt.  I motioned for others to link behind us.  We were an Alartaw chain and Naagrotod led us into complete blackness and near silence, unerringly, I might add.  I kept my weapon out at the ready.  Through twists and turns and up back staircases we moved in utter blackness, fearful of every little sound or obstacle we bumped into.  There were a lot of loose personnel wandering around in the dark and I marveled that the Alartaw has so believed in the infallibility of their machinery and systems that they hadn’t thought to include flashlights, though several crewmen we came across had personal computing devices with dim screen illuminations that cast a feeble glow within the gloom, but there were only a few that hadn’t been wrecked and I didn’t have the heart to take them from those who possessed them, but I did make them join our group.
 
   “Form defensive groups.”  I told everyone I saw.  “Get armed and form defensive groups.  We’re breached and on a reptile world.  Form defensive groups.”  There were already hundreds in our chain and only so much room in my suite, or I would have had them all follow me.
 
   They all knew the implications of having crash landed on a reptilian world, and that our hull was breached.  Lizards were the most successful of the Universe’s creations.  Seventy-five to eighty-five percent of all sentient races were reptilian in nature, though there were both warm and cold blooded versions.
 
   
On primordial worlds, reptiles were almost always the dominant species.  Fast, aggressive and well adapted.  Always meat eaters.  All those silly science fiction movies that had hypothesized that creatures from one planet wouldn’t be able to eat creatures from other planets were ridiculous.  Lizards were excellent protein synthesizers, and anyway, there are a finite number of forms of protein and Mother Nature had found them out everywhere life thrived.  We would be a tasty, nutritious snack for any lizard that could get us into its stomach.  The problem lay in getting me into its stomach in the first place.  I didn’t go down well.
 
   Naagrotod led us on to my suite, the slight illumination now really speeding our progress, and finally through the hole Meerla had blasted in the outer door and on into my weapons room.  My weapons were passed out until there were no weapons left to pass out, but not before I added another de-atomizer and a huge blast rifle to the weapons I carried myself.  The blast rifle wasn’t the largest in the room but it did have the largest battery back.  Battery life seemed to me to be of utmost significance in the light of what we faced.  What we possibly faced was an extended stay on this world.
 
   Then we set up a defensive perimeter by cutting free the furniture, cabinets and everything else bulky we could burn free with the lasers garnered from my weapons room.  With the hole in the outer hatch buried behind a mountain of debris, I took a first settled breath, and weapons at the ready, we settled in to wait out the night, however long that turned out to be.
 
   “Is anyone going to be able to trace our Hyper Space signature through that black hole?”  Meerla asked no one in particular.  Eyes looked into eyes but no one had an answer.
 
   “It’s doubtful.”  Ventured a tech I didn’t recognize.  He didn’t look like he wanted to be on the spot, but he was obviously one of the techs responsible for knowing such things and figured he had better step up now and assume responsibility, but none of this was his fault.  It was my fault, or Meerla's.  We were the only ones who knew about the possibility of a black hole weapon and we’d even been gulled.
 
   Obviously the armada of local species had known nothing of the plan to open a black hole right within their own midst.  They had been tricked into carrying and activating the black hole weapon as treacherously as had we.  I cannot hardly believe they would have agreed to the destruction of their own ships on the off chance we would be destroyed with them.  No, the Kievors had probably told them it was some force shield gadget or other some such device and to only use it as a last defense, once the Alartaw had gotten close to them.  Who knew what story had been used, who cares, they had been tricked as ruthlessly as had we.
 
   We thought we were the great conquerors, the mighty hunters, an irresistible force, but we had been taught a quick, violent lesson, slapped on the hand like an unruly child.  Imagine if I had brought my entire Navy and the lizards had waited just a fraction longer.  What mayhem might they not have accomplished?
 
   But the Kievors had underestimated us.  They couldn’t have expected we would escape their trap, or the real size of the Alartaw Empire, a fact the Alartaw had kept as secret as the Kievors had themselves of their own real size, or I am sure they would not have tried such a treacherous trap, not a race that proclaimed to all that they would not fight.
 
   They had must have been confident we would return with a huge force to annihilate the upstarts, and be caught entire in their trap.  They had vastly underestimated us and our technology.  I wondered how many times in the past the non-violent Kievors had completely annihilated a race they distrusted.  I imagined whole worlds vanishing into the maws of inescapable black holes, thousands or even millions of years ago in the deep past, because a fledgling sentient race displayed the intelligence and vigor that the Kievors calculated would be dangerous to them in the far future, and those worlds and races still stuck in the funnels of those time warped gravitational anomalies, doomed to billions of years journeying and at the end of which would be crushing death.  Even now the Alartaw we had lost were beginning their own doomed journeys.  Thank the stars I hadn’t been with them.  I’d take primordial reptiles any day over that.
 
   An unabiding hatred rose up in me when I thought about it.  I couldn’t help also thinking about the oh so clever human race, advancing across space and up the technological ladder at many times the rate of most the alien races around them, doubtless already on the Kievors minds as potential future trouble makers; in fact, in only a short span of time, no more than one beat of the cosmic heart, humans had climbed down from the leafy arbor they had hidden within for so long, conquered their entire planet, wiped away all the animals and fish we didn’t use for our own nourishment, split the atom, leapt into space, brought life to dead worlds, and were now expanding in an exponential manner across our sector of space.  The Kievors would of course notice us!  Us and our Alartaw cousins.  How many similar species had the Kievor already extinguished?  The number must be staggering.
 
   Somehow I had to escape this world, get home, find and bring the human race into the Alartaw Empire, find a way to nullify the black hole weapon and wipe away the Kievor scourge before they wiped us away.  Even now they would be arming every species in our way while we cowered like prey in my ruined Flag Ship.  The rest of the Alartaw probably wouldn’t even know what a true threat the Kievors who were responsible were if we didn’t survive and get back to tell them.  I felt my blood literally boil.
 
   It didn’t boil for long.  Soon, weapons fire, and the occasional triumph of a lizard predator, noted by the blood curdling scream of an Alartaw crewman or Trooper who hadn’t gotten to a weapons locker or who had but been surprised in the dark, became all we could think about.
 
   The lizards didn’t find it necessary to kill their prey before they started feasting, either, but the screams of those being eaten drew in armed Alartaw to the scenes.  I was glad that no screams punctuated the air anywhere near us or I would have felt the need to intercede, and I really didn’t want to take down our barricade.
 
   Over the long night we heard a lot of screams and weapons fire, but nothing disturbed our barricade.  More than likely, because we were in the middle of the ship, no lizard had needed to come this far to find its meal.  I don’t know where I found the strength but I never let the muzzle of that blast rifle waver from the barricaded hatchway, and though I had to adjust myself around numerous times to relieve my cramping body and numb limbs, from the time we heard the first screams for help to the end at what seemed a millennia later, my weapon never wavered.
 
   When, an eternity later, the screams and weapons fire finally ceased altogether, I guessed that we must have passed our first night safely (some of us, at least).  The nocturnal lizards must have left Vengeance to go back to their daytime lairs to rest and digest.  We had at least made enough of a showing that the reptiles had not thought Vengeance a welcome new lair.  Or maybe they had.  We’d soon be finding out.
 
   We had to cut into the stasis chamber to get at the food.  The meat was already going stale and certainly wouldn’t last long.  I ate my fill and went back to guarding the barricade while the others did the same.  It might be a long time before we ate again and I had learned early in life to fill my belly when the opportunity to do so presented itself.
 
   “What’s the plan now, Emperor?”  Meerla asked after a long silence.  There was just the slightest bit of sarcasm in her voice but everyone in the room turned in shock to look.  Alartaw women weren’t generally given such freedoms.  I felt my blood begin to boil but I quashed it with a visible effort.
 
   “Now’s not the time for your humor, dear.”  I said.  “I’m certainly open to suggestions if you have anything constructive to add.”  I glared at her a moment, then looked around at the rest of the crew present.
 
   The technician who’d commented earlier about the unlikelihood of our being tracked through a black hole looked away as my eyes passed over him.
 
   “You.”  I said.  His eyes snapped back to me guiltily.  He knew I was speaking to him and I knew he knew things.  An Alartaw version of David Bren.
 
   “Yes Emperor?”  He asked.  He was the most timid Alartaw I had yet met.
 
   “No one calls me Emperor for the time being.  I’m just Brune for now.”  If we were captured I didn’t want to be known as the Emperor.  I went on staring at the tech.  “What can be done to restore power?”
 
   “Probably nothing.”  Scared now.  The bearer of bad news, especially such bad news as this, could be deadly to the bearer.  “Only a complete failure of the fusion containment chamber could cause such a total power failure as this.  I can’t even imagine the force that would be required to do it.”
 
   “You mean like escaping a black hole and then crashing into a planet.”  I said sarcastically.  “Are we in danger of radiation poisoning?”
 
   “Radiation?”  Astonished.  “No!”
 
   “Can it be repaired?”  Did I need to spell it out for him.
 
   “Oh sure.”  He said.  I was immediately relieved and it must have shown because he smiled as he went on.  “All we need is a large enough power source to activate the computer.  Then the computer will do the repairs itself.”
 
   “You mean like an external power source?”  Meerla snapped at the diminutive technician, who literally flinched away at Meerla's angry words.
 
   “Well, of course.”  He said, stuttering.  He would probably never get over being scared witless by a female, especially if the story followed him around.  His fear had been obvious for everyone to see, even in the dim illumination cast by the portable computing devices which were our only light source, and these were the multi-galaxy conquerors?  Jeez.
 
   I now had a fairly consequential decision to make.  Did we stay barricaded in here and wherever else within Vengeance the surviving crewmen could find to hide, and hope and pray that our brethren were able to track us somehow, or did we set out upon the planet and begin our search for an industrial species we could steal a ship or power source from, or at least, I supposed, start a colonization process, in the chance we never got off here.
 
   I just didn’t know.  What if the Kievors had tracked us but the Alartaw had been unable to.  Or what if an indigenous species was even now bearing down on our site.  I remembered the stories of how humans had treated the first alien species to visit Earth.  I didn’t want that happening to us.
 
   “We have no choice but to abandon this ship.  Maybe find a power source we can use to reinvigorate Vengeance.  I just know we can’t stay here.”  I said with finality.  This statement was met with chilly stares, but it was the only logical conclusion.  The only safe conclusion, no matter how risky it might seem at first glance.
 
   “I’m not leaving without my jewelry.”  Meerla said dangerously, her eyes hooded, her fingers twitching, like a cornered rat that wouldn’t give up the piece of rotting meat it had stolen even though it couldn’t defend itself because its mouth was full.
 
   “Maybe your new friend will carry it for you.”  I said sarcastically, glancing at the tech, who visibly shrank back into his skin.  It was an amazing trick that you just had to see to appreciate.  “Hopefully he can keep up under all that baggage.”  I believe I grinned.
 
   “I’m not leaving it . . . Brune!”  She growled.  “You will not do this to me twice.”
 
   “I’m not going to do anything to you, dear.”  I said cheerfully.  “You’re welcome to stay here and wait for us to return.  If we ever do.”  I really could have rubbed it in quite a bit more if I’d wanted, but I admit I couldn’t help sympathizing with her just the littlest bit.  It was a hell of a fortune!  “But the rest of us are going, and we’re going now.”
 
   We tore down the barricade and moved back out into Vengeance proper.  Only forty meters down the corridor we found a blood soaked spot that was evidence of the carnage we would find all throughout the ship before we finally evacuated completely.  All that was left of the pitiful crewman was his shredded, blood soaked clothing, and even though the incident had occurred right down the hall from us, we hadn’t heard a peep.  Looks were passed around.
 
   “Maybe he was already dead.”  A crewman I had never seen before last night suggested.
 
   “No.”  I said bluntly.  There was no point in softening the drama of what was occurring.  We would all need to be hard to survive.  “See the arterial spray.”   I pointed out several obvious squirts that were in different, odd places, as if the lizard had shaken the crewman around while feeding, so that blood was all over.  “He was alive when the lizard ate him.  At least at the beginning.”
 
   “Lead out.”  I ordered several heavily armed Troopers who were wearing satisfactorily grim expressions and who were obvious veterans.  The lizard hadn’t even left the bones, signifying powerful jaws and a certain degree of hunger that could lead to reckless, irrational behavior.  I knew I didn’t want to be out front.  I took up position beside the now very heavily jeweled Meerla.
 
   We found scene after scene of bloody carnage, but mostly the Alartaw prefer the de-atomizer or blaster as their weapons of choice and neither left much behind, but we did find one full lizard carcass, though in two sections, which had been pared by a laser cutting device by a half mauled Trooper who had then spent the night curled up under his kill.
 
   “I think the smell of the lizard kept the others away.”  The Trooper said when we found him.  He was in bad shape.  He had been mauled pretty badly, bitten in at least four places or more as the lizard had tried to quell his futile struggles, but then he’d gotten the cutting device to bear and it had been over.
 
   “It snuck up on me in the dark.”  The mauled Trooper said.  “No sound at all.  I knew they were in the ship and it still snuck up on me.  Almost got me too.  My name’s Guermata.”
 
   “Guermata the hero.”  Someone behind me said, and the name was taken up by the group. A hero who would have to be helped along, no doubt, and I had reservations about bringing the wounded, but what could I do!
 
   The lizard was a massive beast, much longer than the one I had killed outside the ship, and didn’t look as if it would be quick, but that was often a misconception about reptiles you didn’t get to reevaluate if you underestimated them the first time.  Reptiles are always quick, and this hugely muscled specimen had undoubtedly been no exception.  The head was almost all mouth, the mouth almost all teeth, the teeth were razor sharp, and it had claws to match.  A muscular tail finished off the package.  About seven or eight times our mass.  A perfect killing machine.
 
   It took us considerable time to make a complete sweep of the ship, but I wasn’t going to leave any helpless Alartaw to the tender mercies of the indigenous reptiles.  The place was a damn slaughterhouse and we had lost hundreds of crewmen, to add to those we had already lost.  By the time we had gathered every still breathing crewman, and all our weapons and few tools we had available, we had already lost a good portion of the morning and a good chunk of my patience.
 
   Finally we were all gathered at a large rent in the hull which let out at ground level, what had been one of the main points of egress for the lizards during the past evening (muddy tracks entering, bloody ones leaving) and what was left of what had been a crew of over a thousand, only maybe four hundred, and many of those seriously injured or near death, before we were even ready to begin the hardest part.  That of leaving the quasi-safety of the ship.
 
   The lizards hadn’t eaten the dead among us, having been interested only in the living, and then, to compound the sacrilege, after they’d eaten their fills, they’d gone around haphazardly attacking any other living crew members they could find.  Many had been bitten and shaken but not killed or eaten.  Sport.
 
   At least a third of my remaining force was injured, many with gaping, already infected wounds from contaminated reptilian mouths, but many also who had been injured in the crash or prior, as we fought the black hole's inexorable pull.
 
   We were yet to find out how virulent the local contagions would be to our Alartaw systems, but judging by the red inflammation and swelling around the bites now visible in the light entering through the rent in the hull just next to us, it wasn’t going to be pretty.  Secretly I hoped that if the infected were going to die, that they would get on with it and get it over with, but until that time they would be drug along, no matter how badly they were going to slow us down.  Most could still handle a weapon, so they might avenge themselves yet, as their fellow crewmen carried them, and who wouldn’t be able to defend themselves, with their arms full of injured crewmen.  The one thing I knew for sure was that this was going to get a lot worse before it got better.
 
   “Leave no trail.”  I said, then nodded to those same Troopers who had led us through the ship to now lead us out into the jungle, and grim faced but determined, they set out.  We set out.  The jungle began where the swath from Vengeance ended and was a moist, steamy, leafy tree throttled mass of vegetation that would be no joy to travel.
 
   I was the fourth out, to surprised looks, but I wanted to be near the three veterans I had chosen to lead us and with Meerla right behind me, I thought us equal to anything this jungle could throw at us.  After I stepped out of Vengeance, but before I moved into the vegetation, I stood for a moment under the strange, warm star at the very side of Vengeance, and then, drawing both my de-atomizers and adjusting the blast rifle on my back (plus I was wearing twin lasers in holsters forward of the holsters for the de-atomizers, and that in addition to the long Alartaw hunting knife, should we live that long), I gave a short prayer to whatever God the Alartaw worshiped, and then I went on.
 
   “Follow the star.”  I told them as I caught up, silently designating the direction as East.  At least we wouldn’t be walking around in circles, and one direction was as good as another.
 
   “What if the whole planet’s jungle?”  Naagrotod asked from sixth in our single file column (the jungle was too thick for anything else), yet seemed eerily calm considering the horrors we knew existed within it.  He was wearing as many weapons as I.  After the previous evening there had been more than enough weapons to go around and everyone was heavily armed.
 
   “Then some of us will learn to survive, and some won’t.”  I answered harshly.  “We’re Alartaw.”  He knew the situation, they all did.  I didn’t want to hear that kind of talk.  Buck up or bug out.
 
   I hated the idea of traveling single file but we could not afford to leave an obvious trail, either.  The ground underfoot was thick grasses and dead vegetation and would hide most of our trail, but not if we chopped our way through it.  The infected men grew worse throughout the day and began to really slow us down.  I had never seen infections worsen so rapidly.
 
   “Venom.”  Meerla said simply, later when we stopped to take a rest.  “Probably a vestige left over from their early evolution when their prey was larger than they were.”  I looked at her.
 
   “I didn’t know you were a student of such things.”
 
   “I know everything there is to know about reptiles.”  She said, and jingled the jewelry she was wearing.  She hadn’t gotten this jewelry from any reptiles, but I knew what she meant.
 
   “Or it is not a vestige at all.”  Said the diminutive tech from earlier, who had been dogging my heels all day, as if I alone would be able to protect him from the death that waited for us in this jungle.  In a way, he was right.  He had to be protected.  We would need him.  He went on; “They may still hunt prey larger than themselves; they bite the prey and then hang back and wait for it to weaken or die, and then they come back for it, possibly in packs like we saw last night.”
 
   “Pack animals?”  Naagrotod asked, an unpleasant expression on his face.
 
   “It’s not unknown among reptiles,”  said the tech, “even though lizards are generally considered to be solitary hunters.”
 
   The techs knowledge of the matter didn’t seem to go over well with Meerla, who had self-styled herself as the present expert, judging by the sour expression on her face while we listened to the tech.  I fervently hoped she would find someone else to antagonize.  The tech didn’t seem to realize the pit he was digging.
 
   “For a venom designed for much larger animals,” Meerla said, “much larger than the lizards which are already much larger than us, it isn’t acting very quickly!”  She smirked at the tech, obviously feeling she had made the most logical point, but the tech went on undeterred blindly;
 
   “Alartaw are bio-engineered for immunity to reptilian venom, since we’re always fighting them.  So actually, the venom must be very potent indeed.”  The tech continued to dig his grave.
 
   Meerla’s face darkened and for once she seemed tongue tied.  I hid my own expression by turning and looking off into the branches above us.  Had the Kievors included that same bio-engineering into our bodies, into our genetic structure?  They would have, wouldn’t they, I decided.  I hoped I didn’t have to find out the hard way but it didn’t appear as if it would matter anyway, because it wasn’t protecting those who had been bitten anyway.  It didn’t appear as if any of those bitten had much longer.
 
   “So don’t get bitten.”  I thought out loud.
 
   We traveled on for several more hours but it became apparent that we were making almost no progress as our infected members grew worse and continued to slow us down with their deliriums and struggles.  Finally I called a halt.
 
   “Gather in.”  I called back and we bivouacked, bunched as close as we could gather, but we were still spread out much farther than caution advised.
 
   “This will never work.”  I said aloud but mostly to myself.  The coming night was going to be a nightmare come to reality when the star set and a few more clicks one way or the other wasn’t going to make any difference what so ever.
 
   “Make camp,” I ordered, “and prepare to die.”  Obviously I thought our chances slim.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Historically, we Alartaw (not to mention us that used to be Human) had been great hunters, but whatever prey the lizards relied upon as their food source had no problem at all avoiding us.  Whatever prey existed here had evolved to escape their lizard predators, and our clumsy attempt to hunt brought no results at all.
 
   Alartaw hunger is a voracious thing in and of itself, like a living entity within our guts.  By nightfall, after fruitless hunting forays but somewhat successful camp making, we settled in with our empty stomachs to await the inevitable attacks of the coming night.
 
   We’d lasered down the foliage and trees in a large circle, cut the trees into logs we could manage, and built rough barricades of piled log sections around our perimeter, but I feared it would do no more than slow the reptiles, if even that.
 
   There was very little firewood, considering we were in a jungle.  Any wood we found on the ground was mushy and moisture rotted, but we gathered enough small branches and other dead limbs found hanging in the branches of other trees to get a small fire started.  Then it began raining, a heavy, drenching deluge that soaked us thoroughly.  The fire continued to burn just long enough to get our hopes up that it might stay lit, but then spluttered out as it was overwhelmed.  Then the rain ended.
 
   “We’d have been better off staying under the trees.”  Meerla said amidst curses.  “But at least it’s still warm.”  It was quite hot, actually.
 
   “We’d have no chance against the lizards in the trees.”  Naagrotod said.
 
   “I sure hope this planet has a moon.”  Said the tech, whom I was keeping a close eye on.  One way or another I was getting off this planet, if I had to make the tech build us a whole new ship!
 
   We sat in near perfect misery while the local star made its descent.  In the last fading light we began to detect movement outside our perimeter and shot into it with our lasers, hoping to kill or injure a few lizards who we hoped might become food for the others, but I had little idea if our attempts were successful.
 
   There was no moon, of course.  When the star had sunk completely away, we were left in pitch darkness, I couldn’t even see my hand in front of my face.  Suddenly I very much regretted leaving Vengeance and her dubious safety.  My crew seemed barely to be breathing as we waited expectantly, no question about what this night would bring to my already exhausted, demoralized crew.
 
   The struggle of massive bodies erupted outside our barricades, accompanied by grunts and hisses and the snapping of jaws, followed closely by an inhuman howl of agony that slashed across the jungle like a thunderclap it was so loud.  The struggle grew frenzied and the besieged reptile’s howls of rage and agony grew with it, if that were possible, and then suddenly it was quiet.  Quiet but for the sound of ripping flesh and crunching bones.
 
   “I guess we got one of them.”  Meerla opined calmly, in a normal tone of voice, shocking in the quiet of our camp, and I wanted to reach out and strangle her, but the lizards already knew we were here, so it wasn’t as if she was giving us away, as strong as the urge to whisper might be, it was completely pointless and useless.
 
   Surreptitious crackling in our log and brush barricades brought laser flashes and then the roars of our combined weaponry as the lizards were illuminated.  All around our perimeter they now came, announced by the noise they had to make climbing our barricades, and illuminated by the fire we poured into them.
 
   They came in such a mass that several nearly reached us, the flickering weapons discharges acting as a strobe in the utter darkness and giving the rushing lizards a surreal, jerky movement that you had to be careful not to underestimate.
 
   The reptiles moved in a shuffling, shambling gait, not so much stepping forward with their legs as twisting their bodied, first one way, then the other, throwing their legs forward, then twisting again and throwing their opposite legs, almost like a snake except with legs, and much faster.
 
   One beast got nearly to me where I was positioned in the outside boundary before several laser strikes cut it to bits, and it literally fell into pieces as it charged, blood flying out in unreal motion as the beast’s heart continued to pump blood, not knowing it was already dead.
 
   “Drag in that lizard.”  I ordered in the sudden quiet and dark.  The lizards had desisted in their attack, momentarily, or we had killed them all, I wasn’t sure which.  “Feed that meat to the infected.”  Maybe anti-bodies in the reptile’s meat would help to counteract the venom surely killing them.  It certainly wouldn’t hurt.  The moans of agony of the infected were beginning to affect me, I was suffering just listening to them.
 
   Under the feeble illumination of several computing devices the sections of lizard were brought in and butchered out.  Guermata the Hero ate his share from Meerla’s fingers because he was too weak to eat it himself, yet, despite the severity of his wounds, the worst of any of the survivors, he was far from the sickest of the lot.  Many couldn’t eat at all, despite the attempts to help them.
 
   “I should have thought of this myself, this morning.”  Meerla chided herself angrily.  I made no comment.  I had should have thought of it myself.
 
   We needed to know if we could eat these lizards anyway, since they seemed to be the only available food source that was going to be kind enough to bring itself to us, since it might be a long time before we were able to devise strategies to trap or hunt whatever other kind of prey must exist here.
 
   “These things are smarter than they look.”  The little tech said as we listened to the changed activity outside our perimeter.  They were scouting us now.  They had learned, and learned quickly.
 
   “What’s your name?”  I asked him.  Many of the Alartaw knew one another by name but though I had been paying attention all day I had heard no one address the tech.
 
   “It’s Houdar Nataku.”  He said.  “You forgot my name?”
 
   Apparently I was supposed to know him!
 
   “My memory’s been fuzzy ever since the black hole.”  I lied.  “Why, am I supposed to be perfect!”  Always address uncertainty with aggression.  It’s kept me alive so far.
 
   “No, of course not.”  Houdar stuttered.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “And we could do what about it if I weren’t?”  I demanded.
 
   Houdar looked away uncomfortably, chastised, but I didn’t feel guilty.  He needed to start using his brains for something other than just filler to keep his head from caving in, and he needed to do it in a hurry if he planned to live through this experience.
 
   “So you think these things might be sentient?”  Meerla asked Houdar.  I was mildly surprised she was taking up for him, after their earlier antagonisms, but it worked for me, so long as I wasn’t the one coddling him.  When I yelled I wanted him to jump and I wanted him on his toes the rest of the time, ready and waiting for my yell.
 
   “Late stage development.”  Houdar answered immediately.  “As you know we were ourselves sentient for many hundreds of thousands of years before we industrialized.  Lizards seem to take even longer, usually.  These reptiles could be highly intelligent.”
 
   “I hope not.”  I said, imagining an army of the things swarming us in military precision, but the concerted rush they’d already applied to our defenses left me with an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach.
 
   I was dammed exhausted and we seemed safe for the moment.  I set a watch from those who had gotten sleep last night and passed out immediately upon the moist ground.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t have been asleep long, it felt like I had just closed my eyes, when screams, curses, weapons fire, the hissing and snapping of lizards, and the thud of what had to have been a large body landing near me woke me up.  Mayhem ensued.  I jumped up from the soggy ground feeling worse than I had before I lay down, but with my adrenaline pumping, my de-atomizers magically in my hands, I was ready to fight, but for a long moment there was no light to see by.  The lizards had attacked en mass and now were amongst us, the sounds of struggle were all around me, a muffled laser flash somewhere behind me illuminated nothing because the weapon had been shoved against a reptiles side when it was activated, bone crunching in front of me accompanied by the blood curdling scream of agony it produced, no more than two meters, I fired at the sound not caring if I hit a friendly and watched the startled reptile vaporize before my eyes.
 
   In the flash of my weapon a hideous scene was portrayed.  There were lizards all over our camp, a roiling sea of reptilian bodies, but the flash of my weapon seemed to spark a wildfire of firing, as the unencumbered among us found targets and the opportunity to act, and weapons went off all over, cutting the lizards down like grass under the mower.
 
   A lizard looked up from its meal and caught my second shot.  My other weapon was already tracking another, which had an Alartaw clinging to its neck where neither its claws nor jaws could find purchase, and who was stabbing away at the beast like a frenzied sewing machine.  The reptile was shaking and struggling but there would have been no loosing the Alartaw; I actually saved the beast its agony when I fired my weapon.  The Trooper fell away, covered in reptilian blood, as the beast disintegrated above it, throwing a startled look my way as he barely escaped vaporization himself (it would travel into any flesh touching it), but I didn’t have time to examine the startled Trooper because my other weapon had already found another target.
 
   As my weapon came to bracket it, I saw that it also saw me, registering the weapon I brought to bear, and knowledge of the weapons ability, all in a single glance.  Then the creature crouched and prepared to leap away with the Alartaw it held in its mouth, but I didn’t hesitate, the Alartaw hung slack and limp and if not dead, then broken and certainly near death.  Time seemed to stretch as we looked into one another’s souls through the flickering light of weapons fire and the purplish glow of vaporizing reptiles, completely separate evolutionary paths, yet intelligent understanding passed from one to the other, and for one moment I thought I saw a look of guilt somehow cross the lizard’s face, like a dog caught on the dinner table, then I pressed the activator.
 
   The white/purple beam speared out and struck the lizard on its hindquarters, right where I had aimed, just as it tried to leap, but its rear legs failed to act as the electrical signal the lizard’s brain had sent was short circuited by the terrible force of my de-atomizer.  The purple wave washed up the beast’s body, erasing it but for a fine debris as it went.  The lizard had time only to snap its head around and stare in horror as the energy rushed up its body, as I had planned and hoped it would recognize its onrushing death, then the light from its death illuminated another reptile behind it which had decided to eat its meal right there, as if we were of no consequence at all.  The Alartaw under its dripping maw was still alive and struggling and as I now swung my left weapon over, switching from right weapon to left as I changed targets, the crewman got a feeble arm in the way of the reptile’s mouth and there was a hideous crunch as it clamped on the arm.  Then I fired.
 
   I tracked around the camp in the feeble light cast by my vaporizing victim, and the light of others doing the same, but we were suddenly alone again, except for the squirming, severed lizards which had been caught by laser or blaster fire.  Agonized moans and still screaming crewmen accentuated the darkness as it fell in upon us again, testifying to the ferocious ability of the predatory reptiles.
 
   “We need light,”  Meerla said behind me, allaying the worry for her safety I had not had time to think (but of course she was fine, in the end she’ll be the last one standing), “and in case you haven’t noticed, this isn’t going well.”  I turned to look at her.  She had her back to mine, de-atomizers in her hands, and a determined look to her stance that I recognized as a prelude to violence.  We had fought our way out of many scrapes together, standing back to back, more times than I could count and there was no one I trusted more than I trusted her.  It gave me a warm feeling of camaraderie to see her there, to know she felt similarly of me, that she would slaughter her own mother if that was what it would take to preserve her life, only warmed me further.  Who better to have at your back?
 
   “O.K.”  I admitted.  “Granted.  We’re doing poorly.  What do we do about it?”  At this point I was willing to try anything.  For once she didn’t have to make a point of having made a point.
 
   “We need to plan for an extended stay.”  Meerla said.  “All we did today was march into fresh lizard territory.  We need a base of operations where we know we’ll be safe, then we can work on everything else.”
              “We must have killed most of the local herd.”  Houdar said.
 
   “So stay right here, this close to Vengeance?”  I asked, astonished.
 
   “No . . . “  Meerla said, but she was cut off by a thrumming sound that seemed to be coming from the direction of Vengeance.  I looked over my shoulder into Meerla’s eyes looking over her shoulder into mine.  The expression on her face was more snarl than anything else.  She didn’t look happy.  I couldn’t have been wearing much of a better look myself; we both knew what it meant.
 
   “It’s mechanical.”  Houdar said, looking off in the direction from which the sound was coming.  It seemed to be advancing rapidly.  “Not of Alartaw manufacture.”
 
   “We hadn’t guessed that.”  I snarled, but was sorry I had snapped at him.  A mechanical noise meant locals.  Without locals to steal, connive or take power from, we were screwed, and we knew it, but my nerves were already frayed to their limits.  I would much rather have been able to announce our presence on terms of my choosing, like a surprise attack on their space port.
 
   “Prepare to skirmish.”  Naagrotod ordered without my permission, but lights had become visible over the tops of distant trees and were advancing rapidly.  In multiples.
 
   “Air displacement transport.”  Houdar said instructively, obviously not chastised by my sarcasm.  “Very primitive, but they could be dangerous.”
 
   “Helicopters.”  I told Meerla quietly in Galacta.  Humans still used them and we weren’t exactly what I would call primitive.
 
   Those who could prepared to meet the air displacement transports.  We had no idea if they would be armed or if it were possibly only a scientific emissary of a peaceful race, but any race that had evolved, or had even only simply colonized, this world, would have had to have had weapons and the temperament to use them.
 
   I put away my de-atomizers and picked up my blast rifle where I had set it on the ground before taking my short, eventful nap.  I clicked over the power switch and it whined to life as it charged a round, about two seconds to readiness.  The lights above the trees were rushing towards us quickly, now having spread out, a battle formation if ever I had seen one.
 
   “Orders?”  Naagrotod asked, the tension thick enough to cut with a knife.
 
   “Take ‘em out.”  I said tersely.  If they came shooting we might never get the opportunity to retaliate, and I wasn’t quite ready to quit living, I had some questions I wanted the Kievors to answer before all was said and done, answers I would cut right out of their black, treacherous hearts if that was what it took, or hacked out of their hard drives after I had sent every one of them to bloody graves.  It didn’t matter which to me, but I had to survive the here and now to get to then.  I put my blast rifle to my shoulder and took aim.  I didn’t have long to wait.
 
   They came fast and they definitely came shooting.  I guess they figured they could dig the data they wanted out of Vengeance’s hard drives just as easily over our dead bodies as live.  They let loose a whole flurry of missiles before they actually came into view, flying low over the tree tops so they were hidden until the last moment, and while the missiles thundered on down at us, a whole flight of them, the alien gunships opened up on us with their projectile cannons.
 
   The alien choppers were aerodynamically shaped, round nosed, with swept back wings carrying racks of yet unused ordinance.  Twin cannons under the birds fired explosive rounds.  The birds looked convertible, they had large jet pods on either side of their swept back tails, possibly even able to attain low orbit, but those were the impressions I received in just the flash of time it took for the white-yellow ball of flame to leap away from my weapon, race across the intervening distance, and smash through the target I had chosen.  Every attacking gunship took numerous strikes, there were maybe a dozen of them, but I didn’t get a chance to count.
 
   The ship I killed exploded backwards, coming to an instantaneous halt in mid-air as if it had hit a brick wall (in a sense it had), and then, as if unsure what it was supposed to do, slowly tumbled out of the air, a ball of burning wreckage that smashed down into the jungle below it.
 
   What happened next happened simultaneously and was even more of a blur than the events already described.  The missiles, those that remained because a few had died in our fusillade, went crazy, spinning insanely out of control, twisting around in every possible direction, hands grabbed me and then the world exploded around me.  I don’t know if it was the rock my head hit when I was thrown to the ground, or if it was the explosion itself, or the combination of the two, but stars erupted in my head, nausea washed throughout my body, and that was the last I remembered.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   My first thought, as I was reborn into reality, again, was to wonder if all the damage I was doing to my body was going to produce some lasting disability, like certain types of mental illness which were exacerbated by rejuvenation.
 
   My second thought was about how much pain I was in.  It was a whole lot!  Nor was it localized, it seemed to be coming from every part of my body.  Stiffly, painfully, I opened my eyes and sat up.
 
   At some point the star had risen and the light stabbed into my eyes and made my head throb violently.  My skin felt sunburned and scorched.  From the blast.  My hand went to my head and found another large, sticky lump.  I was losing skin faster than I was growing it back!
 
   “About time you woke up.”  Meerla said from somewhere behind me, somehow sounding cheerful, but I didn’t immediately turn my head to look at her, partially because I simply wasn’t sure I was capable of the action and partially because I was examining the carnage that lay spread out before me.  It was devastating.
 
   “What happened?”  I asked, but then it all came back to me; the missiles going out of control, spinning off to the sides, twisting away into the night, some diving straight into the ground short of us, but some had come down close.
 
   “Guided missiles.”  Houdar explained.  I turned to look at him.  He was raw meat on the right side of his head and arm.  If he survived he would have proud scarring to showcase.  He went on; “They went haywire when we killed their guidance systems.  Only thing that saved us.”
 
   It hadn’t saved all of us.  Body parts were strewn about haphazardly.  Everybody still alive was soaked in blood.  Their own, their comrades and lizard.  I climbed painfully to my feet and made account of the living among us.  Twenty-two, and of those half looked to be seriously wounded.  Meerla, unaccountably, was completely uninjured.  Should I have expected otherwise!
 
   “Sorry about your head.”  She said, walking up to me.  When she reached me she gently turned my chin with her fingers so she could see my newest wound better.
 
   “That was you?”  I asked.  Of course it was!  Now I clearly remembered her grabbing and throwing me to the ground, then only pain, stars, nausea and unconsciousness.  I looked down and saw the bloody rock I had tried to crack open with my head; I’d failed!  “With friends like you who needs enemies.”
 
   Meerla gave me an ugly look and pointed in front of me.  Naagrotod lay shredded in a heap where the blast from a missile had thrown him, and I now remembered that he been standing off in front of me when I’d been thrown to the ground.  How had Meerla been able to judge where the missile was going to strike and act so confidently and proficiently?  I didn’t know how she did many of the things she did, nor did I really care at that moment.  I had come to rely on Naagrotod and was genuinely sorry to see that he was one of the dead.  Yet, better him than me.  I gave Meerla a feeble smile which she acknowledged reluctantly with a scowl.
 
   “We lost ninety-five percent of our force in one day.”  I told the remaining members of my crew as they came to stand around me, their yes flickering from me as I spoke, to the surrounding tree lines and air above it, expectantly.  “We can expect a renewed attack soon.  We surprised them this time, they won’t be surprised again, they’ll come full bore, and we can’t afford the damage.”
 
   “Just what other options do we have?”  Asked a Trooper I did not know.  I glared at him and he looked away.
 
   “Our only option is to struggle on until we are all dead.”  I said savagely.  “That is our only option.”
 
   Guermata appeared to be going to survive, as well, I was pleased to note.  His survival gave the plan I had just designed the slimmest chance of success, because now we knew we could eat.
 
   “We take to the jungle.”  I told the Trooper I had just verbally bashed.  “We cut no paths, leave no trails, build no fires, and we disappear.”
 
   “I think you’ve forgotten the lizards.”  Houdar said reflectively.  He was standing square shouldered now, his head held high, confidence and self-possession now a growing part of him, the death and destruction and his ability to deal with it strengthening him rather than weakening him.  In fact, all of us that remained appeared ready and willing and angry.  I was pleased.
 
   “I hardly think I’ve forgotten them.”  I told Houdar.  There were shattered lizard bodies strewn all about our encampment.  I could hardly have forgotten them.  “Maybe we should just give up?  Surrender to the locals?”  I added sarcastically.
 
   No Alartaw present found that amusing, judging by their expressions.  In any case, the locals weren’t interested in capturing us alive.  It was possible we weren’t the first aliens the locals had met and maybe, just maybe, their first experience hadn’t been a good one and now they were grumpy.  There was nothing like having a grumpy local population and a jungle full of hungry, carnivorous, monster reptiles, to sour an Alartaw.
 
   “We’ll sleep in the trees.”  Meerla said, reading my mind.  “We’ll be safer there than anywhere else.  It’s worth a try.”
 
   The remaining crew turned startled eyes to the surrounding jungle (maybe the Alartaw hadn’t evolved in the trees as man had) and all saw what I had seen.  The exposed branches of the jungle around us (stripped of foliage in the fighting) showed that these trees possessed branches plenty sturdy enough to hold us, and besides not looking all that comfortable, did look exactly like what we needed.
 
   “No one could have known it was going to be this bad.”  I said simply, in case Meerla was chastising herself for failing to think of it earlier.
 
   “It’s definitely a rough place.”  She replied.
 
   “We’re Alartaw.”  Guermata said.
 
   “I don’t think either of the two local populations was aware of that fact.”  I said.
 
   “They are now.”  Guermata said.  He had a point.
 
   “Gather as many weapons and battery packs as you can carry.”  I said, slinging my own blast rifle over my shoulder and then picking up Naagrotod’s from where he had dropped it.  He wouldn’t need it anymore.  I gathered up as many belted weapons as would fit around my waist.  There were many more weapons than we would be able to carry, but we would have to leave them if we wanted the natives to think they had gotten all of us.  The dead didn’t carry off their weapons.
 
   I picked a smaller lizard (I figured the meat would be better in a younger animal) and began carving chunks from its meatiest sections.  The keen blade of my knife sliced into the meat cleanly and effortlessly.  Within moments I had butchered enough so that everyone had a large chunk in hand, and re-sheathing my knife, I sank teeth designed for tearing into my own piece.  The meat was strong and salty and immediately infused me with a heady energy.
 
   Why had man given up eating their meat raw?  Maybe the intense pleasure was a reflection of how hungry I had been, but I didn’t think so.  Raw meat is plainly and simply delicious.  I ripped free another mouthful and chewed in ecstasy, not minding the blood that ran down my chin, adding itself to my already soaked clothing.
 
   I pulled out a de-atomizer and vaporized the lizard I had butchered.  The dead didn’t eat nor carry meat with them.  I hoped it would appear as if our two forces had killed one another in the battle.  We needed to appear dead if we wanted any chance at survival at all.  We had to.
 
   “Let’s go.”  I ordered resignedly, and led out once again ‘East’, leaving our dead unburied, desecrated, food for the scavengers.
 
   Meerla fell in behind me and together, the two most important members of the entire Alartaw Empire, we led our little party into the undergrowth and on to an unknown future.
 
   We became one with our surroundings, moving ever so carefully, so as not to break even a single leaf's stem and thus leave evidence of our passing.  We walked where we wouldn’t leave footprints and did all we could to leave no trail.
 
   “They may have tracking animals.”  Meerla suggested, but there was nothing I could do about it if they did.
 
   “They may be able to follow our scent themselves, as far as that goes.”  Houdar added.  I hoped he wasn’t going to push his luck too far with Meerla and have her crush the little spirit he had built up.
 
   Time passed as we moved quietly through the jungle.  Now a part of the jungle and not the interlopers we had been yesterday, we began to move faster, beginning to become sure of ourselves.  Sweat ran from my body, into my wounds and over my seared flesh, stinging like all the fires of Hell, but it also felt good.  I began to believe we could survive, and when we began to see some of the native animals, sneaking up on them in our silent progress, I knew we could.
 
   After we had traveled about ten clicks, and it was late afternoon, I halted our little column for a break.  We’d lost three during the day who couldn’t keep up, their injuries too severe.  They’d catch up or they wouldn’t
 
   Houdar was in excruciating pain but all he’d lost was skin.  Others were in worse condition and still struggling along.  Broken bones, deep punctures and shrapnel wounds were common, and that in a group now numbering only nineteen.
 
   “You’ll have scarring to compete with old Krazdop.”  I told Houdar cheerfully when we were halted.  He acted unamused but I knew differently.  It would be a mark of courage he would carry proudly for the rest of his days, no matter how many those turned out to be.
 
   “I wonder if any but those here will ever get to see them.”  He wondered aloud.
 
   “Well I’m impressed.”  Meerla said coyly, chuckling, embarrassing him.
 
   Houdar stood up as straight as he could and puffed out his chest.  It took all my will power not to laugh and deflate his ego, he had come far as I considered it, I didn’t want him to regress.  Chances were good we would all be dead in short order (despite my optimism) so at least he would die with some pride.  It was the least I could offer him, or any of the others.  To die with pride, the way we had lived.
 
   I opened my mouth to make some comment, but whatever I was going to say went unsaid and forgotten as a sonic boom crashed over us like a wall of sound.  Already damaged ear drums hummed in the aftermath as we all looked up, trying to see what type of craft it was that was ripping through the atmosphere so quickly above us, but we could barely see the stars light through the green canopy, much less catch a view of such a fast moving vehicle.
 
   The sonic booms moved away, marching across the ground in what I was sure was a path leading directly towards last night’s camp or Vengeance, then the ground shook beneath us, like we weren’t standing on solid rock and soil or planet altogether, like a massive earthquake.
 
   “Hit the deck!”  I screamed, and this time I grabbed Meerla and threw her down, but making sure her head didn’t hit anything, and I dove to the ground on top of her.  Diving bodies flickered through my peripheral vision as my crew hit the dirt around me.  Amusement crossed her face as I covered her body with my own, a point won for me.
 
   “It’s a nuke.”  I told her in Galacta.  I didn’t actually know the Alartaw equivalent.
 
   “You think.”  She had time to add before the shock wave hit us.
 
   It approached us like all the demons of Hell on parade, thundering across the land, demolishing everything in its path, but we were too far outside the epicenter, by the time it reached us its killing force had been weakened, and though it smashed at the jungle around us, bending the trees and ripping free showers of leaves that rained down around us, it rushed by harmlessly.
 
   Harmlessly except for the radiation, I thought.  I felt myself getting sick just thinking about it.  Earliest civilizations always used radioactive elements in their processes, because it was the earliest link in the chain of technological advancement.
 
   The shock wave had passed and was gone.  We laid there in stunned silence a moment, contemplating the violence and the close call.  They must have really wanted us dead to nuke their own world.
 
   “I would suspect they think us finished now.”  Houdar said, standing up and dusting himself off.
 
   “We might be, depending on how much radiation hit us.”  I said.
 
   “Radiation?”  Houdar said.  “There’s no radiation.  That was a rather advanced hydrogen bomb.  Perfectly safe.  Unless you’re caught directly in the blast.  You seem to be worried a lot about radiation lately.”
 
   “Living with lizards does that to you.”  I lied quickly.  “How do you know that was a hydrogen bomb and that there’s no radiation?”
 
   “The sound of the explosion, for one,” Houdar said patiently, as if lecturing a small child, “plus there’s no radiation.”  He unclipped a small hand held computing device, activated it and scrolled through several menus until he found what he wanted, and held it up for me to see.  It was an active graph of present radiation levels and it was well under normal.
 
   “You hadn’t already looked at that.”  I challenged him.
 
   “My ear must be keener than yours, Sir, is all.”
 
   I glared at him for calling me Sir and to cover my own lapse.  I was obviously supposed to know the difference between types of nuclear devices, but how you survived long enough to learn such things seemed beyond me.
 
   “Fine.  We’re not going to die of radiation poisoning.”  I said.  “Now we have the edge, they think us dead.”  Several of my remaining group looked around when I said that, trying to figure out just how we had any edge, but I ignored them.  “What I don’t understand is why they were so aggressive.  They seemed excessively scared of us, as if they’d bomb their own cities just to kill a few of us.”
 
   “As you know, lizards are always excessively aggressive.  It’s why it takes them so much longer to evolve than mammals.”
 
   “I think they were warned by the Kievors.”  Meerla said, putting pieces together that fit uncomfortably well once you thought about it.  By the shocked expressions everyone else mirrored they all agreed.  No one had anything to say for a moment.
 
   “You were absolutely right to be worried about the grass eaters,” Houdar said, “and to think the Council wanted to enter into an alliance with them.”
 
   “The Council was soft.”  Said a Trooper angrily.  “We should have followed normal protocol, tested their defenses, and if possible wiped them out.”
 
   “All the Council did was give them time to plot against us.”  Said another.  “All the lives lost and still to be lost are all their fault.”
 
   “Their families are dishonored forever.”  Guermata said.
 
   “Let’s not let any more of those lives come from our group.”  I said.  “We’ve given enough.”
 
   “We look like we’ve been to Hell and back.”  Meerla said, garnering chuckles from among the group.  As far as I could tell from my force educated memories, Alartaw Hell was similar to our own, but Alartaw went there for somewhat different reasons; cowardice, dishonor, treachery, or the like.  If there really was but One God, He certainly had different criteria for the myriads of His children.
 
   “The rest of us do.”  Houdar said to Meerla.  “You don’t look like you’ve been through anything.”  In fact, besides a couple dirty smudges and the blood of others, and the smudge probably from when I threw her down myself, she hardly looked the worse for wear, considering the rest of us.  With the jewels she was still wearing and her relatively pristine condition, she almost looked a spectator to the whole affair.
 
   “It’s late afternoon.”  I said.  “We should make a little more distance.”  I wanted to be as far gone as possible in case they decided to vaporize the whole damn jungle.  I wasn’t putting anything past them at this point.
 
   Two Troopers led out.  They were two thirds of the original trio I had chosen to lead us from the beginning and were obviously able individuals.  Their expressions said I shouldn’t have been on point earlier and they were clearing that error up.  I followed the two and Meerla came behind me.
 
   We moved on the rest of the day, only once stopping to butcher a lizard we caught napping and lasered down where it lay in some tall grasses.  The salty meat made me terribly thirsty.  Several variety of prey animals we startled we let be, for now we’d dine on the reptiles, since they were our direct competitors.
 
   It rained later in the day, soaking us through despite the thick vegetation overhead, but it was welcome and washed away the sweat that had dried and accumulated.  When the light began fading, we stopped where we were and chose trees to make our aerial nests.
 
   The thick jungle trees were so closely interwoven that the trees we climbed, though not connected at ground level, were nearly indistinguishable once we were within their heights, their branches woven into and intertwined with their neighbors so that it was difficult to fall through even had we wanted.  By stripping leafy branches from the  tops of the trees we were able to create sturdy and even comfortable beds within which to spend the night.  Finally, finished, we climbed in, cuddled, and fell instantly asleep.  At least I did.  I was just gone.
 
    
 
   When I opened my eyes it was because some subconscious alarm had rung silently within my head.  I could sleep through the loudest noise if that noise was supposed to be there, but let even the slightest disturbance I did not recognize make itself known and I woke instantly, fully alert and ready to fight.  Now awake and fully alert, I listened but heard nothing.
 
   It was pitch dark.  I couldn’t see two mili-meters into the gloom, so I re-closed my eyes and simply listened.  I could hear the irregular breathing of my sleeping crew, and Meerla's even breathing . . . no I couldn’t, and she was wrapped in my arms, right there with me.  She was awake and she knew I was awake, I knew without a doubt.  We were the predators here and we would do the killing.
 
   Moving with ultimate caution I began moving my left arm that was draped over Meerla to free a laser pistol.  Her right arm over mine eased away so I was able to move unhindered, and without having made any sound I freed the weapon.
 
   Crack!  A branch taking too much weight.  The sound came from directly below us but several meters further down the tree.  An involuntary shiver ran down my spine as I recognized the danger.  Then a movement even nearer startled us both, and forgetting caution, we were turning to greet the noise, weapons coming up, when the closest noise maker flipped open his computer.  Houdar.  He had his computer in one hand and a blaster in the other!
 
   I ripped aside the vegetation to get a better look at what was below us and was greeted by two sets of gleaming red eyes, much closer than I would have liked but not nearly close enough to stop what happened next.
 
   I shoved my laser down through the vegetation and aimed at the closer of the two, purely by reflexive instinct (since I couldn’t see my weapon as it was shoved through the nest we had made) and shot out the lizard’s eye.
 
   These lizards had obviously never seen anything faster than themselves.  The reptiles head was cocked at an angle when the ruby beam struck it, passed cleanly through it, and speared all the way down to the ground, as if I had tied a glowing string from the end of my weapon, down through the lizards head, and anchored it in the ground.  For the briefest moment, anyway, then the lizard’s brain caught up with current events and it freaked out, throwing itself sideways violently, trying to escape the pain spearing through its eyeball, but it only succeeded in slicing open a flapping chunk of the back of its head as it moved through the beam of my weapon.  After thudding against several branches, it came to rest draped over one of the lowermost branches, quite dead.
 
   The second lizard didn’t watch this scenario beyond the point where I shot its comrade, it was climbing backwards out of the tree.  Very slowly.  If they weren’t designed for climbing trees, they really weren’t designed for climbing out of trees.  It noticed the attention now directed its way and stopped to glare its hatred and cognition of what was about to happen, and then it was cut apart.
 
   The sloppy thuds of falling lizard parts had barely faded before there was a ferocious scuffle on the ground, well out of reach of the feeble illumination of Houdar and others computing devices, but the hisses, scuffling and crunching of bones lent unavoidably clear picture to our imaginations.  The ground below us was perfectly alive with the monstrous predators busy cannibalizing their comrade.
 
   Hungry again I climbed down to the carcass which had become lodged in the tree and began butchering off chunks of the reptiles muscular back, which I passed up to waiting hands.  When everyone above was loaded with as much as they could eat and cache upon their persons, I carved myself a massive chunk, bit into it to hold it, sheathed my knife, and kicked the lizard off its branch.  It fell through the remaining branches and hit the ground with a thud.  The skirmishes and scuffles resumed as those not fed fought over the new meat.  I climbed back to my arboreal nest and, after devouring my fill, fell back asleep and slept the sleep of the dead.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Somehow I woke hungry and regretted kicking the corpse of the reptile down, but it had apparently satisfied them enough that they hadn’t made another attempt on us.  Or maybe they were learning.  I looked at the remainder of my meal with regret.
 
   “Is anyone else hungry again?”  I asked.
 
   “I’m not starving but another lizard steak would hit the spot.”  Houdar said.
 
   “I’m happy to have had a good night’s sleep.”  Meerla pointed out.
 
   “We’ll have the opportunity to hunt more.”  Said a Trooper named Hoarnaku, whose name I had learned yesterday.  He was the largest member of our group and had slowly been exerting his leadership qualities, I had been happy to note.  He didn’t seem highly intelligent but was competent and probably the best woodsman among us.  “One of those hoofed animals, maybe.”  Hoarnaku had long, sharp eyeteeth.
 
   “Or one of the local sentients.”  Said another, an ugly scarred rascal I wouldn’t trust to look away from in other circumstances.  I wondered if Alartaw ate their vanquished foes.  Eating primordial reptiles was one thing, eating sentients quite another, though I thought I wouldn’t pass on a fresh Kievor steak right about then.
 
   There was agreement among the group.  I wanted the opportunity to get back at the locals myself, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to eat them.
 
   “We aren’t going to find them hiding in these trees.”  I said, and led the way to the ground, watchful and wary.  All we could find on the ground of the two interlopers was trampled vegetation.  The blood had soaked into the ground like a sucking wound, thirsty for life.  There was no trace of anything living.
 
   “Slow learners.”  Meerla said, eying Houdar, who studiously ignored her as he studied the ground.
 
   “No point in responding to a pointless comment.”  I said, and though I was looking at Houdar, felt Meerla’s eyes stab at me.  I felt a warm flush of pleasure at the annoyance I felt conveyed in the look.  “Let’s go.”
 
   I fell in behind Hoarnaku and the two other veterans as they made their way to point, and Meerla fell in behind me, as usual.  Once again we were traveling quietly and surreptitiously, stealthily and furtively, very careful to leave no trail.  Who knew that the locals weren’t on to us already.  We couldn’t afford another confrontation like the last.
 
   We hadn’t traveled long when Hoarnaku lasered a deer like herbivore of about a hundred kilos, cutting off three of its legs, not killing it immediately, so that it was still flopping on the ground when we surrounded it.  Working quickly we dispatched it and fell to like the animals we had become.  There was something terribly arousing about Meerla as she devoured the hot, bloody meat, a primordial lust for everything barbaric and animalistic about her.
 
   She noted my look and paused to grin over a mouthful of red flesh, her fangs momentarily sunk into un-torn flesh that oozed blood as her bite increased.  A rivulet ran down her chin and before I knew what I was doing I’d leaned over and licked it from her face.
 
   A look crossed her face, derived from a wellspring of emotion I had no trouble interpreting, judging by the smoky look in her eyes and the coy twist of her lips.  I truly thought she would leap upon me there and then, right in front of everyone.
 
   I couldn’t picture denying her, so I was glad when I didn’t have to make that decision, but it looked to have been a close call.  Meerla’s look now said ‘later’.  I looked forward to it.
 
   We traveled on again until a rumble off in the near distance brought us all up short, tense, weapons ready, eyes alert and ready for anything.  The rumble was felt as much as heard.  I had no idea what could cause it.
 
   “Ground transport.”  Houdar whispered when I looked at him questioningly.  “Big bastard.  Moving slowly.”
 
   I glanced at Meerla for her opinion of Houdar’s announcement, not because I didn’t believe there could be a large ground transport moving nearby, but because I simply didn’t see how Houdar could make that distinction, at least not so positively, with what little he had to go on.  Meerla simply shrugged.
 
   “He is our boy wonder.”  She said, for once not sarcastic.
 
   Houdar made a bit of a sour face and I wondered how old he really was.  There was just no telling.
 
   “All right.”  I admitted.  If she was living with it, I guessed I had to, too.  “So we’re close to their settlements.  Let’s go check it out.”
 
   “We may not be close yet.”  Houdar interrupted, and now I thought I was getting a taste of what had rubbed Meerla the wrong way about Houdar.  Houdar went on anyway, oblivious to my sentiments.  “It’s probably headed for Vengeance.  They’re obviously not too advanced or they’d just use anti-gravity.  Without anti-gravity, they aren’t likely to have much space faring ability, either.  We need to follow and steal back our ship.  It’s likely our only way off this world.”
 
   ‘Plenty of races which do not possess anti-gravity have space faring abilities.’  I wanted to yell at Houdar, but of course I said nothing about it.
 
   “It’ll take one hell of a big transport to carry Vengeance.”  I said instead.  I began to see how Houdar had made his deduction, and it certainly hadn’t required any spectacular mental capacity, so I scowled at him, just for general principles.
 
   He was right about needing Vengeance back, though.  It was the same damn dilemma we had been faced with when the Kievors sent us through their worm hole.  Having a ship didn’t mean we would be able to get home.  We would need the data in Vengeance's data banks.  There was absolutely no telling where we had ended up, and could spend the remainder of our lives searching without ever coming near to getting home, if we did not retrieve our ship.
 
   “I admit,” I said to appease Houdar, “that the idea of trying to get home in some rickety, under engineered, fossil fueled rattle trap isn’t what I had in mind.”
 
   “Not when our own ship,” Meerla growled, “and most of my jewelry, are there for the taking.”
 
   “They’re even going to move it out of the jungle for us.”  Guermata said.  “So we won’t have to bring the power to it.  They’re bringing it to the power.”
 
   “We’ll have to thank them.”  I said cheerfully, though that was anything but what I was feeling.
 
   “Yeah, by eradicating them.”  Houdar said, the gleam of insanity briefly shining out of his soul, but then, we were all just the littlest bit crazy right then, weren’t we.  Only someone completely insane could still be functioning competently under these conditions, and we were operating very efficiently, under the circumstances.  No, no one sane was still amongst us, those individuals had been weeded out.
 
   “We can eradicate them when we have Vengeance back.”  I said.  “No heroics.  It’s still us against a whole planet, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
 
   “I noticed.”  Houdar said, glancing around to take in our much diminished group.
 
   We moved off again, changing course to intercept the native machine.  It seemed to be entering the area on a North East vector, cutting straight towards Vengeance.  I wondered what kind of road would carry such a vehicle and how we had missed it.
 
   The answer became evident as we moved closer and I halted our progress to let it pass by.  The rumble of its passage was accentuated by sporadic metallic screams that I immediately recognized must be massive saws cutting the trees out of the machines way.
 
   “They’re making a road.”  Houdar said, but this brain fart was hardly a revelation and no one acknowledged him.
 
   When the machine had passed by, maybe a half hour later, we resumed our own progress, albeit much more slowly and carefully, if that were possible.  We made no noise.
 
   We crept through the jungle, fanged phantoms bent on vengeance, slipping from shadow to shadow.  When I saw light ahead within the jungle, I raised my hand, motioning everyone down, and on hands and knees we crawled the rest of the distance, but it hadn’t been necessary, the swath the massive machine had cut through the jungle was deserted.
 
   Three meters wide, twin treads had shattered the low cut stumps as it had passed over them, and sinking deeply into the jungle where the stumps had not been there to hold it up.  The trees themselves had been piled haphazardly on top of the jungle canopy and the sound of snapping branches and groaning, over stressed trees now surrounded us.  We crept along beside the swathe, even at our crawling pace catching up to the even slower moving machine.  We weren’t challenged nor did we see any of the locals along the way.
 
   The machine wasn’t in any way spectacular, we saw as we drew closer, besides its sheer immensity, it was just a flat platform set atop the twin tracks.  Huge mechanical arms lifted away the trees as they were cut and set them aside on top of the surrounding treetops as easily as if they were matchsticks, and without consideration of the damage they were doing to them.  They were in a hurry.
 
   Despite the massive size of the machine, I doubted they would be able to get Vengeance upon it.  It looked half again too small.
 
   “They’re definitely pre-anti-gravity.”  Houdar said in a whisper I was barely able to hear.  The whine of saws was a nagging, annoying sound.
 
   “They’re not going anywhere fast.”  Meerla said.
 
   “I agree.”  I said.  “If they’re going to bring Vengeance out, then we’re going to sit right here and wait for them.”  They may as well be allowed to do all the work before we took her back.  That just made sense.
 
   “I doubt that thing has the power to fire a laser pistol.”  Houdar said of the machine.  “Much less fire up Vengeance.  It’s a combustion engine, of fossil fuels.  I can smell the exhaust.”  I could smell it as well.  It stunk.
 
   “Which means there’s no point in recapturing it until they get it wherever they’re taking it.”  I said.
 
   “We should hunt and rest, and recuperate.”  Guermata said, looking like he could use that rest he was referring to.
 
   We moved back from the track and found suitable lofts.  In short thrift we were ensconced in our arboreal nests.  The moment I got comfortable I realized Meerla had ideas of her own, and carefully we removed our clothing.  I couldn’t afford to have her rip it off me now.  Wouldn’t that be a sight in the morning!
 
   “Please, Meerla,” I said, “I do have broken ribs!”  If she heard me I couldn’t tell.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   Four days passed before the transport and my ship came back down the swath in the jungle.  The cut had become a rather busy thoroughfare in the meantime, with nearly all of the traffic going in one direction.  Towards Vengeance.  I had begun to wonder if they weren’t just going to build a base right around Vengeance rather than try to bring it out, but I had underestimated the resolve of the locals, whom we had yet to meet personally.
 
   We had plenty of warning that the machine was on its way.  The vehicles that had followed it in now preceded it out.  They were army strong.  From hidden spots along the way we watched, as first infantry, then lightly armored personnel carriers, and then finally, fully armored assault vehicles, crossed by in front of us, moving back the way from which originally the huge machine had come.
 
   The infantry looked petrified.  They were creeping sneakily along the edges of the jungle, peering fearfully into the jungle, powerful looking projectile weapons at the ready.  They were lizards, of course.  It was always lizards, I thought ruefully.  They were of a similar coloration as the local larger variety, brownish mottled skin, but walked along erect and carried their weapons in highly developed clawed hands.  Their heads moved about in jerky, quick movements, and they looked competent, to say the least.  Their difference was their much smaller size (even smaller than us) and a rounded ridge of purplish skin that traveled from the top of their skull to the bases of their long necks.
 
   “Those are males.”  Houdar whispered.  “You can tell because of their mating ridges.  They probably turn bright purple or red when they want to attract a female.”
 
   “Or maybe you can guess that because it’s usually the males who are the soldiers.”  Meerla commented quietly, smirking.  I glared at both of them in turn.
 
   “Go find another branch if you two want to argue.”  I told them.  I had gotten tired of listening to them bicker over the last few days.
 
   The lizards wore no clothing but were covered with bandoleers of ammunition, belts with other holstered weapons, sheathed knives, water bottles and other small accouterments that defied description.
 
   “They look capable.”  I muttered unhappily.  Projectile weapons would kill as efficiently as our own, in our unarmored state.
 
   Talk ceased among us as the small army moved by, and by, and by.  They had must have airlifted all these units we had not seen coming in, to assist with the retraction.  These lizards obviously understood military theory and would be hard to surprise.
 
   Finally the huge platform with Vengeance arrived.  It was moving a lot slower than it had coming in.  Vengeance was chained atop it haphazardly, yet thoroughly, by hundreds of chains and straps of various lengths and sizes.  Everything they could put together on short notice, obviously.  Vengeance hung over both ends, front and back, like a massive diamond in its setting, and was just about as valuable to us, I thought.
 
   Vengeance literally dwarfed the vehicle upon which it rested, so despite myself I had to be impressed by the engineering skills of these bug eaters.  Unlike humans or Alartaw, reptiles came out of their shells ready to fend for themselves, and usually, at their hatchling size, the food of choice (or necessity) was insects or other small prey.  Damn smart bug eaters, though.  We were all relieved when the last of the cavalcade was past and gone and we could breathe easier again, having escaped notice.
 
   “We’re lucky they weren’t infrared equipped.”  Houdar said.  “We’d have been in trouble.”
 
   “Cold blooded sentients can’t use infrared to kill one another, so it isn’t a part of their regular equipment.  They may not even suspect that warm blooded sentients exist.”  Meerla opined.
 
   “We exist.”  I said.
 
   “You’re a cold blooded mammal.”  Meerla said, smiling wickedly.  “You fit right in.”
 
   “And you’re a cold, calculating bitch.”  I replied sweetly.
 
   “Are we following the lizards yet today?”  Meerla asked.  Though they were out of sight they were still plainly audible and not going anywhere quickly.  Plus we could trail the platform into hell if we had to.  There was no hiding the trail it left.
 
   “No.  There’s no hurry.”  I said.
 
   “Good.”  She said, smiling innocently as she drug me back to our leafy abode.
 
    
 
   Somehow I slept only fitfully that night so when morning did arrive I was tired and irritable.  My stomach rumbled loudly as I climbed to the ground and joined the rest of my crew.  I seemed to be the only one who had slept so poorly.  Meerla looked as fresh as new fallen snow.  She grinned when I glared at her.
 
   “Rough night, dear?”  She inquired sweetly.  You’d have thought I would have slept more soundly after the exhausting hours I had spent tussling with her.  I ignored her, annoyed by her constant high energy and unbreakable spirit.  She smirked happily.
 
   The caravan carrying away Vengeance had moved out of the area during the night.  Briefly I wondered how many of those infantry lizards had lost their lives to the larger local predator reptiles during the night.  The thought brought to mind how terrified they had seemed scouting along the edge of the swath yesterday.  They were obviously quite familiar with the predators, and I thought how difficult it could prove to stop them with all their primitive little weapons, and on such high alert.  Not a pretty thought, except that both sets of the lizards were my enemies.
 
   Not in a good mood, I ordered us on in pursuit, and sometime around midday, the star was nearly at its zenith, we came to the edge of the jungle and could go on no further, at least not in the hidden sanctuary of the jungle vegetation.  Humans weren’t the only ones who knew how to ravage their planet, because for as far as I could see from where we remained hidden in the jungles edge, all that was visible was an endless stump field.
 
   “This explains a lot.”  Meerla said.  I didn’t know what it explained and I really didn’t care.  My ship was not in sight.
 
   “We’re going to keep moving.”  I said.  “Spread out.  Move from stump to stump.  Stay low.”  We moved out.
 
   I was an angry Alartaw right about then.  I had never been too fond of lizards in the first place and now I was really not fond of them.  To put mildly my feelings, I was killing mad.
 
   There was really no reason we had to be quiet but nobody was saying much, my mood rubbing off on them.  We traveled for about two hours before anyone said a word.
 
   “They’re plundering this planet.”  Houdar said.
 
   “You mean like it’s not their home world?”  Meerla asked, for once not sarcastic.
 
   “Yeah.  I think.”  Houdar said.  “Come in.  Harvest the resources.  Kill off the local predators, then move in.  Or move on, who knows.”
 
   “They would have had a hard time of it if they had evolved here.”  I admitted.
 
   “It’s possible they’re from a different continent,”  Houdar said, “but unlikely.  They would have colonized their whole world by the time they had reached their present technological level.”
 
   “Which means they could be shipping Vengeance off-planet.”  I remarked.
 
   “Not without one hell of a big transport ship.”  Meerla pointed out.
 
   “Like what they use to transport all this timber.”  Houdar said.
 
   “Either theory leaves us without a ship.”  I pointed out.  “So let’s hurry.”
 
   We abandoned all stealth and ran along as quickly as our lungs would allow, but it was unnecessary.  We had only traveled on a short distance when we saw, rising up out of the stump field, directly ahead (yet several clicks distant) the nose of a big space craft.  It grew as we continued to move on.
 
   The ship was big, but primitive.  Certainly not large enough to haul off Vengeance.  It was a stubby multiple engine rocket ship of a silvery color, liberally marred with black scorching from forced re-entries.  Vengeance was off to its right, nearly dwarfing it.
 
   “Primitive.”  Houdar said disparagingly.
 
   “Don’t confuse primitive with weak.”  Meerla hissed at him. I glared at them both.
 
   We were able to see them but we were as yet undetected.  There was no surveillance we could detect, and Alartaw vision is as acute as you could wish.  No.  They were unaware and unconcerned, feeling themselves safe behind their fencing.  No Alartaw security would ever have been so sloppy.  Heads would roll.  As we drew nearer, we fell to our stomachs and crawled forward like worms, hidden from view by the stumps all around.
 
   The ground was hard and dry under the brutal sun.  The removal of the trees, ergo its ecosystem, would leave the place a barren wasteland.  I was pretty sure I knew one group who wouldn’t be doing any more damage, though.  We crawled right up to the fence unnoticed.
 
   “I think they’re all mostly sleeping.”  Meerla whispered in my ear, her tone incredulous.  “If we move now we’ll take them unawares.”
 
   “Which one’s the power station?”  I asked Houdar, who was on my other side.  There were a number of buildings but none that were obviously the power source.  Even highly advanced fusion plants were usually geodesic or domed, but there was nothing like that here.
 
   “Their ship.”  Houdar said after examining the layout in some detail.  “If you look closely you can see the cables running from its base.  It’s probably not even space worthy anymore, or barely so.”
 
   “It’s probably still operational, even if it’s no longer safe.”  I said.  “If it lights up we’ll have to disable it.  We need its power.”
 
   “Don’t hit that ship or we’ll go up in the explosion along with everything in a ten click radius.”  Houdar warned unnecessarily.
 
   “Prepare to go in.”  I said as I began setting my weapons out on the ground in front of me, the whines of blast rifles as they charged a nagging sound that irritated me for some reason, but I thought I could feel the power of them surging in my hands, as if they were eager to destroy.  I was certainly eager.  These lizards were about to learn a lesson they wouldn’t survive to appreciate..
 
   I looked around at the grim faces surrounding me.  All were ready.  All faces were turned to me.  Every hand held a weapon.  They wore looks of anticipation mixed with determination.  I stood up and with hand signals designated targets, shouldered one of my weapons, and aimed it at the farthest building.  They followed suit, each with their own target.
 
   We were highly visible now but there was still no sign from the reptiles that we had been noticed.  What fools!  Grinning now, I let my finger settle onto the activator, the weapon roared, and recoiled powerfully on my shoulder, sending instant agony through my battered body, but I didn’t notice.  I was watching the yellow/white fireball as it leapt away from the end of my weapon, passed through the fence (leaving a perfect hole where it passed) ripped across the intervening compound, and smashed into the squat, rectangular building.
 
   The blast was deafening.  Whatever had been stored there, besides the lizards themselves, had been highly volatile.  The concussion buffeted me strongly, but I was already sighting a new target, and when the whine of recharging ended, I fired again, the second ball of flame now racing out and smashing into one of the armored vehicles they had parked in neat rows on a concrete or poured rock tarmac, like sitting ducks at a carnival shooting game.  The tank blew meters into the air as it exploded, raining fire and debris all around it.  Methodically we blew away tanks, aircraft, and buildings until there was nothing left to shoot.  The whole attack had lasted no more than twenty seconds and no lizard had even gotten off a return shot.
 
   Snatching free a laser pistol, I ran at the fence, activating the laser and slashing it downward from the top through the height of it.  The two new edges sprang apart as the tension was released and I ran on through, my crew on my heels, Meerla suddenly at my side.
 
   Then something smashed me to the ground viciously and all I knew was new pain, shooting stars, nausea, red blood and blistering anger as once again, somehow, I was facing death and defeat.
 
   The last thing I saw before I lost consciousness was Meerla, standing over me, firing her weapon.  Then I was gone.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   When I began climbing back to reality again, it was harder than at any time previously, ever.  I truly believe that my indomitable will was the only thing still holding me, even if only tenuously, to life.  I know that I purposefully attempted to wake, unsuccessfully, several times before I actually succeeded.  Even unconscious I was aware of my vulnerable situation, but the pain kept driving me away, no matter how I struggled.  All I do know for sure was that I had to fight for consciousness, struggling up towards the pain, and finally, embracing it fully, I found myself once again among the living.
 
   I cracked open blood red eyes to blinding yellow light.  The blood was all my own and it had matted my eyes.  The most I could open them at first was but a sliver, but it was enough to draw Meerla’s attention, who had been diligently waiting at my side, to notice that I was once again awake and presumably going to survive.
 
   “So you are alive.”  She said humorously.
 
   “Unfortunately.”  I croaked, but I wasn’t sure that the word came out clearly.  My processor was corrupted.
 
   “You’re the Emperor now, Brune.”   She said.  “Nobody expects you to be the first one to charge into the fray.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of it.”  I said.  I really hadn’t been concerned with what anybody did or did not expect of me.  I had just wanted to get my ship.  I could be single minded like that.
 
   Slowly I worked my eyelids the rest of the way open.  As usual, Meerla was no worse for wear, almost fresh.  I was lying nearly under the lizard ship but still in the sun's warmth, for the moment, soaking up the life giving energy.  It was the only pleasurable feeling I could identify, otherwise I was solid agony, the worst of it emanating from my skull.
 
   I tried to raise a hand to feel my head, but Meerla caught my lethargic hand before I could explore.
 
   “Don’t.”  She said.  “Just lie still.”
 
   “What’s wrong with me?”  I asked, still barely more than a mumble.
 
   “You caught a projectile.  With your head.”  She answered.  “Your skull is fractured.  It didn’t penetrate, thanks to your hard head, but you’re in bad shape.”
 
   “Am I gonna survive?”
 
   “Unfortunately.”  She said and smiled.
 
   “Looks like you get all your jewelry back.”  I said.  She looked startled.  “Don’t tell me you haven’t already checked it?”  Now she glowered, the Meerla I knew best.
 
   “For some reason I can’t figure out how I thought it might be best to make sure you survived first.  I don’t know what I could have been thinking.”
 
   “How long have I been out?”  I asked, ignoring her sarcasm.
 
   “About a day, sleeping beauty.”
 
   “That long!”  I said, surprised.  I must have had a good concussion.  I tried moving my head to see what progress had been made on my ship but Meerla grabbed me by my chin and easily held me still.  I was very weak.
 
   “Don’t move stupid.”  She said.  “Your skull is fractured.  How dense can you be!”  Her tone brooked no argument.
 
   “Are we gonna get out of here?  Where’s Houdar?”
 
   “Working on the lizard’s reactor.  He says a few more hours, so just hang on that long.”
 
   I wasn’t exactly sure I would.  Exhausted, I faded back out, but I was at a modicum of peace of mind because I knew Houdar was at work and if anyone could repair Vengeance, it would be he.  Later in the day I felt myself being moved but the pain that smashed at me pushed me back deep into black unconsciousness and I didn’t remember the end of it.
 
   When I woke, yet again, I awoke easily and painlessly, refreshed.  I was in my doc, everything running smoothly, thanks to Houdar, no doubt.  I had no idea of how much time had passed.  I was ravenous.
 
   I got out of the bed, put on clothes that had been left for me, and walked to my bathroom to look at myself in the mirror.  I no longer looked like the Brune I had met the first time I had looked at myself in a mirror after my change.  I was not happy with this Alartaw pride of scars.  My nose was completely transformed, now a flattened replica of the original.  I was missing a chunk of ear and a swath of scalp and hair on the left side of my head.  There was a scar on my forehead and another patch missing from the back of my skull.  I looked positively grotesque!
 
   “Good morning Daddy.”  Meerla said behind me where she was standing in the doorway of the bathroom.  Of course I had not heard her approach.  I glared at her in the mirror.
 
   “Oh it is you!”  She laughed.  “For a moment I thought you were old Morgata come back from the grave to haunt me.”  I didn’t laugh with her.
 
   “I don’t want these scars.”  I said angrily.
 
   “You’re a true Alartaw hero now.”   She replied.
 
   “I told you before not to leave me scarred.”  I snapped.  I was a fucking monster.
 
   “I like you rough, don’t worry.”
 
   “I could care less what you like.”  I growled.  “I don’t like it.  I’m going to be a walking, talking scar before long.”
 
   “Stop walking into bullets.”
 
   “That, obviously, I cannot do.”  I said, but smiled grimly.  I looked terrible like this, but it was a mark of distinction among the Alartaw.
 
   “It does kind of screw up your hair style, though.”  Meerla said, coming up behind me and running her hands through my much depleted hair.  “Maybe if you hold your head a little higher from now on, and stop the bullets with your face, if possible?”  She was grinning carnivorously at me in the reflection of the mirror.
 
   “I’ll do my best.”  I said.  If you can’t beat them, you might as well join them.
 
   “See that you do.”  She laughed.
 
   I couldn’t really get testy with her.  I certainly remembered her standing over me while I lay disabled on the ground, my skull cracked open like an egg, and helpless while she fought for me.  How many lives did I owe her, anyway?  I’d lost count.
 
   “What’s been going on while I was out?”  I asked as Meerla followed me through the several rooms to my restored Bridge.  She didn’t answer until we got there.  Houdar was sitting at my Command Console.
 
   “Houdar’s trying to back trace our route here, unsuccessfully, so far, and we’ve been shooting down lizard ships.  They attacked us before we even got off planet.  It was a close call.”
 
   “Good morning, Emperor.”  Houdar said, looking back at me for a moment.
 
   “It’s a morning?”  I asked.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Time flies when you’re having fun.”  I muttered.
 
   Houdar had the wall displays set to perimeter feed so once again we appeared to be standing right in the vacuum of space.  Directly ahead lay a green and blue world with belts of white cloud cover, on the wall to the rear of the Bridge, on the front wall the system’s blazing star.
 
   “This the planet we were on?”  I asked.  There was no way to tell.
 
   “No.”  Houdar said, looking up from his console again.  “This is the lizard’s home world, I think.  Same system, anyway.  There’s a large population here, cities, civilization, technology.  I’ve been shooting down their ships, waiting for you to wake and give the order to annihilate all of them.  Now you’re here and I await your pleasure.”
 
   “How many ships do they have?”  I asked.
 
   “I think they’re out.”  Houdar grinned malevolently.
 
   Houdar expected me to order the annihilation of an entire species.  They’d certainly tried to wipe us out, but I balked at killing an entire world of them.  Maybe if there was a profit to be made, or in the heat of battle, or as a last resort, but the cold blooded killing of billions of sentients, even reptiles, didn’t sit well with me.  Meerla noticed my hesitation.
 
   “They may have information that could help us get home.”  Meerla suggested.
 
   “They have no valuable data.”  Houdar hissed.  “They’re barely able to get off their own planet.”  Meerla gave me a ‘I tried’ look behind Houdar’s back.  I would have to be decisive.
 
   “No.”  I said.  “Shoot down all the ships you want.  Otherwise leave them be.”  Houdar looked at me in astonishment, but kept his mouth shut.
 
   “I’m starving.”  I thought out loud.  I was.
 
   “There’s no food.”  Meerla said.  “Houdar has been too busy chasing lizards.”
 
   “They were attacking us.”  Houdar cried out defensively.
 
   “They’re not attacking us now,” I said, “and I’m digesting my own stomach, so let’s go hunting.”
 
   Exasperated but not arguing (which was good for him), Houdar saved the data he was working on and began manipulating the keyboard.  I stood over him and watched carefully because as yet I still didn’t know how to fully run my own ship (besides ordering the computer to do it for me).
 
   He plunged us straight down into the planet’s atmosphere and raced us towards a dark green continent, too fast for the squeamish, but I wasn’t watching the view under my feet, I was watching Houdar’s fingers on my control panel, memorizing his every move and all detail.  My memory worked funny like that.  I remember as a child the few years of schooling I had received and how I could listen to a teacher for hours and not remember a single thing later on, but when I wanted to remember something, it stuck like glue.
 
   He raced us at the planet at breakneck speed, traveling the hundreds of clicks from the stationary orbit we had been in to racing along the planet’s surface, only meters above the tree tops of the forest we now traveled over, quite recklessly, I thought.
 
   “Wanted to get under their radar quickly.”  Houdar explained, catching my glare into the back of his head.
 
   “I doubt this ship could get under anything.”  I commented dryly.  “If you were so worried you could have taken us back to the last planet.  If you’re trying to impress me, I’m not impressed.”  Secretly I was.  Houdar was a fine pilot.
 
   Houdar’s fingers flashed over several keys I could barely keep up with and a blue grid system appeared around us, overlaying the surround view.  Each square was numbered.
 
   We flashed out over a treeless plain (obviously he had previously studied the planet and knew where he was going) covered with herds of herbivorous animals grazing on the verdant plains below.  The myriads of varieties of animal all broke and ran upon our approach, in every direction that was away from us, but there was no escape.  I almost missed Houdar’s fingers as he stabbed one button while holding down another, a number correlating to the grid around us.
 
   Orange light flashed out and engulfed a behemoth four legged monster as we flew by it over head.  Its legs continued to run even after it left the ground and I could plainly see the terror in its eyes.  It was sucked quickly into Vengeance and disappeared from our view.  Houdar repeated the process dozens of times, taking as many different animals as there were, before Vengeance spoke.
 
   “Ship’s larders at maximum capacity.”
 
   Houdar rocketed us back into space.
 
   “Not much of a hunting trip.”  I complained, but there was food to eat.  Vengeance had processed it and delivered a parcel to my kitchen by the time I walked there and opened the compartment.  The meat was bloody and delicious.  Everyone ate.
 
   When I had eaten all I could hold, and that was a lot, I took a tour of Vengeance to take stock of our situation.  For a ship that can carry four or five thousand in a pinch, we were now nearly deserted.  No one was moving about much, either, which exacerbated the situation.  We were like a ghost ship.  With all the crew members we had lost, it was possible we were a ghost ship.
 
   Guermata came out of a doorway I had just passed and fell into step beside me.  He had his own scars to show for our adventures (plus he was the only attack victim of our first night upon this planet to have survived) plus his scars were obviously teeth marks, an especially honorific wound, while my own were merely disfigurements (like I had gotten them tripping over my own feet and falling down a long staircase, or something equally ignominious.)  Guermata the Hero would wear his scars proudly, to be sure.
 
   “How does coming so close to death so many times equate to honor?”  I asked him speculatively, rubbing at my own scars.  He laughed, at ease with me after our harrowing ordeals together, as any soldiers in arms might be after such an experience.
 
   “No one can doubt your virility.”  He assured me.
 
   “Another couple weeks like the last and I’ll be a broken up worthless shell.”  I said, exaggerating.  The doc would always be able to repair me.  All but my scars.
 
   “You do live dangerously.”  Guermata said.  “That’s always been your style though.  Everyone kind of thought you would slow down once you became Emperor, but I see that’s not to be.  You’re blood thirsty.”
 
   “Krazdop wasn’t?”  I demanded.  “Before the Alutia leaf, anyway.”
 
   “Oh, he was, he was,” Guermata said, “and with the people after the leaf.  We all thought you were so aggressive because you were motivated to advance up the military hierarchy, which of course only respects courage and honor.  No one really suspected you were a true blue lunatic.  I guess we know how to choose our leaders.”
 
   “I might be the Emperor who leads his people to destruction, before this war with the Kievors is over.”  I pointed out.
 
   “How could leaf eaters be victorious over us?”  Guermata said, appalled.
 
   “How are we going to beat a black hole weapon?”  I asked.
 
   “I’m no scientist,” Guermata said, “but I’m sure they’re working on it right as we speak.”
 
   “If we ever get back to see what they’ve learned.”  I said ominously.  Guermata stared at me like I had lost my mind.  I opened my mouth to say something snappish, but was interrupted by Vengeance.
 
   “Alert.  Alert.  Houdar Nataku requests your immediate presence in your Bridge.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Long range scanners detect a Kievor Trade Station.”
 
   “Have they detected us?”  I demanded.  My head began to throb.
 
   “They are accelerating towards us, Emperor.  The probability that . . . “
 
   “Never mind.”  I interrupted her.  “Battle stations!”  Immediately alarms began to ring.  I ran for my Bridge, and Guermata in the opposite direction, hopefully to a separate gunner’s station, but I really had no idea.
 
   “Evasive action.”  I yelled on the run, hoping Houdar hadn’t already decided to attack them.  I had felt no change in the gravity field, but of course that didn’t mean anything at all with Alartaw technology.
 
   “Instituted, Emperor.”  The computer’s voice sounded next to me even though I was running full out.  I sprinted all the way into my suite and into my Bridge, my lungs and heart working smoothly, but what I saw on the wall of my Bridge nearly caused my heart to falter.  The Kievor Trade Station was crawling up our back wash like a spider up its web, and we were the prey.
 
   It was still some good distance back when I first saw it, but it was growing rapidly, and they were obviously pissed off.  So much for their non-confrontational policies, or did that only apply when they were out gunned.  They obviously didn’t think they were now.
 
   Houdar was intent on my console, his finger poised over the control board.  I ignored the advancing Kievors on the rear wall and walked up to see what Houdar was so intent upon.  The screen of my console showed the advancing Kievors targeted within a firing grid that was closing as they caught us.  There was still some distance before Vengeance had her maximized range.
 
   “Have you considered that their weapons may be more powerful?”  I demanded, furious, and without hesitation, reached over and stabbed the fire button Houdar’s own finger had been poised over.
 
   Vengeance shuddered as every joule of her free capacity was momentarily transferred over to weapons systems.  The whole room turned brilliant yellow/white as the entire skin of Vengeance flashed, each molecule sending its portion into the whole stream of energy, and as fast as striking lightning, or faster probably, it lanced back at the advancing Kievor ship.
 
   I spun my head to watch the result on the back wall, was just in time to see our massive blast of energy vanish into a warp portal that appeared in space, between our two ships, which shimmered briefly after it engulfed our energy, and then vanished.
 
   “Hyper Space.”  I screamed as several things all happened at once; the Kievor ship turned bright yellow/white and struck out at us, smashing us brutally; we jumped to Hyper Space; I was thrown to the floor backwards, bouncing my head off the steel deck and sending stars spinning and whirling through my head and we vanished from normal space.
 
   But I didn’t black out this time, nor was I injured beyond the goose egg I already felt growing on the back of my head.
 
   The power was gone again and I couldn’t see a damn thing, but it flickered back to life, tentatively at first, while I struggled dizzily to my feet.
 
   The wall view lit back up, showing me the strange version of space that was Hyper Space, unlike human warp or Kievor worm hole, yet also similar.  The stars were ripping past so quickly they created a horizontal tapestry around us.  It was awe inspiring.
 
   “Shut off the damn alarms.”  Meerla yelled behind me, and instantly it was quiet.  I hadn’t even really realized they had come back on with the power, I was so stunned to still be alive.  At least I had an excuse for not having heard Meerla come up behind me, this time.
 
   I turned to look at her and for the first time ever saw her wounded.  Blood was pouring from her split open left eyebrow even though she was pinching it closed with the fingers of her left hand.  It was going to leave a highly visible scar the way it had split through the middle of the eyebrow.  I grinned at her happily.
 
   “What’s so funny?”  Meerla demanded.  “I’m not keeping this scar!”
 
   “Oh yes you are.”  I said, smiling hugely.  “You heard that, didn’t you, Vengeance.”
 
   “Yes, Emperor.”
 
   “You dirty rotten bastard!”  Meerla swore venomously, and she was not smiling.  My smile grew even larger.  This was a win she would remember every time she looked in a mirror, at least until we got out of these Alartaw bodies, if ever that was to occur.
 
   “I’ll get you for this.”  She swore, stalking up and standing right in my face, as much as anyone who is thirty centimeters shorter than I am can stand in my face.
 
   “You’re an Alartaw warrior.”  I said.  “You can wear your scars like the rest of us.”  But she knew I was just getting even, playing our game, and winning at the moment.
 
   “I’m going to the doc,” Meerla said, “and there had better be no scar on my face when it’s done.”  She turned and left.
 
   “You don’t want your woman scarred, do you?”  Houdar asked.  I turned to look at him.
 
   “Mind your own damn business.”  I snapped.  He looked away quickly.
 
   ‘Damn her’, I thought.  It was amusing to see me all chopped up but one little blemish on her and she was throwing a fit.  She even had me feeling guilty.  What kind of pathetic whimp feels guilty?
 
   Jeez!
 
   “Vengeance.”
 
   “Yes Emperor?”
 
   “Belay that last order.”  I said resignedly.  “Don’t tell her I changed my mind though, let her find out when she looks in a mirror.”
 
   “Yes Emperor.”
 
   Houdar was studiously avoiding my eyes.  I could swear he was trying to mask a smile, I could see it tugging at the corners of his mouth.
 
   “What’s so damn funny?”
 
   He looked at me.  “I would never have imagined.”  He said.  Then he went back to what he had been doing, leaving me staring at the side of his head.
 
   “Just never mind all that,” I growled, “and tell me where the hell we’re going.”  Damn him and Meerla.
 
   “No idea.”  He said cheerfully.  “But I’m analyzing the Kievor entry data and our departure data and I should be able to take us back along the route the Kievors used to jump in.”
 
   “Which should lead us back home.”  I said.  “Good.  Damage report?”
 
   Vengeance popped up a screen on the front wall showing a before and after graph of ships mass.  We had suffered a sixteen percent depletion.
 
   “Why so little?”  I asked.
 
   “Two factors.”  Vengeance answered.  “Partial dissolution of the tight band fusion pulse, and . . . “
 
   “What does that mean?”  I interrupted.
 
   “We were still out of range.”  Houdar now interrupted, double interrupting.
 
   “And our Jump to Hyper Space.”  Finished Vengeance.  Did she sound annoyed?
 
   “We obviously weren’t completely out of range.”  I said, stating the obvious.  “What were you going to do, Houdar, trade punches with them, a ship thousands of times larger than us?  Were you out of your damn mind?”
 
   “A worthwhile death if we could have destroyed them.”  Houdar said proudly, suddenly really pissing me off.
 
   “We wouldn’t have destroyed them.”  I snarled.  “We wouldn’t even have scratched them!”  I got real close, because I was really angry.  “We’d be dead for no reason!  When confronted with a no win situation, Houdar Nataku, you run, regroup, and live to fight another day.  Do you understand me?”  I nearly yelled this last.
 
   “Yes my Emperor.”  He wouldn’t meet my eyes.
 
   “Good.”  I said savagely.  “Because the next time you make a mistake like this it will be your last!”  I didn’t elaborate on what I meant, but I think it was obvious.  I also meant it.
 
    
 
   With responsibility comes accountability.  I’d given him responsibility and position, and now I’d given him accountability.  He seemed to understand very clearly what exactly I’d meant.
 
   He didn’t say a word as he brought us out of Hyper Space, turned us around, re-accelerated and jumped us back into Hyper Space on the coordinates he had calculated based on the entry trajectory of the Kievor Trade Station when it had appeared in the lizard system.  It went without incident.
 
   “If the Kievors can track us through Hyper Space, they can’t do it very quickly.”  Houdar said.
 
   “I doubt they tried.”  I said.  “They thought they had the advantage of surprise.  They won’t fight fair.”
 
   I didn’t know why Houdar had felt the need to set up shop in my private Bridge, but as long as he was here and busy there was no point in making him move, so I went into my kitchen, got a bottle of Harcled, thought better of it, considering our situation, put it back, and walked up to the main Bridge.  I made myself comfortable in the Captain’s Chair, which, for some reason, was more comfortable than my own.  Annoyingly.
 
   The work Houdar was doing was displayed on the Captain’s console and I was able to follow along with what he was doing.  Sort of.  He was mapping course probabilities according to parameters he had already fed the program.  There must have been billions.
 
   “Vengeance,” I said, “do you understand what he is trying to do?”
 
   “Yes Emperor.”  Vengeance answered.  “He is trying to deduce the probable course the Kievors used to enter the reptiles system.”
 
   “Is that possible?”
 
   “Only by trial and error.”
 
   That could mean years.  Were the Alartaw even now besieged by the treacherous leaf eaters?  Would there be an Alartaw Empire to return to when we had finally worked out the course?  Would Meerla and I, not truly Alartaw at all, be the last mating pair of the once great Alartaw Empire, destined to rebuild it from our productive loins?  Alartaw who weren't really Alartaw!  It was all too much to contemplate.
 
   I went back and got my bottle.
 
    
 
   I expected to wake to ringing alarms and death and destruction (hadn’t that been the norm), but when I groggily cracked open my eyes all I found was my darkened bedroom and Meerla’s sleeping body next to my own.  It wasn’t so dark that I couldn’t see her flawless, unmarred eyebrow.  She seemed to be smiling in her sleep.
 
   I got up, made myself a hot jolt, and steaming cup in hand, walked into my Bridge, which was now abandoned.  If Houdar had left the post unattended . . . !
 
   “Display.”  I ordered, and almost dropped my hot jolt as the surround view activated; all around us were Fleet ships of the line in seemingly endless numbers, an actual collage of massive Capitol Ships so deep I couldn’t see space anywhere around us.
 
   I think I took the first confident breath I had taken in a great while right then and there.  Deep and relaxing and safe.  If the Kievors hadn’t already destroyed us, they would be trebly pressed to do so now.
 
   “Emperor?”  Said a face in a box that popped up on the fore wall, startling me.  I didn’t remember the name but I remembered the face.  It was the High Commander I had appointed (upon the deceased Naagrotod’s advice) to take my vacant post in the military hierarchy when I ascended the Throne.
 
   “Tell me something good.”  I told him, causing him to pause, mouth halfway open, ready to tell me his news, but now afraid to do so.
 
   “Spill it.”  I said resignedly.
 
   “The Kievors attacked us on the edge of the black hole.  Their attack was timed to mop up whatever was left of our forces that weren’t caught by the black hole.  They were unprepared for the reception we gave them, though there were losses on our part.  I think they expected more of us to go down the black hole.  Your early warning saved us that.”
 
   “That’s what happens in war.”  I said.
 
   “Three Kievor Trade Stations attacked us.  We destroyed the first and damaged the other two as they fled.  They’re cowards.  They thought to find easy prey and ran when it wasn’t what they thought.  We salvaged the debris from the destroyed Kievor ship and are analyzing it now, but I’m told it will take time.  Entirely different systems.  I also ordered a blockade across the Alartaw frontier, in case they thought to attack our worlds, but to all appearances they’ve left every sector in this area.”  He sounded competent to me.  So why was I feeling uneasy?  What could the Kievors do?  I wouldn’t underestimate their treachery for a moment, however.
 
   “Oh, and Sir,” said the High Commander, “we captured a small ship of strange aliens escaping the wreckage of the Kievor Trade Station.  They’re only a curiosity, but we kept them alive until you could see them.  They’re nearly our evolutionary twins, though not as technologically advanced.  We downloaded their data and were able to build a translation program to speak to them.  They say they were prisoners.”
 
   I’m pretty sure I did the Guppy.  Could it be Last Chance?  It had to be, but how could I engineer keeping them alive without arousing suspicion?  I had to keep them alive.  There was no other option.
 
   “Yeah I want to see them.”  I said.  “Transfer them to Vengeance.”
 
    
 
   Vengeance had been quietly re-staffed while I had slept.  Houdar had done the impossible and found our way home, and was now sleeping himself, or I would have been parading him around as our Savior.  Wide eyed, awed new crew members made way for me as I made my way around Vengeance, taking in the activity.
 
   The stories of my exploits had raced through the Fleet at light speed (and I had already been held in near mystical awe as the madman who’d fought and killed old Krazdop with only an ornament knife) so now I had neared Godhood with my subjects.  I didn’t feel Godlike, however.  I felt hung over.
 
   I had made my way back to my Bridge and was working on my third hot jolt when they brought the aliens aboard.  I watched on my surround view screen as the shuttle craft, a little bubble of shiny trans-metal, melted into Vengeance’s side, leaving no mark of their passage after they had gone through.
 
   When I thought I was going to die of anticipation ten Troopers finally marched the four aliens into my presence and roughly made them kneel before me.  There was no look of recognition on their faces that they might suspect who I was, but then, they hadn’t seen me in my Alartaw guise before I left them, either.  Even if they had, I doubted they would recognize me now.  I had been through the grist mill, and then some.
 
   Bren looked terrified.  Manuel and Janice were calm and watchful.  Melanie looked, well, like the calm before the storm, but she had been a slave before and knew what she could expect from her male masters.  The Troopers were keeping wary looks upon her even though she looked the least dangerous of any of them.  Smart boys.
 
   “Pathetic.”  I said.  “Ten Troopers and all that steel for two girls, a boy and an old man.”  I stared scorn at the Officer.
 
   “Commander Druepak’s orders, Sir.”  Said the Officer, uncomfortably.
 
   “Does the Commander think I am afraid of two girls, a boy, and an old man?”  I growled menacingly at the unfortunate Officer.  The other nine Troopers, though actually not moving, appeared to distance themselves from him.  I could see that none were envious of his position at that moment.
 
   “I don’t know, Sir.”
 
   “What do you know?”  I asked scornfully, my best poker face in place.
 
   “I don’t know, Sir.”
 
   “Of course you don’t.”  I said.  I wasn’t berating him simply out of sadistic pleasure, though I certainly have my share of that, but to set up parameters by which to give my old crew a certain freedom on my new ship, starting now.
 
   “They’re kindred.  Take off those manacles.”  I ordered.  Nearly all the Troopers tried to jump forward at once to do my bidding, pulling little scanning devices from belt compartments which, when waved over the manacles, turned them into flexible ropes which were then put away in other little compartments.  Now my four old crew mates stood before me, unrestrained and wearing surprised looks.
 
   “Get out.”  I told the Troopers.
 
   “Sir?”  The Officer sputtered.
 
   “Get out.  Do I look like I need assistance with the likes of these?”
 
   “No Sir.  Very well, Sir.”  Wearing looks of astonishment and even shock, the Officer led his nine Troopers out of my Bridge, and at the last moment, cast a side wise look in my direction, as if he thought I might change my mind if only he gave me the opportunity.  I suppose I understood his predicament.  I wasn’t even armed, not even my ornament knife, and it was possible I was still thinking foggily after my ordeal, so if I were to be attacked and killed the blame would undoubted fall on his head, even though in reality it wouldn’t have been his fault.  I ignored his look and they left.
 
   I also watched Melanie’s eyes follow the departing Troopers and then swivel back to find my own locked on hers.  She met my look with unflinching fierceness disguised by her Asian reserve.  If any of them would make trouble it would be her.  Her expression tightened a bit under my scrutiny but my Bridge’s surround view screen showing the massive Fleet surrounding us could leave little doubt in her mind the chances of escape.
 
   Manuel and Janice just appeared to be relieved to be out of their manacles while Bren was now looking at me with an intent, calculating look on his face.  I remembered the look from our hours of card playing. It always meant he was holding.  What was he holding now?
 
   “What do you want with us?”  Melanie demanded in Galacta, which Vengeance translated imperceptibly in my ear.  Since we were now able to access Last Chance’s data base, did that mean we would be able to use that same data to calculate a route home?  Home to Human space?  If Humans still existed and was there really a point?  I was now an Alartaw with obviously no chance of ever being returned to my human form, had I wished, and I wasn’t sure now that I did.  What did I have there that I didn’t have better here?
 
   “You were aboard an enemy vessel.”  I said in Alartaw, and though I couldn’t hear the translation, as Vengeance repeated it inside their ears, I saw by their startled looks that they did receive it.  I let that thought settle a moment before I went on.  “Why shouldn’t I kill you?”
 
   “We were prisoners.”  Bren said.  “They kidnapped us to study us, they said, because we were like some great enemy of theirs.  We don’t even know how far from our home we are.  We’re not your enemy.  We’re the same as you.”
 
   I almost smiled, I swear.  That was an excellent story.  If I wasn’t me I’d probably believe him, too.  We really were similar.  The likeness was uncanny.
 
   “Brune.”
 
   I looked back at the doorway to see a wide eyed Meerla staring at my guests.
 
   “Strange aliens captured from the destroyed Kievor Trade Station.”  I told her quickly.  “Ugly things, aren’t they?”
 
   Meerla grinned and nodded, probably thinking they knew who I was, but Vengeance must still have been translating, because Melanie’s expression turned furious, which Meerla noticed, and her grin dropped away.
 
   “What are you going to do with them?”  She asked finally.
 
   “I thought they might make nice pets.”  I answered maliciously.
 
   Melanie’s face turned ugly.
 
   “Vengeance is translating in their ears.”  I told Meerla, who scowled at me and told Melanie;
 
   “He’s only joking, so don’t do anything stupid.”  Melanie’s look eased slightly when I grinned at her; if a showing of my eyeteeth could be considered a grin!
 
   My own ship was my worst enemy at the moment.  What would Vengeance do if she knew I wasn’t really an Alartaw?  I sure as hell didn’t want to find out.
 
   “Vengeance.”
 
   “Yes Emperor.”
 
   “I’m going to let these creatures live among us.  We might want to form a union with them, their race, since they seem so similar, so we must be good hosts, but I want them monitored.  Understood?”  They didn’t know who I was so there was no telling what they might try.
 
   “Understood, Emperor.”
 
   “Where’s their ship?”
 
   “Storage, Emperor.”
 
   “Keep it there.  These people might want it back.”  I said.  I turned to Bren.  “So you don’t know where you are in relation to your own space?”
 
   “No.”  Bren replied.
 
   “We might be able to help.”  I said.  “We’ll do what we can.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Did I detect a hint of mischief in his eyes?
 
   “Otherwise you’re now guests of the Alartaw.”  I said.  Then looking at the two women, but Melanie in particular; “This is a male dominated society, so I suggest you keep your behaviors civil and within boundaries, until we can find a way to return you to your homes.”  She had no answer but there was hope now on her face.  I’m sure they hadn’t thought their chances too good before now so they would have to see some freedom to believe it.  I wished I could tell them who I was, but that was, of course, absolutely out of the question.
 
   I had a crewman, not a Trooper, show them to quarters, Meerla said;
 
   “I wonder if there is any jewelry on their ship?”  I glared at her.
 
   “Don’t even think about it.”  I snarled.  The look she gave me in return was by no means reassuring.  Then her eyes swiveled to the walls.
 
   I followed her look, not really seeing, at first, what had attracted her attention, but then I saw it.  All the ships around us had spread out, and I thought, though I wasn’t positively certain, that we were accelerating.  I looked down on my console to see for sure but was interrupted by the white flash that signified a jump to Hyper Space.  Yep, we were moving.
 
   “Emperor?”  Commander Druepak was on my wall.
 
   “Where are we going, Commander?”  I asked.  Meerla came over and stood at my side, a look on her face I would have a hard time describing, her intuition working overtime, I guessed.  It had saved me before.
 
   “We’ve received a distress signal from the Anaurgese Sector.  Elbany claims to be under attack, but I have no idea how the Kievors could have located us.  We thought our home worlds perfectly hidden.  We’re on our way there.”  I could only nod and his face disappeared.
 
   The pieces were all very clear now.  I wondered how long the real Brune and Meerla had held out under the Kievors torture, expecting a rescue attempt or at least an attack and destruction of their tormentors and themselves, but it had never come.  Tanya and I had made that possible for the Kievors.  I wondered what that had felt like for the real Brune and Meerla?  I didn’t want to imagine.  Now the Kievors knew all our secrets and were even now attacking our lines.
 
   I thought of all the Trinium they had been buying.
 
   “Vengeance.”
 
   “Yes Emperor.”
 
   “Scan for gravitational anomalies.”  I said.  “I think we’re going to see more black holes and I don’t want to lose any more of our ships than is necessary.”
 
   “Yes Emperor.”
 
   “What are you thinking?”  Meerla asked quietly.
 
   “I’m thinking that the Kievor’s treachery will know no bounds.”  I said, just as quietly.
 
   “I hope you’re wrong.”  Meerla said, but I don’t think she thought I was.
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   Elbany was many hours distant even at terminal velocity within Hyper Space, an indication of why we had thought our worlds safe.  We were able to detect the massive gravitational anomaly long before we arrived, even in Hyper Space.  Where Elbany used to exist, now nothing existed; not her hot blue star, not the six other planets of the system and not one living soul.  I couldn’t stand to look into the nothingness that was the black hole and turned off my screens with a heavy heart.
 
   Commander Druepak wasted no time, but almost everywhere we checked the Kievors had already been and gone.  In the end, we only saved twelve worlds, planets that had somehow slipped through the Kievor net.
 
   “It’s all of our faults.”  I said.  “Krazdop.  The Council.  Me.  You.  Everyone.  We should have been mobile like the Kievors, but we didn’t understand, only a prey animal could truly comprehend the need to be ready to run, anytime and anywhere.  In our arrogance we thought we were inviolable”  I paused a moment in thought, then said;’
 
   “Evacuate the twelve worlds.”  I ordered.  “Leave a breeding colony and one Battleship on each, but hidden, with orders that the population shall never exceed the capacity of the ships present needed to escape.”
 
   “Evacuate all those people to our warships?”  Druepak asked incredulously.
 
   “Yes.  Now.”
 
   “Yes, Emperor.”  Druepak responded and saluted, hand over chest.  His image blinked away.
 
   “What do you intend now?”  Meerla asked me.  Her usual state of unruffled calm was broken by fatigue and stress.  She looked as bad as the rest of us.
 
   “Follow the Kievors.”  I answered her.
 
   “Who will win?”  She asked.
 
   “I don’t know.”  I answered her truthfully.  “But we’ll never be safe as long as they live.”
 
   “And there is vengeance.”  She said, steel in her tone.
 
   We followed the Kievors.  We knew we were on the right trail because every race we met came against us, forewarned and armed by the treacherous leaf eaters.  We wiped them away and salvaged their raw materials for new ships, and we grew and we followed, and we left small colonies along the way.  A rebirth on the trail of vengeance.
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