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Chapter One
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Regi was sorting reports when Vk slipped into his office. “You need to talk to Dante,” she said without preamble.

“Why? Is he annoying Ter again?” Dante took perverse pleasure in provoking the engineer. Given how many setbacks they’d encountered while doing repairs, the foul-mouthed engineer had less patience than ever. Since they were trapped on a Kowri world where the lingering fear of execution haunted the ship, his foul mood had been exacerbated. Ter’s profanities grew more creative every time his staff or their Kowri assistants identified yet another problem. At this point, a wounded freio would be safer than Ter.

Vk honked in amusement. “Like the rest of us, Dante has decided to avoid Ter until the current run of bad luck ends. Do you have an estimate for when your gods might stop blessing us with bad luck?”

Having the crew ask him to interpret the will of Kowri gods was a new experience for Regi. In the twelve years he had served on Coalition ships, crew members had either ignored any possibility of Regi having religious beliefs or deriding him for the possibility. In fact, the rest of the universe regarded belief in the gods as a sign that a culture was primitive and superstitious. defined a god as a myth written by superstitious primitives. For the Kowri, however, gods were the powerful, invisible neighbors who brought their twin blessings of disaster and opportunity in order to guide the Empire. Kowri who failed to listen suffered such an excess of bad luck that they died. They were dangerous neighbors.

Regi leaned back in his chair. “I cannot control or predict Ter. Why do you believe I could predict Kowri gods who are so massive that the Kowri appear as insignificant as gibuks crawling in the dirt?”

“I thought your goddess loved you.”

“The Lady Divashi blesses me with bad luck and opportunity so that I will do her work. That is not love. Or if it is your definition of love, you should speak to Ean about your questionable emotional responses. I understand that she hopes to address the psychological impact on individual crew members after having been trapped in hostile territory for so long.”

Vk cleared her nose with a huff. “You have a point. I do not envy you the attention of your gods. I am concerned about a disclosure from Bevit,” she announced in an abrupt change of topic.

“I haven't seen a report.”

“She was attempting to avoid anything official because she understands that you are sensitive about Dante's reputation.”

Regi’s fur rose in alarm. “What did she hope to avoid saying publicly?”

Her nose wrinkled. “Until Dante joined us, it never occurred to me how difficult it must be to have one's actions be judged as the standard by which an entire species is evaluated. I know that few of my species leave our planets, but outsiders visit and there are enough of us in service to various ships that if one looks up my species’ name in the database, my skills and shortcomings are not used as the standard for all of Heor.” Vk gave Regi a sharp and insightful look. She was his second-in-command in the security division, so if anyone would realize the isolating nature of having been the only Kowri in all of Coalition space, it would be her.

“I came to terms with it long ago,” Regi said.

Vk straightened her nose out again, a gesture of agreement. “Maybe you are used to it, but I suspect Dante isn't, which is why the doctor did not want to put it into the record that he is currently imbibing fluid Merbol gave him with the intent of lowering his own inhibitions and disconnecting from personal concerns.”

That was the most technical description of inebriation Regi had ever heard. “Dante is a medically fragile species. If he has been given illicit substances to alter his function, he should be in Medical.” He swiped his desk to disconnect access and stood. 

Vk moved to block his exit. “As Dr. Bevit pointed out, if he is in Medical, then she must generate a report. Since there are so few reports on the biological function of huumans, then his choice to become inebriated may be interpreted as a species trait.”

They knew how difficult it was for some individuals to obtain work on Coalition stations or ships because they were from species perceived as irresponsible due to species traits. Dante's behavior now could define his people's relationship with the universe for the next several centuries.

“What does Bevit want me to do?”

“She wants you to stay with him and ensure that if there is a medical emergency, you call her.”

As much as Regi feared the idea of Dante being alone while intoxicated, he was even more fearful of spending too much time alone with him. “Dante is a rather hearty individual considering that he comes from a medically fragile species. I'm sure he is fine,” Regi said. He ignored the burning panic in the base of his throat that urged him to rush to Dante’s side.

Ever since they had been lost in the wilderness together, Regi had developed an inappropriate fondness for the man. Dante had been stolen from his own world and his own people when he was still too young to be an adult by his own definition. He had never given in to self-death, even though his species’ had a word for it, suicide, implying huumans used it regularly enough to require a unique term. And his loyalty had challenged Regi’s own beliefs about those who were not fully adult.

No, Regi was not to be trusted around an inebriated Dante. Regi did not trust himself. He did not want to take advantage, but the desire was present and he could not ignore it. Therefore, he would rather shave his fur than place himself in the way of such temptation.

Instead of being impressed by Regi's self-control, Vk narrowed her eyes and studied him the way one might an edvidas that had crawled into one's quarters, leaving a trail of violently yellow slime behind.

“He requires monitoring,” Vk said deliberately, so much so that the translator in Regi's head tingled in distress as it attempted to overcome the unfamiliar pronunciation.

Regi tried to keep his ears forward, but it was a battle. “If that is true, perhaps you should sit with him.” 

Vk was a good choice. She had left her world because she did not fit into the cultural expectations of her people, including the expectation to find a mate. Even if she grew to admire Dante as much as Regi did, she would never overstep that boundary due to her innate asexual nature. It made her the perfect companion for an inebriated Dante.

Vk huffed, expelling tiny bits of mucus lining. She didn't even apologize for spewing bodily fluids. She leaned into Regi's space, her hands braced on his desk. “If something is happening that requires him to escape reality to such an extent that he would use chemical means, then he requires a friend. I assumed you were his friend. If you are not, tell me and I shall be sure to fill that role and express my displeasure with your duplicitous nature as a duty of friendship.”

Regi held his hands low in supplication. “It's not a good idea for me to be around him when his inhibitions are lowered.”

“Why?”

Regi stared at her. She stared back. Then she straightened. Her nose lengthened so much all the wrinkles smoothed and her eyes grew wide. “I had thought you too inhibited to have such thoughts, Regi a’Divashi.”

Regi sighed. He should have known he couldn’t keep his feelings from Vk forever. “So did I,” he admitted.

“That does not explain why you refuse to sit with a friend who needs your presence.”

“Yes, it does. He needs a friend—an individual who will not pursue his own interests ahead of Dante’s. I trust you to be Dante's friend, but I do not trust myself.”

Vk gave him a look full of pity. “You are too critical of yourself. And you are too dismissive of Dante and his strength of personality. I have seen him force any number of people into verbal retreat. If you show an interest he is unwilling to return, he will force you to yield.”

“If he is such a formidable individual, I expect he can handle intoxication.” Regi’s guilt whispered that personal fortitude and medical durability were not aligned in Dante’s species.

“Considering that Bevit has no idea how huumans might metabolize intoxicating fluids, I do not have that much faith.”

Regi was not equipped to protect Dante, although he had a passionate desire to detain Merbol for the sin of providing those fluids. “I assume the doctor has performed compatibility tests on the liquid and Dante’s biology.” Surely Dante was not foolish enough to imbibe an alien substance without checking for safety.

“Bevit believes it safe, but she also said that her belief is not absolute because huuman physiology is beyond her medical experience, and the database has no information to supplement her own. So you,” Vk said before she poked three fingers into his chest, “need to get over your issues and sit with him in case there is a medical need. And while you are there, determine why your friend has asked for mind-altering liquids. That is not in Dante's character.”

“You could assist as well as I.”

“Stop being a coward,” Vk said before leaving.

Outside the ship, Regi was an exalted. Kowri listened to him with awe. True, a significant percentage of Kowri hated him for bringing outsiders into Kowri space, but even the ones who hated him maintained respect. On the ship, that was not the case.

A petty part of Regi wanted to document Vk's refusal to accept an assignment given to her by her superior, but that wouldn't be fair. And Regi did value fairness. He also valued not taking advantage of a male too new to the universe to understand his place in it. So apparently, he was doomed to an evening of exerting iron self-control.

Either that or Regi was about to shame himself and the gods. The odds of that were higher than Regi would like.

When Regi stormed out of his office, he was in a dangerous mood. More than one crew member reversed direction to avoid him, but all too soon Regi was outside the room Dante had claimed. He took a deep breath and opened the door to see Dante sprawled on the floor. Because their Coalition ship required a curved cradle the Kowri Empire dock did not possess, the room, including Dante’s mattress, was at a thirty-degree angle.

That seemed rather appropriate given how off-balance Regi felt in this situation. Dante lay on his back with his butt off the mattress and one hand flung wide, his odd number of digits clutching the narrowest part of a bottle. Regi was going to kill Merbol for giving Dante alcohol or Bevit for not confiscating it or Vk for making him deal with this.

“Regi!” Dante said in a musical voice.

“How are you feeling?” Regi asked.

Dante tilted his head to one side and smiled. “Regi! My partner in crime! My buddy! Your people make some damn good booze. You could make a hell of a living selling this stuff back home.” He lifted the bottle.

“If my career as a Coalition security officer or a Kowri exalted ends, I will consider your suggestion.” Regi wondered where he should sit. This was the room where the pirates had once kept the captured dops whose poison they had harvested to create narcotics.

All but two of the dops had moved on: Peaches, the older female Dante had inexplicably named after sweet tree fruits, and a much smaller male that remained ardent in his attempts to impress the lady and earn her favor. As the other dops had left, Dante had removed their cages, but he had not obtained any additional furniture, leaving the bed the only place to sit.

So Regi had a choice of looming over Dante or sitting on the bed next to him as he sprawled. The first was awkward; the second, dangerous.

“Who ratted me out?” Dante asked.

Regi perched on the farthest corner. “Your verb did not translate.”

“Ratted? It means to tell others something that they have no right to know. It means to be like a rat with their beady little eyes and their naked tails.” He gave a breathy laugh.

Regi frowned. “No one on this ship has a naked tail.”

“Exactly,” Dante cried in triumph before he jostled the bottle enough to make the contents slosh. “And that is why you should not be a rat because rats have naked tails, and you would look funny with a naked tail.” He laughed far more loudly than a species that used the same part of the anatomy for the production of sound and the eating of food should be able to.

“Why are you drinking?”

“Why wouldn't I drink?”

“Because you never have before,” Regi said.

“That you know of,” Dante said in triumph before he descended into mad giggles. 

Regi waited. Dante had too much facility with manipulating the translator, so getting information out of him was like tying a bow on a freio.

After many long moments of silence, Dante said, “Vk is good with numbers.”

“Is she?” Regi would compliment Vk on her interrogation technique, on her ability to de-escalate conflicts, on her encyclopedic memory of various species, and her calm under pressure. However, he had never known her to be good with numbers. That was more Ter and his crew.

“Yep.” Dante raised one finger into the air and pointed at the ceiling in a gesture Regi had no hope of interpreting.

“What numbers does she show skill in manipulating?”

“Did you know that our day on Earth and your day on this world are about the same length?”

“Are they?” Many inhabited planets had similar orbits and similar sizes, leading to similar planetary rotation and length of day because the viable zone in a solar system was narrow. Most solar systems had no planets at all—only uninhabitable planetoids that were too small and close to the sun or too large, cold and distant from it.

“Yes,” Dante said, the word exploding out of him. “When I first got grabbed, I couldn't sleep on the ship. There was no sense of day or night or morning or sunrises or... What was I saying?” He blinked in confusion.

“Vk and her numbers.”

Dante looked startled. “Oh yeah. I struggled with sleep cycles. But since I've been here, I can sleep through the night for the first time in forever.”

Living in captivity was, no doubt, inimical to a healthy sleep schedule. “I don't understand what this has to do with Vk and numbers,” Regi said.

Dante sat up fast and then clung to the edge of his mattress with both hands. “I don't feel good.”

Regi tensed. “Do you need to go to the doctor?”

“No, but I should not be vertical.” Dante swung his body around in the opposite direction and then dropped back down so his head was in Regi's lap.

Regi froze, horror keeping him immobile when decency mandated that he flee. To make matters worse, Dante started stroking Regi’s arm. Those long, delicate fingers tickled Regi’s skin for a time before he stopped, and his single thumb traced circles that sent shivers through Regi.

“So, Vk and her numbers,” Dante said, oblivious about the effect he was having. “I asked Vk to take the numbers that I know. There are thirty and a half days in a month and there are twelve months in a year, and I asked her to look at the ship’s data and tell me how long I had been on the ship if we assume a Kowri day and an Earth day are close enough for government work.”

“‘Government work’?” Regi scrambled for anything to distract himself from Dante’s warm touch against his body.

“Government work,” Dante said again, but this time the syllables were so slurred that the translator could not interpret them properly. Regi could only tell what he had said because the mouth sounds mimicked the ones Dante had just pronounced.

“I have been on that ship for nineteen months,” Dante said in a tiny voice.

Regi winced. That was a significant period of time. “I am sorry you have suffered so much. I wish Divashi could have led us to you sooner.” The goddess had helped Regi find the pirate ship, but she had not done so until the other huuman slaves had self-killed and Dante had suffered far too much.

Dante shook his head once and then grabbed Regi's arm with both hands and breathed for several minutes. “Don't say that. If you had come earlier, it might not have worked out. Maybe the pirates would've come back sooner and your whole crew would have died and I would be in space until I couldn't do it anymore and I asked Peaches to stab me. Do you think Peaches would've stabbed me if I'd asked her to?” Dante looked at the fat dop currently licking her own belly.

Given that dops carried out the will of the goddess Divashi and the goddess favored Dante, Regi expected she would have if death had been the last escape. He was endowed with infinite gratitude that the Lady had found another way to save all of them, even if it meant their original Coalition ship had gotten sucked into a black hole.

“So anyway,” Dante said, “nineteen months. I had my twenty-first birthday, and I can now legally drink. Getting drunk on your twenty-first birthday is a rite of passage.”

That explained the situation. Dante might not indulge in mind-altering substances normally, but few individuals eschewed their species’ rites of passage. It was reasonable for Dante to hold to his people’s rituals.

“Is there any way I can assist in this rite?” Regi asked. He understood this was the final boundary between growth years and adult years, and he mourned that the moment had passed on a slave ship with no one to mark such a momentous occasion.

Dante’s chest spasmed and his breathing made an odd cut-off sound that terrified Regi for the half second it took Dante to start speaking. “I think I'm a bad person.”

“You most certainly are not.” Dante had stood beside Regi in a radiation-soaked section of the ship and when they’d been tracked by Gavd monotheists. He had defended Regi’s religion to the Coalition crew and risked his life against their enemies. He was unequivocally good.

“I am bad, bad, very bad. Do you know what I miss most about home? Do you? Marengo!”

“‘Marengo’?” Regi did not know this word.

“My horse,” Dante said. Then his chest spasmed again, although he appeared unconcerned about the interruption in his breathing.

Regi knew horses were like pebafri, only without the horns or the ability to digest meat. “Given your fondness for four-legged creatures, I am unsurprised.”

“But I should miss my family most. Sure, my dad is a complete dick. He's probably making hay out of my disappearance the way he did out of my mother's murder. He'll get a whole new election cycle of commercials out of it.” His voice grew strange as it took on a lower tone that did not match his normal voice. “‘Look at how far crime has reached into rural Texas. We must stop illegal immigration. We must hate all outsiders’.” The way Dante waved his arms about and changed his pitch suggested he was mocking such positions, but it was disturbing that he would even assign those beliefs to his father.

“That would be offensive.” In truth, Regi was more offended by the idea of a leader capitalizing on the disappearance of a child than he was at the rampant xenophobia. After all, his own people had a long and storied history of killing outsiders.

“Offensive. Yep, that is my father to a T. Offensive. But you know who is not offensive? Mary is not offensive. She is my decent sister. My other sister, Emily, she's not offensive either, but she's offended. She's nice enough to be offended quietly and out of sight. She never says anything shitty to my face.” Dante nodded. “She’s always polite enough to talk crap behind my back where I don’t have to see it. But Mary. Mary. Mary is a good person. I should miss Mary more.”

“I am grateful you had someone to support you in your youth.” Regi was unsure of this territory. He never had siblings. He’d begged his parents for a sibling for five harvest-season festivals in a row as a child, but they had never wanted another. Sometimes Regi wondered if his fathers regretted investing so much of their lives with a wife who chose her goddess over any of them.

“Support me.” Dante poked Regi in the stomach. “That is my point. Mary always supported me. She even had me as a bridesman in her wedding. I should miss her more than my horse, and I am a horrible human being for missing Marengo more.”

Since Regi had no concept of the relationships huumans should have with siblings or domesticated animals, he could provide no advice on the specifics. However, he caught Dante's hand in his and held it until Dante tilted his head back to look Regi in the eyes. “You are a good person,” Regi said.

Dante's eyes grew watery and then he closed them. Regi struggled to find some other words of comfort, but he knew so little of Earth that he had none. Instead, he held Dante as his breathing grew ragged and irregular.

After a time, it smoothed out into the cadence of sleep. He held Dante, watching over him to ensure the intoxicants did not cause him to stop breathing. That was his reason for sitting with Dante’s head in his lap, and Regi would maintain that under torture and interrogation. Now he had to believe it himself.

.
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Chapter Two
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Dante woke feeling as if something fuzzy and dead had fallen into his mouth. With a grimace, he tried to roll to his side to find he was pinned by Regi's weight against his left shoulder. “Regi?”

Regi twitched, his hand coming up to rest on Dante's chest, but he didn't open his eyes.

This was nice. With Regi sleeping next to him, Dante could imagine a future where this was normal. He wished he understood Regi’s people well enough to know whether he should hope for a future. Other than the fact that pregnancy required three individuals and that Regi had the Kowri-normal two fathers and one mother, Dante knew precious little about how Kowri personal lives worked. The potential for social humiliation was rather high.

Rather than embarrassing himself, Dante confined himself to fantasies. He had almost drifted off to sleep again when the chime for the door sounded. Regi startled, jerked upright, and then rolled off the edge of the slanted bed to the hard floor.

In a flash, Regi bolted to his feet and drew his weapon. Being a security officer on an alien police vessel gave a man good reflexes. When the door slid open, Vk stood there, her nose crumpled to half normal size.

“What's wrong?” Regi demanded. 

Fear and Regi’s powerful voice made Dante’s head throb in time with his heartbeat. Getting drunk was never as much fun the next morning.

Vk held her hands low. “There has been an altercation outside the ship. No one is injured, but the captain requests you attend.”

Regi smoothed his hands over his uniform top and glanced over to Dante before he strode out of the room with a grace that made him resemble a predator. Vk’s nose lengthened a little, so hopefully this wasn’t too serious. “Are you all right? Your color is alarming,” Vk asked him.

Dante rubbed a hand over his face. “I’m hungover.”

“Hung over what?”

Dante blinked. He’d never realized English was so illogical until aliens started asking him to explain himself. “It means my body hasn’t processed out all the poisons from last night’s drinking.”

“‘Poisons’?” Her nose scrunched up tight again. “Do you need medical assistance?”

Dante sighed. “I’ll be fine. Water and getting a chance to pee will fix at least fifty percent of it.”

Vk still appeared concerned. “I should assist Regi, but I can request Thet’thec monitor your health until the toxins are processed.”

Dante wondered how bad things were if Regi needed help. Dante knew he didn’t understand much of the politics between the Coalition crew and the Kowri, but the Kowri did seem to think he had some authority since one of their goddesses had taken a shine to him. Maybe he could use that authority to back Regi up. “I’m fine. In fact, once I pee, I’ll be down to watch Regi get annoyed with people.”

Vk’s nose tightened even more. “Perhaps you should stay here.”

Now Dante was more worried. However, he waved her concern away before heading toward the bathroom. He hoped Vk wouldn’t do something like lock the door or call Thet’thec to keep him in his room. That fear made him hurry through peeing, splashing water on his face and pulling on a clean shirt. Yesterday’s pants would have to do because alien boots took too long to get off and he wanted to get outside.

Peaches was waiting on her crate when he left the bathroom, and he scooped her up before heading toward the main exit. He had just finished clambering down the slanted ladder when a pair of Kowri marched toward him. They were both large males—da-males. Regi insisted da-males were slower to anger and, despite their size, less likely to start conflicts than either di-males or females. However, Bekdi a’Gavd was a da-male, and he was as aggressive, offensive, and xenophobic as any shotgun-totin’, homophobic redneck from back home.

Between the fear souring his stomach and the hangover, Dante was close to vomiting, but he refused to turn tail and run from trouble. He wasn’t a slave, and he had as much right to defend himself as anyone else on this ship. “What are you folks doing inside the ship? I thought Kowri avoided this place.”

“Move,” one snarled, and neither slowed. 

Dante’s courage was thinning, and he was eyeing a narrow side passage when Peaches came to life. She stood on her back legs, turned her back to the two Kowri and shook her quills with a tiny high-pitched war cry. It would have been cute if not for the rattling poisonous quills that could kill with a scratch. And she was standing on his shoulder while doing it.

The two Kowri knew the danger because they both stumbled backward, their eyes large and their fur standing on end so they looked particularly fuzzy and cute. “Dop!” one cried out.

Dante scoffed. “Of course she’s a dop. The temple knows Peaches and Peewee still live on the ship.” Dante felt a little guilty that the name Peewee had stuck for the small male that continually tried to court Peaches, but if the shoe fit, the tiny dop had to wear it.

“You’re Dante a’Texas,” the other male said. Dante noticed that they never called him Dante a’Divashi, even if Divashi showed her interest in him. One day, Dante would slip and reveal that Texas was a place and not a god, and the Kowri were not going to be amused. “We have been ordered to secure the communication and engineering sections. We would request you step aside to avoid any injuries.” The male stared at Peaches, so he was concerned about his own hide. Smart man. Dante had seen someone die from dop poison, and it was an ugly and painful death.

“I thought the temple was keeping the Coalition and Kowri separate. Why are you in here?”

The two Kowri exchanged a glance and then the first male took a careful step forward. “We are followers of Gavd, on orders from Bekdi a’Gavd. We do not have time to delay.”

Well, crap. If Bekdi was involved, something was wrong. The male was a major power in temple politics, so Dante moved to the side and waved to invite them to pass. Unlike Earth ships where corridors were so tiny that only one person could walk at a time, alien ships had wide corridors, probably to accommodate the larger aliens. Dr. Bevit resembled a sumo wrestler with a dozen boobs and a hairstyle fit for the most flamboyant drag queen, and Ean resembled like a pyramid with her tiny head and her massive... hips? Butt? Entire region above her four stubby legs.

The extra space meant all three of them could have stood shoulder to shoulder and still had room, but the two Gavd followers plastered themselves to the far wall and slid past single file. Dante assumed they knew where they were going, and he hoped the Coalition crew wouldn’t try to stop them. Kowri didn’t like outsiders, and if Regi’s security crew tried to block their way, it wouldn’t end well.

Dante had seen what Kowri weapons could do, and he shuddered to think of them turned against people he knew, many of whom he liked. Sure, Ean was annoying in her attempts to get him to talk about his captivity and Ter was the singularly most offensive person he had ever met, but the former had a good heart, and the latter was amusing.

Standing at the ship’s exit, Dante saw dozens of Kowri standing around the ship and Regi was toe-to-toe with Bekdi near one of the large protrusions that kept the ship from rolling onto its side.

Regi and Bekdi were both fluffy with fury, as were many of the other watching Kowri Captain Cota stood next to Ter, his hands low as he spoke with a tall female Kowri, and Vk had planted herself at Regi’s side, glowering at Bekdi with her nose tucked up close to her face.

Even the sky reflected the mood with flat-bottomed dark gray clouds blocking out the planetary rings that bejeweled the sky.

Dante eased down the ramp, the earlier urge to vomit returning full force. However, his quarters in the ship wouldn’t protect him if there was an open conflict, and he refused to hide. When Dante had covered half the distance, Bekdi a’Gavd shifted his glare to Dante. Dante straightened and walked faster. He wasn’t going to let anyone intimidate him, not again. It wasn’t as though Bekdi was a slaver who could pull out a dyl stick, and if he tried to abuse his power as a law-enforcement officer, Dante trusted that both Regi and Peaches would defend him. That was a lot of protection.

“Good morning, everyone.”

Regi kept his focus on Bekdi. “Dante, return to the ship.”

“Is there a problem?”

“There is a prodigious problem. Did you convince the unbeliever that the gods exist?” Bekdi poked his double thumbs toward Ter. Regi gave a subvocal growl, and Bekdi’s fur rippled.

“I did. I pointed out that if he valued logic, he had to accept that powerful entities have left evidence of their existence. If you can scan for particles left by the gods’ interference, then they exist, and his disbelief was illogical.”

Regi took a quick step forward, and Bekdi retreated fast, his hand landing on his weapon. Considering Regi was a good foot shorter, Bekdi’s caution made him look ridiculous. Maybe he realized that because he took a step toward Regi, his elbows bent in body language so human Dante had seen it on any number of school-yard bullies.

“Dante a’Texas does not offend the gods by insisting they exist. To do otherwise would be blasphemy.” Regi spit the words.

“Discussing theology with outsiders is blasphemy!” Bekdi shouted back.

From the other side of the entrance ramp, Ter yelled. “This is unacceptable. I have work I need to accomplish and that brain-damaged disappointment who shames the genetic material his parents contributed stopped me from being able to do that. Tell all these sycophantic followers of illogical gods to get away from my ship.”

Captain Cota bellowed, “Engineer Ter, stand down and do not speak.” However, it was too late. Bekdi whirled away from Regi and stormed toward Ter. Physically, Ter was no match. Where Bekdi was tall and muscled and broad, Ter was tall and spindly and twitchy. Dante still thought he resembled a poorly assembled scarecrow, but instead of cowering, Ter stuck out his elbows and his tail twitched like an angry cat’s.

“You dare insult our gods?”

“If they are that powerful, my words don’t bother them. However, you’re a small-minded pedant and despot if you think you have the right to tell the rest of the universe how to talk.”

“You are on our planet, outsider.”

Captain Cota grabbed Ter’s arm and jerked him back before stepping between the two. “We apologize, Lawkeeper Bekdi a’Gavd. Ter is intemperate with his words, a trait that gets him in so much trouble that Coalition stations we frequent know his name and reputation. He often questions my own parentage, so I will beg your forgiveness since insulting others has become the only religion he will follow.” Captain Cota held his hands low, but his pupils were narrow like a goat’s. He was annoyed. Dante just didn’t know who was annoying him the most.

“Only the mercy of Gavd prevented you from being destroyed in space, and this is how you repay the god’s generosity.” Bekdi moved so close to Captain Cota their chests were inches apart.

Captain Cota took a slow step back. “I cannot speak of your gods since I do not know them, but I respect the generous and thoughtful decisions made by the Kowri crew who found us in distress. We recognize that our presence here is disruptive, so Ter’s enthusiasm for fixing our ship might have overshot his good sense in how to address others. We offer sincere apologies.”

“I don’t,” Ter snapped. “They were interfering with my ability to work, and that is unacceptable.”

Captain Cota’s pupils narrowed more, but he kept his gaze on Bekdi. “Engineer Ter, report to the brig. You are on report, and you will serve twenty-two hours in confinement for gross contempt. Security chief Regi, please escort him.”

Ter’s tail stilled before it started whipping about, slapping the back of his thighs. “I have work which requires my presence.”

“Your work will be completed by assistants or the Kowri, from this point forward, you are not permitted outside the ship without either Security Chief Regi or myself as escort. Now return to the ship.”

Ter pulled on his ear and stared at the captain for an uncomfortable amount of time, but then he moved toward the ramp. Bekdi intercepted him. “You will not be allowed to escape punishment for your actions. You insulted the gods, cast aspersions on their morals, and assaulted a respected technician.”

“I did not. I threw a badly seamed ship scale, and if Hrole has too few cells in his eyeballs capable of properly processing light signals, then that is his dysfunction and a good explanation for why he cannot lay a seam able to prevent a pirate ship from flying down the gap in the middle.”

Regi threw himself between the two men. “Bekdi a’Gavd, your authority extends to all those under the purview of the great Lord of Justice, but Ter is not one. He will return to the ship, and you will not see him again. No other Kowri will.”

Ter spoke. “But I have to—”

“Enough!” Regi roared, and Ter stumbled back several steps, his long arms flailing and his tail twirling in a circle before he caught his balance again. “Go to the ship.”

Bekdi closed on Regi until they were chest to chest with Regi looking up at the much larger male. “You are a Kowri under the authority of the gods; therefore, I order you to have the outsider report to the temple pronaos,” Bekdi demanded.

This was not going well, and Ter could say something offensive at any time, so Dante employed a few skills learned in endless hours of soccer drills and darted around both Kowri, caught Ter by the arm and jerked him hard enough that Ter had to concentrate on keeping his two legs and one tail under his body, leaving him no energy to protest the manhandling. The translator didn’t offer any suggestions for the sharp syllables that came from Ter’s mouth too fast for the tiny computer embedded in their brains; however, cursing sounded like cursing in any language—even an alien one. Dante shoved Ter up the gangplank and would have taken him straight to engineering, only the Kowri who had passed Dante earlier were coming down the ladder, so Dante shoved Ter into the first room inside the ship.

“What are you doing in my ship? This is Coalition territory,” yelled Ter before Dante triggered the door to close. 

A half second later, Ter triggered it to open, and Dante triggered it to close before it had opened more than two inches. They were still doing that—open, close, open, close, open, close—when the two Kowri passed them, giving Dante and Peaches a wide berth.

“Let me out, you asymmetrical monstrosity of a half-wit,” Ter shouted. 

Dante triggered the door to close. The two left, but they weren’t even halfway down the ramp when one called out in a loud voice, “The outsiders have erased all data to hide that they were stealing our technology.” 

The Kowri audience who had gathered around the ship erupted into angry cries.

Dante had seen a mob or two in his time. His father’s politics tended to inspire either devotion or abject fury. However, he could now say with certainty that mobs, like profanity, transcended species. When Ter triggered the door to open this time, Dante didn’t close it, and Ter stood behind him, his tail hanging straight down.

“Excrement stains on food rations,” Ter whispered.

“Yep,” Dante agreed. That did seem to capture the general mood.
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Chapter Three
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When Bekdi turned to the ship, striding toward his two men, Dante shoved Ter back into the room and triggered the door closed. He had the advantage of a poisonous sidekick, so he stood guard and prayed that either Regi or Cota could control Bekdi. If he bullied his way up the ramp, Dante was going to have to stop him, and he didn’t want to. In fact, his stomach was in knots.

Some god, either the type the Kowri believed in or the one his grandmother prayed to, must have listened because Regi stepped in front of Bekdi before he could put a single foot on the gangplank. “You overstep yourself. Nawr is the elder for the cold weather temple. Only a plenum can override a decision already made, and the temple has decided that the ship is Coalition territory.”

Bekdi looked at his two men. 

One proclaimed, “The outsiders wiped all their communications and engineering data before we could retrieve our proof.” 

Bekdi growled at Regi before he stomped away. The crowd parted for him, but the general volume of angry voices increased exponentially. Regi said something to Vk, and she hurried up the ramp into the ship, Captain Cota behind her. They both stopped near Dante, who was still peering around the curve of the corridor.
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