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      To David Farland.

      

      You have been,

      and will continue to be,

      an inspiration to thousands.

      Thank you for sharing so much with us.
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      Over the years, there have been many well-known and very well established authors, artists, and editors who have been guests at Life, the Universe, & Everything.

      Orson Scott Card, Elizabeth Boyer, Frederik Pohl, Alan Dean Foster, Madeleine L’Engle, Stephen R. Donaldson, Jack Williamson, Julius Schwartz, Algis Budrys, Tim Powers, Ray Bradbury, Michael Whelan, and the list goes on and on. So many extremely talented individuals who took the time to share their knowledge and experiences with the budding writers, artists, and editors who attend LTUE each year. There are few other small conventions that can boast the lineup that’s come through Provo. Even with all of that talent, one person has been a bigger influence than just about anyone else: Dave Wolverton, perhaps best known under his pseudonym, David Farland.

      I first met Dave back in the early 1990s. He was one of the founding people who got LTUE and The Leading Edge off the ground, and he continued to help them through the years in all sorts of ways. He worked with administration at Brigham Young University multiple times when departments wanted to cut funding. He talked up both the symposium and TLE in professional circles, allowing both to gain access to many people they wouldn’t have been able to work with otherwise.

      He won the Writers of the Future contest in 1987 with his novella “On My Way to Paradise”. Two years later, he put out a novel based on that winning story, and his second novel, Serpent Catch, was coming out in May 1991. I was one of a few lucky people who received a proof copy of the cover (his publisher had sent him several). Despite being relatively new on the publishing scene, Dave was already helping others along the same path.

      He went on to publish over 30 novels, over 60 works of short fiction, and countless essays in the speculative fiction field. Through all of that, he was always taking time to answer questions, offer encouragement, and teach others wanting to pursue success in their writing. When I started a science fiction club at UVSC, he accepted an invitation to come and talk about his experiences and to offer tips for those of us interested in getting into the field, and our club was tiny. That didn’t matter to Dave.

      He was coordinating judge for the Writers of the Future Contest for many years. He left a lasting imprint on the speculative fiction community, helping future highly successful authors such as Brandon Sanderson, Stephenie Meyer, Brandon Mull, Eric Flint, Jessica Day George, James Dashner, and too many others to name here.

      In more recent years, he ran a number of different very effective workshops that helped many nascent authors hone their skills and discover others they didn’t know they had. He helped found the Superstars Writing with Kevin J. Anderson, Rebecca Moesta, Eric Flint, James A. Owen, and Brandon Sanderson. And most recently, he founded Apex Writers, an ongoing project to help writers improve their craft and help each other. He spent his entire career helping and building up others.

      From my perspective, he’s been as huge an influence on the speculative fiction field as other more well known names such as Isaac Asimov, Ursula K. Le Guin, Ray Bradbury, J.R.R. Tolkien, Anne McCaffrey, Roger Zelazny, Robert Silverberg, and more, though perhaps in less visible ways. Most of Dave’s influence, I believe, can be found behind the scenes: one-on-one, spending time with writers out of the spotlight. He’s given boosts to so many of us, lifting our spirits, helping us coax out our ideas, helping us learn to flesh out and expand our stories, and smiling his quiet smile as he watched us grow, improve, and succeed.

      For those who never got to meet him, you missed out. For those of us who did, his sudden passing in January 2022 was a devastating blow to the writing community. His legacy of helping others lives on, however, through all of us whose lives he touched. If he had a positive impact on you, take some time to remember how he helped you, and then pay it forward. Even if you can only encourage someone in their efforts, every little bit helps, and you, too, can make a difference.

       

      This anthology, Troubadours and Space Princesses, was created to honor him, his life, and his impact on our local and worldwide speculative fiction creator community. These sixteen stories are stories we think Dave would have loved (especially the one Dave wrote!), and we hope you enjoy each of them. Jaleta and I had fun (and more than a little stress) picking them out of a very solid field of submissions.

      There are some established short fiction authors, as well as brand new authors. A couple of these are even the first stories the authors have had accepted for publication! We are so excited for you to read them.

      I’m sure Dave’s watching us, tipping his signature cap to us each time we help each other improve. So sit back in a comfy chair and escape into these interesting and wonderful worlds. Then consider how you can help and encourage the creatives around you. And then do it.

      This is the way.

      
        
        Joe Monson

        January 2024

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Luck, Life, Light, and Other Frivolous Pursuits

          

          Jenny Perry Carr

        

      

    

    
      Princess Lanta narrowed her eyes as the rose gold-plated droid took a knee in the throne room of clan Arcod on planet Karn. Its hip joint squeaked as it kneeled.

      An ancient herald shuffled forward before the court. He rang a copper bell that echoed in the cavernous marble room, the air laced with a spicy resinous incense.

      “Designate Trate, artificially intelligent android, representing Prince Reglan of planet Parthine of clan Siculus, seeks audience with Princess Lanta.”

      Lanta flicked her chestnut hair over her shoulder, sending it cascading down her iridescent gown. She grew tired of the incessant suitors, desperate to win her hand. But today was different. Not another ugly, old, or unintelligent royal paraded in front of her, begging for her interest. No, this was a robot, sent on behalf of Prince Reglan. A robot. The Prince couldn’t spare the time to present himself? Interesting. She had to hear this.

      The droid bowed to the new king, her grandiose brother Iasus. Lanta hated the pomp and ceremony of royal life, which Iasus wholly embraced. He pressured her incessantly to marry, but she refused every offer thus far, still heartbroken from the loss of their father only weeks before. Only a shadow of the man with the same icy blue eyes, Iasus could never fill the throne like the King. He didn’t know her like her father, who would never accept one of these buffoons as her mate.

      Iasus waved an invitation. “State your business.”

      The robot rose with a clumsy creak, straightening its articulated joints. “I have traveled from across the galaxy, between star systems, through the folds of space, past nebulae and⁠—”

      “Yes, yes, understood. What is it that you want with my sister?”

      “I have a song to deliver.”

      A song? Most definitely more creative than other suitors, or suitor stand-ins as it were.

      Iasus rolled his hand, signaling the droid to get on with it.

      The robot lifted its chin. A low baritone note rumbled from within its frame. It slid to a higher key, an octave above. It repeated this low-high intro, like the call of a blowing horn from a great tufanelo, the massive hooved mammals of the Karnean grasslands.

      
        
        Ahhh, ooooo. Ahhh, ooooo. Ahhh, ooooo.

      

      

      The throne room, usually chirping with gossip, hushed. Attention turned to the metallic troubadour. Its voice rang clear, like a bird song, with a trill of notes at the end of each phrase.

      
        
        A distant land, a faithful prince,

        Sent his man far to convince,

        The lovely Lanta, pure and true,

        He offers his hand across stars for you.

      

      

      Its song continued for numerous rhyming stanzas, weaving a yarn about the history of clan Siculus and the beauty of Parthine. It boasted of the bravery and might of Prince Reglan.

      
        
        And with this song to you addressed,

        He prays your answer will be yes.

      

      

      Lanta pursed her lips, dimples bore deep into her cheeks. “Ohhhhkay.” Just another proposal from a self-indulgent prince. One who didn’t even bother to show up.

      “Interesting proposition,” Iasus said. “Clan Siculus is quite renowned.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You expect me to consider this? Hardly.” Lanta wanted to marry but would only consider the right offer, from the right man. But time was getting the best of her. Should she give this offer some consideration?

      The droid cleared its throat, or the robot equivalent, perfectly mimicking human behavior. “If I may be so bold, your majesty. May I speak?”

      Iasus turned to the android, an eyebrow raised. “Yes?”

      “A deal has already been struck, sire.”

      “What?” Lanta lurched forward in her seat, her stomach turning.

      “The King, former King that is, traveled to Parthine earlier this year. Prince Reglan invited him to ask for your hand in marriage, and the King accepted.”

      She shrunk back into her chair. “That can’t be possible.”

      Iasus drew Lanta close and shrugged. “Maybe you should hear this Reglan out, especially if father approved. I do recall he spent some time on Parthine.”

      “No. Father would have never forced me into marriage.” Lanta shook free of Iasus’ grasp, emphasizing each syllable. “No. No. No.”

      Iasus lounged on the throne, stroking his new beard, not yet fully filled in.

      He stiffened, his voice booming across the throne room.

      “We accept the proposal.”

      Lanta gasped.
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        * * *

      

      Stars streaked past the view port of the space cruiser. The only sound came from the hum of the ion engines that gave the cabin a faint smell of ozone. Lanta had never been off-planet before. While her world centered around the palace, she longed to explore the vivid and mysterious worlds she’d only read about on her holopad. Though here she was, being shuttled from one palace to another.

      But she had no plans of going along with Reglan’s proposal. Instead, she intended to march up to him and give him a piece of her mind. How one simply does not order a wife. She would choose her mate.

      “So, what kind of name is Trate, anyway? Unusual for a droid, no?”

      “Quite unusual, mum.”

      “Trate. Sounds like traitor.”

      “You are not wrong. May I speak frankly?” The flexible rose-colored metal mesh of the droid’s face parroted her inquisitive expression.

      Lanta nodded.

      “When I came into service in the house of Siculus, young Prince Reglan was far from happy to have me as his personal attendant, assigned by his father. Reglan said he couldn’t trust a droid, that one day I would betray him like a traitor. Instead of using my true designation, C9-814, he started calling me Trate, and it stuck.”

      Her reaction hinted at a laugh. “Amusing. Why send you? Why didn’t he ask me himself?” She rested her head on her crossed arms on the ledge of the viewing window, already longing for home.

      “He is currently preoccupied.”

      Lanta bolted upright. Perhaps he believed his status higher than hers. The nerve. “Preoccupied? Not even showing up himself. Thinks he can just demand a wife?”

      “Well, yes, mum.”

      She chuffed. The thought of being fetched like merchandise sent hot lava through her veins. Lanta clenched her jaw.

      “Why didn’t father tell me about this deal? We’d never kept secrets from each other before.”

      “If I may, perhaps he wanted you to make the decision for yourself.”

      She leaned in. Her father had been known to set up situations that required her to problem solve her way out. Like taking her into their hedge maze when she was just six years. He left her in the middle and told her to figure the way out, which she did in record time.

      The droid punched commands into the ship’s console. “Or maybe he was nudging you toward marriage. You are twenty-nine cycles now and not getting any younger.”

      Lanta whirled to face the robot, eyes stirring with fire enough to melt it. “Excuse me? That’s rude.” Though he wasn’t wrong.

      “Apologies, mum.” Trate shrugged. “I thought we were speaking frankly.”

      “Well, yes. I wouldn’t want you to sugar-coat it. So, tell me about the Prince. He’s getting older as well, and never married, in his thirty-odd years, correct?”

      “Yes, that is correct.”

      Lanta leaned back in her chair and smirked. “Getting desperate, is he?”

      “On the contrary, mum. He’s never sought a wife until now.”

      She frowned. “Miserable sod, is he? Unattractive? Didn’t think anyone would say yes?”

       

      “Oh no, mum. A woman should be so honored to take his hand in marriage.”

      Lanta snorted a hrmph.

      “He is quite a beast,” the robot said.

      Her eyebrows raised. “Oh?”

      “Yes, on the battlefield. He is highly decorated.”

      She turned away, back to the port window. “I see.”

      “You were hoping I said ‘in the bedroom?’”

      Lanta gasped. “Excuse me? I said nothing of the sort.”

      “Apologies, mum. My sensors detected arousal.”

      She blushed. “Stop doing that.”

      “It’s my programming⁠—”

      “Just stop!” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Let me understand this. He wants me to travel to Parthine to meet him?”

      “My instructions were to fetch you and your belongings and convey you to Parthine for relocation.”

      “Confident, isn’t he?”

      “Quite, mum.”

      “Of course he is. I may be willing to travel to Parthine, but only on my terms. This is a trip, a courtship, a meeting. Then we’ll see what happens. I make no promises.” She would be on the first ship back to Karn.

      “Understood, mum.”

      “My father must have had a good reason to agree to this, so I will honor his memory and see it through. How long is our journey to Parthine?”

      “We are not traveling directly to Parthine, mum.”

      “What?”

      “First, we must complete several tasks and gather certain items for Prince Reglan.”

      Her jaw dropped, mouth agape. “He’s sending me on errands? This is what he expects of a wife? An errand girl? Are you kidding me?

      “I am kidding you not, mum.”

      She sighed. “What does he want me to get?”
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        * * *

      

      Lanta’s eyes scanned a rocky ridge up from the valley floor, littered with black and grey stones that had tumbled down the hills. She held her hands over her brow to block the glare from the morning suns over Drich.

      “What am I looking for?”

      “Our destination lies there.” Trate pointed above the ridge.

      She craned her neck up to near vertical to take in the entire mountain as black as night.

      Her eyes widened. “There?”

      “Yes, mum.” Trate hummed a single note, then sang a song. The dark and brooding melody matched the landscape.

      
        
        The highest peak, with the blackest stone,

        Holds a secret where luck is grown.

        Over the valley, Mount Rano towers,

        There we must collect the clionon flower.

      

      

      “A flower? Like these?” She motioned to the field of delicate lavender flowers that surrounded them, smelling of honey.

      “Yes, these are clionon flowers, but we must fetch one from the highest peak.”

      Lanta held up the fabric of her full dress. “How am I supposed to climb up there in this?”

      “Take it off. I assume you have knickers on underneath.”

      Lanta gasped. “Have you not heard of modesty? I can’t take my dress off in front of you.”

      “Remember, mum, I am an android and lack the ability to blush.”

      “Okay, but only if you don’t save any images to your storage banks.”

      “I cannot make that promise. I am programmed to accompany you and record the journey.”

      She eyed the mountain, then the heavy folds of material cinched around her. “Whatever.” Lanta stripped off the garment, her thin white chemise and bloomers fluttered in the cool breeze. Chill bumps dotted her skin.

      Up the hill Lanta climbed. At first the path was smooth and even, then transformed into crumbly dirt that slipped beneath footfalls. They climbed for several hours, the morning suns rose high in the sky and beat down on their backs, burning her tender fair skin pink. They rounded a bend in the path and dirt became shale that broke away with each step.

       

      Lanta trudged forward, her feet coming out from under her, stumbling backward. Trate caught her and steadied her balance.

      “Careful now. The path becomes steep from here.”

      “It hasn’t been already?” She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her arm. “How much further?”

      “By my calculations, we should reach the peak by nightfall.”

      “Nightfall? You have got to be kidding me.”

      “I am kidding⁠—”

      “I know, I know. You aren’t kidding.”

      Lanta took a deep breath and pushed forward up the mountain. Soon her upright gait became a crawl on all fours, her fingers desperate for a stable hold. She gripped a rock a foot overhead and strained to pull herself up. The stone quivered in her grasp, threatening to fall away from the wall.

      “Don’t you dare,” she muttered under her breath.

      She pressed her lips together and forced herself forward.

      The handhold made good on its promise and slipped away from the mountain, taking Lanta with it down the rock face. She slid on her belly, down the slope, knocking Trate from his feet. The two tumbled backward down the stony path, rocks crashing around them, until they skidded to a stop in the dirt below, like one of the chunks of shale spat out from the mountain. Sharp rock had cut Lanta’s hands and knees. Mud smeared the front of her chemise. She must have looked a fright. While battered and bruised, she was alive and the droid intact.

      Trate extended a hand and helped her stand. “Shale we try again, mum?” It winked.

      Lanta blinked. “A joke? Now?” She planted her hands on her hips. “Not a chance. There is no way we’re going to make it to the top of this mountain. We aren’t outfitted for this kind of climb. Nor skilled. I know when to call it quits.”

      Lanta marched down the trail toward the valley.

      “But mum? The flower?”

      She stopped, stooped to reach a grassy patch on the pathway, and plucked a clionon flower from a lavender swath.

      Lanta shook the flower above her head without looking back at Trate. “This will do.”

      “Very well, mum. Whatever you say.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Long life is promised, it is vowed,

        For a silent seeker on the plains of Shroud,

        Find a feather, fine and slim,

        But beware of the flittergrimm.

      

      

      “A feather? Seems easy enough.” Lanta tromped through the meadow on the rolling hills of Tarcan-5. Colorful wildflowers painted the field as far as she could see. The wind strummed the golden plain like a stringed instrument, waving with each gust like a whisper.

      “We must take care not to disturb the flittergrimm.” Trate tread through the dry grass, his hip squeaking with each step.

      “You’re not helping us with that creaky hip of yours. You’re a droid. Why don’t you have it repaired?”

      “Reglan told me not to fix it. He thinks it gives me character.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, does he?” Most interesting. “What’s a flittergrimm anyway?”

      “They are purported to be tiny dangerous creatures that can swarm if provoked.”

      “Let’s not provoke them then. Where can we find these feathers?”

      “They are said to be littered along the ground within these fields.”

      “Easy.” She scanned the fertile soil for any sign of feathers. Is that a leaf or a feather? She crouched to inspect the find. It was a petal of a dried flower. Not a feather.

      The grass rustled up ahead, like the rattle of seed pods clattering against each other.

      She stood and froze. “What’s that?”

      The rattle turned into a faint buzzing sound.

      “I’m detecting low decibel frequencies and minute heat signatures to the northeast.”

      Lanta whispered, “I think we need to be quiet.” She pressed a finger to her lips, then turned back to the field ahead.

      She took one step forward and a burst of air exploded up from the surrounding grassland. A creature swooped in front of her face, like a miniature, blue-skinned humanoid, mere inches tall, with clear wings like a dragonfly. It lurched toward her, its sharp black teeth bared in a snarl, like a mouthful of obsidian needles.

      Lanta screamed and ducked.

      A black mass erupted from the tall grass, streaking into the sky with a whoosh.

      “Run,” she shouted.

      The swarm of flittergrimm pursued them. The strokes of their wings like the buzzing from hundreds of beehives.

      Trate shouted something to her, but she couldn’t hear him over the din.

      Grass slapped against her tender face, stinging, still burned from their mountain trek. The dark cloud of beating wings blocked out the sun, shrouding them in shadow.

      Lanta ran until it felt like her legs would give out. Trate surpassed her, squeaking as he pumped his limbs. She couldn’t keep this pace up for long, her speed faltering. The muscles in her calves seized. They would get her if she didn’t go on.

      As her momentum slowed, she feared they were goners, but the flittergrimm never caught up with them. Did they tire as well? Were they keeping their distance, waiting for the right moment to attack when they were most vulnerable?

      Lanta jogged, her breath heaving. Still, the flittergrimm pursued but didn’t attack.

      What if they weren’t actually chasing them? What if they were only following?

      There was only one way to find out.

      Lanta stopped.

      The swarm surrounded her.

      Trate whirled around, several paces away. Too far for him to do anything if she was wrong.

      The hum of their wings enveloped her.

      She took a step to the left. The swarm shifted left. She stepped to the right. They flittered right. She crept forward through the swarm, extending her arms out. The creatures brushed against her skin, their wings tickling like tiny strokes from a paintbrush.

      They didn’t attack. A female flittergrimm alighted on her arm, her wings drooping down as she came to rest. She grinned at Lanta, lips pressed together, hiding her teeth. Another landed on her hand, then another, and another, until dozens perched upon her hands, arms, and even atop her head.

      They cooed a lullaby of words she couldn’t understand into her ears, sweet soft voices like the peeps of baby animals.

      Those that buzzed around her plucked flowers of crimson, gold, and ivory from the field and placed them in her hair.

      These creatures meant her no harm. They were curious and playing, mimicking their movements. While the sound had startled them and evoked the reaction for which they’re known, they posed no real danger. In fact, they were gentle creatures.

      As she examined the beauty of the flittergrimm, she spotted a feather on the ground. Lanta pointed at it.

      A trio of creatures swooped down and collected the feather, laying it across their three sets of arms, presenting it to her like a gift.

      Lanta accepted the tiny, clear feather that sparkled in the sunlight.
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        * * *

      

      As the cruiser roared through the atmosphere on entry to Ceto, Trate broke into a melodious song as he piloted the craft through the raging winds.

      
        
        Under the ground, in the caves of Astriant,

        ‘Neath clear waters, a gem most radiant.

        Tho wary the adventurer of the terok bite,

        It hunts its prey in the dark of night.

      

      

      Trate settled the craft onto rocky ground above the evergreen tree line. A rush of air released from the compressors as the engines shut down.

      “Caves? This prince of yours better be worth it. He’s really putting me through the ringer, isn’t he?”

      “I do not believe his intention is to ring you.” Trate engaged the airlock, and the door slid open with a hiss.

      Lanta followed him out of the craft, shaking her head as she traipsed down the ramp. “How far do we have to hike this time?”

      Trate pointed to a dark opening in the rocks ahead. “We have arrived.”

      “Easy enough. And what am I looking for? Some gemstone?”

      “Luxenite, to be precise, mum. It only grows in this star system, on this single planet.”

       

      Lanta rushed forward, reaching the cave entrance first. She braced against the wind, which carried the scent of the pine forest.

      “Proceed with caution, mum. According to my estimate, the sun will set in ten minutes. I have been cautioned not to enter the caves at night.”

      “Why not?”

      “The terok hunts these caves and is active after dark.”

      “Then let’s get going.” Lanta stooped to enter.

      “Are you certain?”

      “It’s our last stop, right? Let’s get this over with. I’m tired and don’t want to spend the night on this planet. Let’s go.”

      Darkness obscured the low, but wide, passageway, even as the last light slipped from the sky at their backs. She crouched to navigate the icicle-like stalactites that hung from the ceiling of the musty cave, the sound of dripping water echoing across the stone. Up ahead, a dim circle of light appeared, ever brighter, as they descended. The passage opened to an enormous domed cavern, tall enough to hold full-grown trees. A pool of water at their feet filled half the cavern and glowed blue-green, illuminating the whole cave. The intensity made Lanta squint.

      Below the surface, the glitter of gems speckled the bottom.

      “Where is the light coming from?” Lanta bent to inspect the shiny stones from the water’s edge.

      “From the gems. They give off a radiance that can be seen for miles.”

      Lanta perched on a boulder overhanging the pool. “What? The stones create this light?”

      Trate squeaked as he approached. “A rare phenomenon creates the gems here in these caves. A combination of the minerals that drip into the pools from the rocks, the blend of elements present in the water, and a secretion from the carnivorous terok that inhabits these caves.”

      She dragged her hand through the water. “What are these teroks anyway?”

      A deafening screech roared from the cave opening.

      “I believe that is a terok.”

      Lanta scrambled off the rock and scanned the cave. The passageway where they had entered appeared to be the only way in or out.

      “Let’s get out of here.” She tugged Trate forward.

      As Lanta turned toward the passage, a giant bird crawled down the opening, its talons gouging into the rock, rubble tumbling into the cavern. She recoiled behind Trate.

      The terok squeezed through the passage, into the open cavern, unfurling its two sets of charcoal-colored wings, its wingspan over twenty-five feet across. A hoarse scream came from its razor-sharp double beak, one inside the other, each as wide as Lanta’s head and as long as her legs. Its outer beak, ringed with tooth-like extensions, snapped at them as it advanced. Its soulless black eyes reflected the aquamarine pool.

      Lanta dashed deeper into the cavern with Trate. She imagined the terok capturing and holding its prey with its toothy beak, then tearing apart its victim’s flesh with the inner beak. She didn’t want to be its prey.

      The terok pursued them, each hop toward the pair shook the ground.

      She crashed against the back of the cave.

      Trapped.

      The bird’s claws dug into the rock, splashing them into the water as it sought its next meal.

      No way to escape.

      Lanta peered into the shimmering water.

      “Can you swim?” she shouted over the cries of the terok.

      Lanta took a deep breath and dove into the frigid waters. Trate splashed in behind her, presumably watertight. She kicked toward the bottom.

      The terok’s screech warbled through the water. Its talons grasped for them on the surface, creating turbulence.

      She descended deeper into the glowing water and plucked a gem from the bottom. Lanta propelled herself toward the cave opening. If they could get past the creature and make a run for the door, they might make it. She stroked her arms and kicked through the water, her lungs burning.

      Lanta reached the edge of the pool and hoisted herself up onto the bank, clambering to her feet, darting for the passageway. Trate squeaked behind her.

      The terok stormed toward them, stalactites crashing down, piercing the ground, as it flapped its winged in fury.

      The bird’s screech rumbled in her chest as it closed in.

      She dodged a falling stalactite and rushed into the passageway, clawing at the rocks to climb the incline.

      Lanta burst into the night air, and they sprinted for the space cruiser. Trate sped ahead, already initiating the pre-launch sequence remotely. The robot reached the cruiser first.

      The terok shot from the cave entrance into the sky, soaring high above, screaming as it circled them.

       

       

      The engines glowed beneath the belly of the craft, and Trate disappeared into the vehicle. The ramp lifted from the ground, retracting into the ship.

      Trate was leaving without her, living up to his name. The traitor. Lanta pushed herself, her muscle screaming, struggling to get to the cruiser. Blood pulsed past her eardrums

      The droid appeared. It clung to a support beam, dangling off the ramp, holding its arm out to her. “Take my hand.”

      The terok swooped down from the sky, blasting her with a gust of air. Lanta dodged its attack, its wing grazing her as she neared the ship.

      She extended her arm, straining to reach the droid, fingertips mere inches from the robot. They made contact, and Trate yanked her onboard with ease. They rolled off the ramp into the ship as the door thudded into place, the airlock hissing behind them.

      Lanta flopped into her seat, gulping air as the craft’s engines roared beneath them, vibrating the cabin.

      “That was interesting.” Trate said.

      Lanta huffed. “Interesting? You’ve got to be kidding me?” She waved a hand. “I know. Never mind.”

      The cruiser jolted hard to starboard, nearly tipping the craft on its side. The terok screamed outside the vessel, clawing at the ship.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Affirmative, mum.”

      The cruiser lifted off the surface. The terok bashed its head against the cockpit, rocking the ship. Trate plotted a course and engaged hyper-speed, blasting them into the sky. The terok’s screech faded into the distance.

      Lanta collapsed against the chair, breathless, the glowing gem perched on her lap.
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        * * *

      

      Lanta thrust open the heavy ceiling-high rosewood doors with a loud creak that spun all heads in her direction. She stormed into the throne room unannounced.

      Trate hurried behind, hip squealing with the droid’s rapid steps.

       

       

      She refused an offer to freshen up before meeting the Prince. Lanta didn’t care what he thought of her at this point. She blew a stray hair out of her eyes, her cheeks flushed. He needed to hear her now.

      The guards sprang forward, long pikes clanging together, crisscrossing, and blocking her path. Trate waved a hand to call them off, and they returned to their stations.

      “How dare you!”

      The Prince reclined on the throne, his fingers steepled in front of him. “And I am delighted to make your acquaintance as well, Princess Lanta. Lovely as ever.” His eyes traveled up and down her silhouette.

      She glanced at her filthy garment, once a prized gown, now torn, muddied, and frayed. Lanta straightened the waist of her frock, growing ever more self-conscious of the state she found herself in as she presented herself before the court of clan Siculus. She smoothed her frizzed hair, pulled out a twig, and hid it behind her back.

      “With what you put me through, should you be so surprised? You nearly got me killed. You put me in danger, in harm’s way.”

      “I disagree, my lady. You put yourself at risk by agreeing to attempt the tasks. I never forced you.”

      She huffed. He wasn’t wrong. “Why send the robot? Why didn’t you come to ask for my hand yourself?” She awaited his response, to hear his explanation on why he was so preoccupied. What could be so important that he couldn’t make the trip?

      “My father is dying, and even now resting upon his deathbed. I am the sole heir to the crown and therefore could not leave the planet.”

      “Oh.” She twisted the little twig between her fingers, eyes fixed on the black and white tiled floor. A good excuse indeed. Maybe she shouldn’t have been so quick to judge. Or not. Her eyes narrowed, and she planted her hands on her hips. Her icy gaze shifted to the Prince.

      “Why these tasks? Why send me on this frivolous journey for random items? Some kind of test?”

      The Prince sauntered down the steps from the throne platform and circled her as he spoke. “I assure you, this was no test, nor was the journey frivolous or the items random. My father’s dying wish is for me to take a wife. But not just any woman will do. No. He bid me marry a woman that challenged me as my mother had challenged him.”

      “I see.” She fidgeted with the twig, studying her hands. Dirt caked the undersides of her nails, and a bloodied scratch traversed the back of her hand. She clutched them to conceal the grime.

       

      He towered over her, at least two heads above, with a chiseled jawline and rakish good looks. His thick brunette hair matched his full beard, which gave him distinction. Far from the old and ugly lot that pursued her before.

      Reglan took her hands in his, pulling the twig from her fingers. “Who was I to send for you without trying to get you to know me first?” His deep sapphire eyes stared into hers, the color complimenting her own clear-blue eyes.

      She nodded.

      “I wanted you to experience treasured times from my life and see the type of person I am before you met me. This journey, these tasks, were the only way I could see doing so without leaving my father’s side.”

      Reglan stepped over to a table covered in red velvet where Trate had laid out the items collected during the journey. He picked up the flower and strode toward her. Perhaps these were gifts intended for her. An interesting courtship indeed.

      He passed Lanta and crossed the room to a long table set with refreshments for the court. Bowls of fruit piled high perfumed the air with exotic scents of faraway lands. Decanters of wine, displayed in order from lightest to darkest vintages, presented a rainbow of decadence.

      Reglan held the lavender flower in front of him and crushed it in his fist.

      Lanta gasped. How rude. Not gifts. He taunted her. Was he testing her patience?

      He opened the lid of a fine pot and let the crumbled petals fall inside. He poured steaming water from a metal pitcher into the pot.

      She furrowed her brow.

      “My mother died when I was very young, but she told me the story about the clionon flower, and how it is said to bring luck to those who drank tea made from its petals. Most sought the flowers from the highest peak, thinking they were the best, but she said she preferred the petals from the valley that grew in the shadow of the mountain. They didn’t have the scorched taste of the blistering suns.”

      He poured the tea into a cup and brought it over. He presented it to her, and she accepted, taking a sip, the warm liquid covering her tongue, floral and sweet with no sugar.

      “I wanted you to walk in my mother’s steps. To take the journey she had taken many times to gather the clionon. And to taste her prized tea and gain its luck for a happy future.”

       

      Reglan took back the cup and sat it on the side table, going again to the items she had collected. Reglan plucked the tiny feather from the velvet and held it up for all to see.

      “You journeyed into the fields of the flittergrimm, feared by many, misunderstood. It takes a gentle heart to see that they too were gentle, if treated with kindness. My father once fought a battle on that planet, where the plains were in danger of being destroyed. He brokered a truce, not to his advantage, which moved the fighting away from the innocent creatures, sparing their home and their lives. Like my father, you used your mind and your heart to see beyond what others could see. The truth. This feather will be sewn into your robes, said to bring long life to those who wear it, so that you can cherish many more years sharing the generosity of your gentle heart.”

      A lump formed in Lanta’s throat. She swallowed hard. The Prince was far from what she had expected.

      He fetched the glowing gem from the table.

      “The luxenite gemstone is intended for your wedding ring. I wanted you to see the brilliance of the caves of Astriant that so enchanted me years ago. The luxenite will light your path forward, never allowing you to be in the dark again. And Trate tells me you were brave enough to face the terok. Even I didn’t have the courage to enter the caves at night.” He smiled, his white toothy grin warm and inviting. “You are something else.

      “Only a woman able to complete these challenges could win my heart. A woman with courage, determination, intelligence, and a gentle soul. One who could match my spirit and rule Parthine with me as an equal.”

      Lanta bowed her head and blushed. How truly wrong she was about the Prince.

      Reglan lifted her chin with his muscular hand. “You have been quiet. What do you think of my proposal? Do you still wish to return to your home on planet Karn?”

      She touched his hand. “If you would allow it, maybe I’d like to stay a bit longer. See what happens.”

      Reglan beamed.

      Lanta’s crooked smile accentuated her dimples.
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        * * *

      

      Trate squeaked as the droid positioned itself before the court in the throne room of clan Siculus. The faces had changed over the millennia, but always he returned to his favorite song, to share the history of his beloved benefactor. The rosy metallic troubadroid finished its song.

      
        
        Strike the bells and sing the chorus,

        Hark, good news for clan Siculus before us.

        Summer, fall, winter, then spring is springing,

        And thus ends the story of the beginning,

        Promises, vows, a ring, and a paired clan,

        The union of Queen Lanta and King Reglan.

        They ruled fair and just, lucky with cheer,

        And reigned long into their twilight years.

        Their family, always surrounded in light,

        No love like their o’er the galaxy in sight.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bards of a Feather

          

          Henry Herz

        

      

    

    
      Pride and gluttony caused my expulsion from Faerie, despite being a Princess of the White Wood, but that is a tale for another time. Keeping my translucent wings hidden in the mortal realm quickly grew tiresome. I walked the Earth alone, posing as Evangeline the minstrel-mage. I traversed rarely trodden trails to astound audiences and, more to the point, to collect their coins with my spellbinding music, storytelling, and spell casting.

      A chill wind blew, stinging my ears (glamoured to look human) and tingling my fingers. I pulled my multicolored mantle tighter about my shoulders and tucked-in wings. Onward I trudged, following the lowering sun westward.

      I topped a gentle rise and spied a distant but welcome sight—a small town, its far edge nestled against a dark green wood. Wisps of smoke from hearth fires beckoned. Ah, a chance to warm my chilly hands, rest my weary feet, and fill my empty belly, I thought. I could really go for a curd-smothered beef round between trenchers with a side of fried fingerling potatoes. But there's got to be a catchier name for that . . .

      Encouraged by the prospect of sleeping on a bed rather than al fresco on unyielding earth, I marched without pause, reaching the hamlet before sunset. The peasants seemed pleasant enough and I obtained without difficulty directions to the only inn. I strolled toward the central square, navigating narrow alleys lined by the wattle and daub buildings common to this province.

      But I soon discovered this was like no other town I'd ever before beheld, for the villagers wore blue bretona birds on their heads like living hats! Being winged myself, birds held a special place in my heart.

      The birds sang sweet songs. The villagers primped and played with their precious pets.

      How odd! This place is for the birds. Hunger outweighed my curiosity, so I held in abeyance my questions about their feathered fedoras until I reached the thatch-roofed inn on the square. There I discovered that the innkeeper wore more than one hat, as they say, also serving as the mayor. I spent the last of my well-earned coins to secure dinner and a modest room for the night.

      “I'll have a curd-smothered beef round with fried fingerlings,” I told the barkeep.

      “A number seven!” he called to the kitchen. “Would you like an ale with that?”
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        * * *

      

      I sighed contentedly after filling my belly. Tomorrow, I'll need to fill my purse. I yawned, eschewing the rustic evening entertainment scheduled for the common room, and climbed the rough-hewn wooden steps to my room. Miffed by the absence of a mint on my pillow, but exhausted by the day's exertions, I blew out the sputtering candle and sprawled on the straw-filled mattress.
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        * * *

      

      I dreamt of traveling in style and comfort via four horsepower luxury chariot. Intermittent slurping sounds woke me. I opened an eye. Beams of moonlight peeked through the curtains, softly illuminating the room. Spying nothing amiss and too tired to spare the noises any further thought, I fell back asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I rose in the morn, refreshed though still sore from days of hiking. I longed for a chicken coop of fried eggs, a pigpen's worth of bacon, and a hot spring of coffee. But my empty purse dictated a different plan.

      Tightening my belt, I resolved to remedy the situation by finding a suitable spot on the square to play for passersby and pass the hat, as it were. These rustic folk are probably starved for good music. Ugh, I've got to stop thinking about food.

      I stepped outside and breathed the fresh morning air. But villagers scrambled helter-skelter in alarm like pheasants fleeing a flushing spaniel. For an overnight onslaught of scaly vermin now disrupted the harmony of the pastoral village. Who will toss me a coin now? I wondered. I'll have to don my thinking cap.

      “Pestiferous niblings dug up my flowers,” complained one villager, pointing.

      “You don't say?” I replied, having previously encountered such rodents of unusual shape in my travels.

      “They snuck into cupboards and ate our berry scones,” cried another.

      “Is that a fact?” I responded. That explains why they smelt of elderberries. My stomach growled, but my brow smoothed as a pecuniary opportunity percolated in my mind. Percolated? Stop thinking about breakfast!

      “They gnaw my toys, and snurfle while I sleep,” wailed a small boy.

      Hence the strange sounds last night. I nodded with empathy. Yet of all the niblings' offenses, the villagers deemed most egregious the torment of their bretona birds. For the tree-climbing niblings gave the birds no respite, chasing them from roosting spot to roosting spot, whether for play or as prey I could not say.

      As the tally of complaints multiplied, the mayor strode into the square, huffing and puffing, shouting and pouting, but in no way improving the situation for his folk. He frequently fiddled with a large, lavishly plumed bretona bird perched atop his head. I've traveled enough to know a nincompoop when I suffer the misfortune of meeting one.

      The grievances grew, and when he could countenance no more, the mayor stamped his feet. “Mifflestones! This will not do.”

      Incompetent and irritable. I mentally doubled my de-infestation fee. “I am Evangeline the minstrel-mage. I can help,” I said to the mayor, throwing my hat into the ring, so to speak. I bowed my head with more manners than were due the backwater bumpkin.

       

      The mayor did not reply. Instead, he ordered the villagers to build cages, weave nets, and set traps.

      The indignities I endure to earn a meal. He lacks the courtesy to reply, the wits to solve the problem, and the humility to seek aid. He should hang up his hat as mayor. Biding my time, I made myself comfortable as a spectator. This will be entertaining.

      The milking of animals, the planting of crops, and other daily routines ceased. But all to no avail. The pestiferous niblings dodged and evaded. The cages, nets, and traps remained empty. Shoulders slumped as the villagers resumed their regular duties.

      The mayor's face reddened.

      I stood. “I am Evangeline the minstrel-mage. I can help. Ridding towns of their troubles is old hat for me,” I said, pointing at a nibling preparing to nibble on a dozing dog's tail.

      The mayor glared, but approached nonetheless. “What will my townsfolk think of me if I let a stranger solve our problems?” he replied rhetorically in a whisper, tilting his head toward the square.

      I smiled, saying nothing. That you are not a prideful fool. Instead, you make clear that you possess the wits of a donkey's back end, but with less aesthetic appeal. I sighed. Oh, the insults I ignore to earn a meal. He won't be able to pull a solution out of his hat. Sooner or later he will bow to the inevitable and hire me. I mentally tripled my de-infestation fee.

      After a pause, the mayor's face lit with an idea, possibly a rare experience for him. “Let us loose our woolyfloof herd to chase off the pestiferous niblings!” he cried.

      At the drop of a hat, the dutiful villagers again ceased the milking of animals, the planting of crops, and other daily routines. They drove the woolyfloofs from their split-rail pens.

      But the pestiferous niblings, while small in stature, possessed the tenacity of terriers. They bared their fangs, swiped with their claws, and snurfled most defiantly.

      The larger but timid woolyfloofs bleated and fled pell-mell. Or was it helter-skelter? Higgledy-piggledy? I can never keep those straight.

      The niblings resumed their depredations, while hapless villagers scrambled to recover their errant livestock. “Wobius!” they cried. “When shall we be free of the pestiferous niblings?”

      Third time's the charm. “Shall I rid you of these rodents?” I hailed the mayor, spreading my arms.

       

       

      Emotions played out on his face like a stage performance. Eventually, he grinned, which I found strangely disconcerting. “Very well. Name your price, minstrel.”

      “I shall wipe out your pests in exchange for . . . cue dramatic music . . . your bretona birds,” I said, pointing at the one perched on his head. My fame would soar as the only minstrel this side of the Great River with a personal gaggle of bretona birds. Or was it a convocation? Parliament? Regardless, in a pinch they could serve as lunch. There I go again, thinking about food.

      The mayor's eyes bulged, his fists trembled, and his face reddened further, if that were possible. With a visible effort of will, he gradually regained his composure. “A moment,” he sputtered, storming to the center of the square.

      Townsfolk crowded round the mayor. They argued in heated whispers, casting glances at me. A lengthy debate ended with the mayor having the last word, a polysyllabic one at that, incrementally raising my estimate of his intelligence.

      He approached me and doffed the bird from his head, cradling it with affection. “We cannot abide the pestiferous niblings. But bretona birds are cherished pets, dear to us as children. Will you accept a hogshead of pike as payment?” he asked, hat in hand, you might say. “Our pickled pike are the pride of the province!” he proclaimed.

      I tilted my head but did not reply. That was far too low a price to dignify with a response, and in any event, fish, like this fool before me, tend to stink after a couple of days.

      The mayor furrowed his brow. “How about a mule and cartload of woolyfloof milk, butter, and cheese? Is that not a valley of plenty for a humble bard?”

      “Hmmf,” I grunted, scowling. A better offer, but still too stingy.

      The mayor glanced back at the villagers, stared at his feet, and finally sighed in defeat. “Five splendificant rubies, the size of which are seldom seen?” he offered, touching the leather pouch at his belt.

      The villagers gasped.

      Now that's a horse of a different color. “Agreed. I shall face the mighty horde,” I declared, making the task sound far more daunting than it actually was. “Clear the square,” I shouted to the townsfolk with a grand sweep of my arm. The cut of my cloak rendered such gestures très dramatic.

      The villagers' faces brightened at the prospect of the niblings' imminent removal. They hastened to comply. Many held their breath. A hush fell.

      I strode to the center of the square and drew my sorciful flute with all the theatrics I could muster. I traced an orniculous symbol in the air. That would not aid my casting, but wizardry is 50% showmanship. I raised the instrument to my lips and played a dulcet canticle, followed by Bourée. The latter is not part of the spell, but the melody is always a crowd-pleaser.

      At once, the niblings desisted their digging, forsook their foraging, and stopped their snurfling. Instead, they swarmed about me, drawn to the sweet sounds like hummingbirds to honeysuckle.

      The villagers' eyes widened, their mouths agape.

      I led the bespelled beasts out of the village, through shadowy woods to a distant glade. There they stayed.

      I hummed a tune for my own amusement as I skipped back to the village, savoring the prospect of a lavish luncheon for their savior. The anticipation of a full belly raised my spirits considerably. But it turns out one should never count their birds before they hatch. Hmm. That's a catchy saying . . .

      “Huzzah! Hurray!” cheered the villagers. “Hats off to Evangeline!” They leaped and wept. They danced and pranced. They wirbilated in harmony with their beloved birds.

      “The niblings shall vex you no more,” I declared. Cue dramatic music. “Now, fulfill your oath.”

      “What now?” the small boy whispered to the mayor, unaware of my keen hearing. “You knew we had no rubies.”

      The mayor turned to me. “Well, I um . . . misspoke. Alas, we have no gems,” he said, holding up empty palms.

      “Yet you kept that under your hat,” I growled. He suffers from pride and greed. The irony was not lost on me.

      “How about ten woolyfloofs?” asked the mayor, pointing at a pen.

      “That was not our accord,” I declared, putting my hands on my hips. “Beware. I will brook no betrayal. I wield great power.”

      “No one threatens me,” growled the mayor, clenching his fists. “Certainly not a white-haired mottle-mantled piper. The pestiferous niblings are gone. You may have woolyfloofs or nothing.” He turned and marched off.

      He defrauds and derides me? I'm a friend of humanity, but even I have my limits. My face flushed.

      The faithless villagers retreated from my baleful glare.

      I would have swept out my flaming sword of fire and separated his duplicitous head from his shoulders, but that sort of thing is frowned upon by humans as too wrathful. Nor does it tend to encourage attendance at my musical recitals . . . except by the teenagers, that is.

      Again I drew my sorciful flute. I tapped a tree trunk two times and trilled a 'taliatory tune. The bretona birds flocked to me. Again I trod toward the tenebrous trees.

      The villagers gasped. “Wobius! What have we done?” they cried at the sight of their poultry in motion. They wailed and flailed to no avail. For they would never again behold their beloved birds.

      Far from the village, but no longer alone, I composed a new tune and sang with my flock. Or convocation? Parliament? In any event, it began thusly:

      “If you fail to play it straight, you'll no longer wirbilate.

      So, pay the angel, heed your words, and you won't lose your cherished birds.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I Am Gorbunk, Hear Me Braawr

          

          Scott M. Sands

        

      

    

    
      The blonde hotshot poised with his foot atop a felled space pirate? That's not me. The infamous smuggler beside him—not me either. And the princess? Just no. But the imposing, white-furred behemoth, out of frame in this metaphorical picture of galactic heroism, whose language no one understands?

      That's me, Gorbunk the Tob.

      I stomp up to them, along the third-deck hallway on the enemy starship. I crouch so my head doesn't scrape the ceiling, but I'm used to that. Even here, in space. The air is filled with a sizzled-hair scent from discharged plasma fire. Artificial lighting flickers off hotshot Binky's expensive jacket ahead.

      I hold my breath to listen for movement or noises from hidden pirates. I hear none. Behind Binky and Princess Elara, stacked crates and webbing signify a cargo hold. Clue, the smuggler, seems calm. She owns the Hyperlane and I'm her co-pilot. She's amazing at everything, with the exception of translating for me. She sucks at that. But her long, dark hair and light-hearted tone inspire me. Of all sentients I've met, I like Clue the best.

      Binky still has his KL2 plasma pistol angled down at a pirate—the one I disarmed and winded. The look on the hotshot's face says it all: he thinks this thug beneath his boot will help him find Faranon Var, recover the stolen starzium and gain the galaxy's unending thanks. He's probably right about that last part—galactic gals go for the well-dressed, robust type.

      I give the hallway another check. When I look back, Binky's smiling at Elara. I mean really smiling. He's staring at her blue eyes—and a dozen other places—entranced by the young lady's beauty. The pirate notices, too. His hand sneaks to his weapon holster.

      I want to shout out, save Binky's life. I know what everyone will hear when I talk; gibberish. It's sad and annoying at the same time that no one understands me. I speak, anyway.

      "Braaaaawr!"

      The three heroes stare in my direction a second before the pirate's hand flings to his side. The motion startles Binky, who flinches and ducks his head, giving a short squeal to accompany the movement. In his shock, he discharges his KL2.

      Just like that, our best lead to finding the stolen starzium is dead.

      "Braaawr-aawr!" You idiot!

      "What did he say?" Princess Elara says, brushing her hands against her slimming tan jacket. She looks at Clue.

      Clue pauses. Her eyes study the smoking hole in the pirate's chest. "I think he said the pirate was going for a weapon." She eyes Binky. "You saved us."

      Binky did not save us. Binky couldn't save hot air from falling. He's the biggest coward I've ever seen. A terrible wuss, and an even bigger pretender, posing every ten seconds. My vocal chords don't resonate like most species, so I can't pronounce his real name, Pell. In my native tongue, he's Binky.

      Princess Elara strides over next to Binky and places her delicate hand on his arm. She, on the other hand, is the most graceful female I know. Flowing, caramel hair, a round face and skin that makes you want to caress it, just to test whether it's softer than silk. Damn sexy, if you go for the furless type.

      "Gorbunk, you're lucky your distraction didn't cost someone their life," says Clue. She pats Binky's back. "If it wasn't for our friend's lightning reactions, things might have gone differently."

      I can only gape at Clue. An amazing smuggler. I've flown with her for eight years. She thinks she can speak my language. She has no idea. None. If she wasn't crafty and fun, I would never have stayed with her. She's 'Storm' to others. I usually call her Clue, to remind myself she has none.

       

      I shouldn't blame her, though. Nobody else understands my species. Not since the minstrel incident. Everyone thinks that lunatic's translation through song is accurate Tobspeak, Clue among them. My fur-tips knot just thinking about it. I tolerate this job's risks for the credits, and, more importantly, the chance at fame that might help undo the past, bring the true voice of my species to light.

      While the other three heroes celebrate that no one is hurt, I lean down near them to search the dead pirate's pockets. My thick, white fur touches against his scrappy shirt and pants. I manage to keep away from the scorching hole Binky made. After several minutes, I'm satisfied. The pockets are empty.

      As I go to stand, a slow-rising arm pulls out from behind a crate up ahead. It's holding a KL2 pistol, pointed in our direction. Without thinking, I grab Princess Elara and pull her down, kicking at Binky's knee to make him tumble.

      A shot rings out through the hallway. The next fraction of a second feels like every other moment in my life. Something's happening, but I'm not a part of it. Heat burns suddenly in my shoulder and I grasp it with my paw.

      Clue whips out the pistol from her waist holster and launches a blast down the hallway. It strikes the exposed arm attached to the weapon. The injured pirate falls from behind cover, clutching his wound. Clue's a great shot.

      The pain intensifies in my shoulder. It's really burning. "Braaawr-aaawr!"

      Clue, eyes fixed down the hallway, translates. "He says to check that pirate ahead. He feels fine."

      "Braaawr!"

      "Yep, he's good."

      There I am again in excruciating pain, shot and bleeding all over my beautiful white coat, with people right there, able to care for me. But no. They don't understand. Someday I'm going to flip over that.

      In agony, I spot a squad of red and brown uniforms running up the hall from the way we’ve come. They're a Jointar squad, like us, from the princess' homeworld. Eight troopers to reinforce us. Took their time. I'm half flopped on my back, overtop a dead pirate in the hallway between a large, stinking waste tube and a few damaged wall shards. Two troopers stay to help. A minstrel in a green hat with a black feather accompanies them. What on earth is he doing here? The remaining troopers press forward up the hallway to where Binky, Clue and Princess Elara interrogate the second pirate. I already hear something about Faranon Var, the dreaded galactic warlord we're here for. Who knows, maybe we'll catch a break as to his whereabouts so we can stop him before he attacks any more planetary hub stations or steals more precious starzium.

      Starzium. I've only held a handful of the self-heating mineral before. A biological wonder. A renewable heat source that works anywhere, it keeps many sectors with harsher climates from freezing. Heat has many applications, though. Goodness only knows what Var plans to do with it.

      Two troopers help me to my feet. My hero friends return.

      "Faranon Var's headed to the Balimi Sector," Binky says with a grin. Then he's walking back toward our transport, a step behind Elara. His eyes are still glued to her. The contingent of Jointar troopers trails in their wake, congratulating the heroes. Even the wounded pirate cuffed in their midst seems pleased.

      The galaxy just isn't fair.

      Beside me, the minstrel hops from one foot to another in some pathetic attempt at dance. He waves an ovular, stringed buitar afore his chest and jerks out three woeful chords repeatedly as he sings.

      
        
        "Blaring and brightly the starzium shines

        A galaxy's thanks for the heat it does bring

        Wicked, old pirates may shout 'it be mine!'

        Heroes, brave heroes, will dull their fell sting

      

        

      
        Mightiest lionheart, Pell stands above⁠—"

      

      

      Thud. I slam the large waste tube down over the minstrel's head, cutting him off mid-song and knocking his buitar from his hands. I can't help it. I can't stand those guys. I must get my species properly translated, so I can quit dreading them. Though my shoulder kills, I manage to drag the well-tubed musician to the nearest open door. I shove him inside and close it.

      Sweet relief.

      Clue shuffles back. I thought she'd gone with the others. She points at the door. The minstrel's instrument spins at my feet. "What's that about?"

      I don't answer. I just head for our ship and Clue follows. I'm sure someone there will tell us where Faranon Var is headed so we can catch him and get that starzium back.
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        * * *

      

      When the Hyperlane descends through Balimi's upper atmosphere and the scope of the vastly tropical planet comes into view, I'm not the only one on the starship to gasp. Golden sand stretches for miles against turquoise oceans, shimmering amid Bharm City's morning light. Now Tobs as a rule don't love sand—too easily stuck in your fur. Yet the place's charm has even me wanting to lose a few days relaxing my sore shoulder.

      A shame we'd come to a tropical paradise to hunt a galactic warlord.

      "We're touching down," Clue says from the Hyperlane's cockpit.

      When the starship's engines shut off, Clue and I amble to the guest quarters to retrieve Binky and the princess. Binky's frustrated brow demonstrates his opinion on having his 'princess chat time' interrupted. Elara gets up and makes for the loading ramp. Binky follows.

      A Balimian official with a bald head and wide orange glasses meets us at Landing Platform Seventeen. High thatch walls surround the area in an attempt to block out ruthless sand. Golden specks invade my fur, anyway. Dumb walls. The official extends a hand to Clue and Binky, then shakes my right paw—an unfortunate lapse in cultures. Paws hold your weapon. With them occupied, you're vulnerable. Only intimate friends or mates touch Tob paws.

      "Braaaawr," I say, spreading bulky arms.

      The official tries to maintain his smile, but cannot quite shroud his fear. He shuffles back.

      "Oh," Clue says, "Gorbunk displays great emotion toward you. He really likes you. You should feel privileged."

      If he does it again, he may feel knocked out.

      The official, pleased to keep things moving, ushers us along. Two waitresses bring trays with light, fruity liquids and drape coral necklaces over us as we walk. I take a long sip; it's smooth and apple flavored—with bite. Balimian cocktails live up to their reputation. We reach our destination at a hut village that overlooks the serene waters.

      "You believe that villainous scum Var will come to our peaceful planet?" the official says.

      Princess Elara replies. "Obviously. We acquired the information from one of his goons. He's coming for your starzium. Soon." Balimi has particularly large deposits of the mineral for such a small planet.

       

      "Where do you keep your biggest mined reserves?" Binky asks, gazing into the distant ocean like some mystic being.

      The official glances away briefly before replying. "Oh, we don't mine the resource much. We rarely need to. It warms our beautiful beaches naturally. It brings us many tourists. Now, while you await Faranon Var, please enjoy our hospitality." He indicates four reclining wicker chairs.

      "Braaawr-aawrr," I say. Mood turns my fur dark. We didn't come here to sunbathe.

      After five hours lazing in the chairs, I'm starting to melt beneath my thick fur. Clue looks content. She'd live out the rest of her life here—a smuggler at heart. Binky is happy as he's seated near Princess Elara, who has stripped down to modest bathing wear. The fool human male can't stop drooling. Only Elara appears troubled.

      I look at her. "Braawr-aawr?"

      "What?"

      Clue 'translates'. "He says 'this is the life.'"

      No, halfwit. We've waited too long. One of these days . . .

      As the red sun begins its long descent behind the ocean, the official from this morning heads over. "Ah, esteemed guests. We've been tracking all ships entering the system, as per your request. Nothing matching your description for Cauldonian vessels has approached our humble planet."

      "Sure about that?" Princess Elara says.

      "Of course."

      He's still nervous. It's more than just my presence—the man is hiding something. He scratches his bald head.

      "Braawr-aawr-aaaawr?" I ask. I need the truth on the planet's starzium.

      "He says 'do the cocktails come in strawberry?'"

      "Why, we have⁠—"

      "Braawr!"

      My sudden outburst throws him off. I stand and move closer.

      Elara stands, too. "Look, your planet's lovely and all, but Var won't be coming for sand. I'll ask again: does anyone mine your starzium?"

      The official shuffles, about to reply. I place huge paws on my hips, glare down into his face.

      "Well, ah yes. I suppose our leaders might maintain a small stockpile. For emergencies."

      That would have been worth mentioning before. I adjust my stance and start my paws close together then further apart, questioning the stockpile's size. The official looks at Clue for translation.

      "He's dancing to display thanks for your hospitality. Tobs have surprisingly good rhythm."

      Right then, I want to squeeze the wicker recliners into tiny pieces and toss them over the ocean. No one should have to put up with this. Maybe it's hopeless. I'll never be heard.

      Elara perceives the same thing I did. "How large is this stockpile, exactly? Tell me now."

      She really is bold, this one.

      "Oh, just modest really."

      "How large?"

      The official squirms. "About forty-six thousand pounds."

      "Forty-six thousand! That's a fortune! Var is sure to go for that. Any fool would."

      "Fortunately, the location is a planetary secret."

      The official lied to us. I turn my back on him and wait. "Braaawr-aawr-awr-ar."

      "Not sure what corn and diamonds have to do with anything, Gorbunk," Clue says.

      Oh, that makes my blood boil.
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