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“Captain Raker, we are leaving Unity-space.”

Dath Raker leaned back in his chair on the bridge of the Republic battlecruiser Tenacity, relaxing for the first time since they’d departed Morvena. The main holoscreen showed the weird distortions of star-light bending around the ship in streaks and whorls of phosphorescence as it punched through reality on the propulsion of its Void Drives. He’d always found a strange comfort in the phenomena.

“Thanks, Sergio.” Dath glanced left, over at the Tactical station, where Lieutenant Alvarez sat, doubling his normal functions with Systems to give some of the normal bridge complement a rest. “ETA to the Republic border?”

“Seventy-eight hours, present speed,” Alvarez replied with a smile that caused the spray-bandage on his right cheek to flake, marring his otherwise artful, black curl-crowned features. Like much of the crew of Tenacity—and, indeed, the ship itself—he still bore the marks of their recent trials. “We could cut that time.”

Considering, Dath ran a hand back-to-forward over the smoothness of his scalp. Fingertips lingering when they encountered the ridge of scar tissue that ran down through the right eyebrow, through the artificial eye. He knew something of wounds, oh yes. “Maintain cruising speed, Void Five. No need to wind up Rougan.”

Alvarez smirked at that. Tenacity’s Chief Engineer had been a bundle of nerves and complaints, nursing the ship along. With one engine down, the remaining two had already been strained far past their design specs in the fight to prevent the Morvenan Unity from sliding into civil war. Straining them more, now, would accomplish little.

“This stretch of Wild Space is pretty sparse, anyway,” Alvarez noted and touched his console.

A regional star map superimposed itself over part of the light-speed dance on the main screen. Tenacity blinked as she crossed over from a cluster of worlds color-coded neutral gray into a swath of utterly black territory—unclaimed by any local power. From the far side of this, the blue-coded border of the Republic of Sanctuary beckoned.

“Should be a quiet time,” Dath agreed.

A ping from the Communications station made a mockery of his words before they’d fully left his mouth. “Captain,” said Clemens, the dusky-skinned, blonde officer there, as she listened to her headset, “subspace transmission inbound, direct tachyon stream.” She frowned and pivoted her seat to look at him. “It’s live, sir. Red-band.”

“Gah,” Dath muttered before he thought better of it. Red-band meant the Admiralty. And he could only guess at what cheery tidings they brought for him. “Ensign Zovga,” he called to the craggy reptilian giant at the helm station below and before him, “slow to Void Speed One to reduce space-time distortion.” He got up from his chair. “Might as well get a clear signal. Clemens, patch it through to my ready room.

“Aye sir.”

“Probably best to take this one in private,” he muttered. “Alvarez, the bridge is yours.”

“Aye sir,” he replied with a rueful smile and rose from Tactical.

Dath turned for the rear right corner of the bridge and strode for the hatch leading to his office. It whisked open at his nearness, but he paused, looked back over his shoulder.

Alvarez settled in at the chair overlooking the pit where Zovga worked to slow Tenacity’s velocity. Hexagonal in arrangement, walkways ran to left and right around its perimeter, Communications and Tactical stations to the left; Systems and Operations to the right—all attention funneling towards the main screen. The business-like murmurs of the crew added to the aching familiarity of the scene. This place—this ship—was more home to him than any world.

He wondered if it was all about to be taken away.

Come on, he thought, stepping fully into the chamber beyond and letting the door hiss shut at his back. No sense delaying things.

The compartment aft and starboard of the bridge was a tight fit, space being at a premium, even on a Fenris-class battlecruiser. A single slash of window offered a view of space-time smearing past the Number Two Voice Drive nacelle, the soft blue glow of its Cherenkov radiation providing most of the dim room’s light. Dath sidled along the back wall, into his desk chair, and touched a tabletop control.

“I’m ready, Clemens.”

A globular hologram pixelated into being over his desk. Within it, momentarily fraught with lines of distortion, glowered a cold, patrician face. Vice Admiral Dick Gunderson, commanding the Fifth Battle Squadron of the Sanctuary Home Fleet, had neatly-clipped blonde hair, chilly blue eyes, and features cast by genetic-tailoring into near marble-bust perfection.

“Raker,” he growled.

Dath forced a smile, even as his heart pumped currents of mingling distaste and dread into his bloodstream. “Admiral.”

“I’d start with detailing all the ways you made a mess of the Morvenan situation, Captain,” Gunderson began in a tone that left no doubt the animosity between them was mutual, “but I get the feeling you’d just tune me out—the way you did your orders.”

Dath shrugged, decided feigned-nonchalance would profit him more than open defiance. “We prevented the Golgothans from fomenting an insurrection in the Unity, one that would have placed a new state, hostile to the Republic on our flank.”

“And you triggered a religious crisis.” Gunderson began counting on his fingers in mocking exaggeration. “And you harbored a state criminal. And you offended at least half their ruling caste” he clenched the fist and slammed it down “de-railing years of diplomatic work to forge an official alliance with the Republic!”

Dath worked his jaw to control his temper. “The Unity remains neutral and at least friendly to Sanctuary.” He raised his mismatched eyebrows. “Better than the alternative.”

Gunderson grunted and a smear of static marred his image. “Which is the only reason we’re not having you removed from command immediately and thrown in the brig,n” he rumbled. “As it is, you will stand before a Board of Inquiry into your actions.”

Swallowing back a surge of bile, Dath replied, “Aye sir.”

“Some” Gunderson paused meaningfully, obviously counting himself among them “would prefer convening an official court-martial proceeding.” He snorted bitterly. “But your House Mosle patrons hold enough of the Archonal seats, now, that there is less zeal for that than there otherwise would have been.”

Dath blinked, realizing with a jolt of hope that that outcome was not at all certain. Cautiously, he cleared his throat and kept the smile in his nerves from surfacing on his face. “I, ah, try to stay out of politics, sir.”

“Ha,” Gunderson snorted again. He leaned back in his chair, looked to be in the ready room of his own flagship, the Union-class dreadnought, Archon. Rage appeared to deflate from the man, left him looking a like bird of prey, furious at having failed to snare a meal. “How is Tenacity?” he asked at last.

“Pretty beat-up,” Dath replied. “And we’ve got casualties. It was a nasty scrap, out here. And Admiral” he leaned forward to look through the hologram “Golgotha meddling this far out from the Empire?”

The Star Empire of Golgotha, founded by religious fanatics and propelled by hideous alien telepaths masquerading as gods, had launched their war of conquest seven standard months ago. Unprepared, the Republic and its allies had reeled before the blitz. But they’d gotten their footing, eventually. In its way, Sanctuary was always at its best with its back to the wall.

Gunderson scowled. “Things at the front are at a stalemate. The Golgos are looking for any way to change that calculus. A war of attrition favors us. We outnumber them and possess a broader industrial base. Aggression and surprise have been their main advantages, up to now.”

He leaned to one side in the hologram and something clicked. A moment later, the globular divided to include a strategic map, probably on Gunderson’s own computer and displayed to Dath now. The crimson smear of Gologthan territory bled down the galactic arm into the blues of Sanctuarian space and the colors of her allies, as well.

“Aggression continues to serve them well,” Gunderson went on. “The Ree are on the ropes.” The methane-breathing creatures had been the most-exposed and least-prepared of Golgotha’s targets. “We expect them to collapse in less than six months. If that happens, it’s a two-front war and we’re going to need every ship.” He blew out a breath and shook his head. “You need to get Tenacity back here and refitted.”

“We’re on our way.”

“I won’t be here when you return,” Gunderson said. “The Fifth Battle Squadron is being detached from the Home Fleet to prop up things in Artares Sector. You’ll report to Admiral Ritter upon your return to Sanctuary.” His eyes glinted. “She will also oversee the Inquiry.”

Dath didn’t quite hide his smile. “I’ll be sorry to miss you, sir.”

“I’ll bet,” Gunderson chortled humorlessly. “Once Tenacity’s refit is complete, she will join the Fifth at Artares” his glower went very cold now “with or without you.”

And that would mean joining the fight—the real fight, taking it straight to Golgotha. That would mean a chance for the Old Wolf, last of the Fenris-class, to show she still had teeth.

Dath was sure his smile had taken on the feral proportions of that namesake. “I will look forward to that.”

“You probably will,” Gunderson sneered. He shook his head and his voice dripped with distaste. “How do you do it, Dath? Sleaze from one disaster to the next without a scratch?”

Dath’s grin hardened as he touched fingertips to his scars. “I’d say that’s not entirely true.”

Gunderson showed no sign of noticing. “The old days of Republic captains skipping across the galaxy, righting wrongs like some South Solace cop in a holomedia drama are over,” he rumbled. “This is war, now. This is the time to be one Fleet of professionals. I get that old ways and old ships die hard; but out at Artares, under my command” he leaned forward, close enough to the holocamera pickup on his side that Dath could see the quiver of fury in his eyes “it’s going to be a different story.”

Dath’s expression was no longer a smile, but a baring of teeth. “Can’t wait, Admiral.”

Gunderson settled back in his chair, glowering through the hologram a moment. “Safe journey home, Captain,” he said at last, coldly. “Gunderson, out.”

The connection cut before Dath could reply.

Gah. Dath sagged in his seat like a bag of bones. Asshole. Still, it took half a minute for the hammer-blow cadence of his pulse to subside. Tenacity was still his! She might remain his. He didn’t know Ritter well—she was neither a client of House Braddock, Gunderson’s family, nor House Mosle, Dath’s patrons. But someone shunting him out from under Gunderson for the Inquiry meant plans afoot to salvage him.

Relief became unease quickly, though. The Republic had only been so for a few short generations and memories still lingered of its previous incarnation as the Hegemony, under the First Families. Those families still manipulated affairs, through wealth and connections—even if the power resided with the people.

They still manipulated Dath’s destiny.

Be nice to be my own man. For once.

A ping from the desktop comm startled him. Recovering, he touched it. “What is it, Clemens?”

“It’s Alvarez,” the Tactical Officer corrected. “And, um, if you’re done, sir...?”

Dath frowned at the man’s unsettled tone. “I am.”

“We’re picking up a distress signal, sir.” He sounded disbelieving. “It’s one of ours. I think you’d better come back to the bridge, sir.”

The frown persisting, Dath got up and headed for the ready room door. That whisked aside, he stepped back onto the bridge, saw Alvarez already abandoning the command chair for him and gesturing at the holoscreen. A regional map plastered over it, showed the swath of Wild Space they crossed in high detail. Mostly, there wasn’t any; but a spark of blue pulsed feebly from its depths.

“It’s very faint, Captain,” Alvarez said. “Definitely Republic encryption.”

Dath took the chair, settled in as he eyed the contact. “Can we identify?”

“We can.” Alvarez moved over to the empty Systems station to the right and touched once of the controls for the long-range sensors. A schematic popped out from beside the icon, displayed a familiar hull type; heavy cruiser of the Federal-series. “Sir,” he sounded like he was having to work to form the words, “it appears to be the Hood.”

Dath gawked at the hologram, blinked, couldn’t believe what he’d heard. “Check that again.”

“I did.” Alvarez met his gaze from the Systems station. “There’s no doubt.”

Silence crystallized on the bridge. Dath heard his own pulse once more, hammering.

“Zovga, alter course to rendezvous with that signal. Best possible speed.”

“That will take us significantly out of the way, sir,” the Korthan helmsman noted.

“Understood, Ensign.”

“Sir.” The Korthan’s claws clattered across his holo-wafer console. “It’ll be about thirty hours.”

“Regal,” Dath called over to the young, burnt-honey-hued officer at Operations, “sound Yellow Alert. And have all senior personnel report to the main conference room at the top of the hour.”

“Yes sir.”

Alvarez left Systems and stepped back to Dath’s side, leaned in close. “She’s been lost for nearly a standard year, since before the blitz. Command always assumed she’d been taken by a Golgothan ambush but...” He trailed off.

“And that never made any sense,” Dath replied. “All the way out here? The Golgos would never risk it to take down one ship.”

“They were all the way out at Morvena, sir,” Alvarez pointed out.

Dath glanced at him, grunted. “Well, I guess we’re going to find out.”

***
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YLURA AVAL KNELT IN the silence of her quarters and faced the Orb of Infinity. The little altar was a copy of the massive one at the heart of Prysma City, on Morvena; a slate sphere rotating randomly on a cushion of anti-gravity. The dim light of the room glinted off its smooth surface, caught occasionally in the veins of imperfection running through it.

She took a deep breath and began. “We are nothing, alone. We are as insignificant as the dust that forms the stars.”

It was the Creed of Shala, the semi-mystical discipline of the mind and soul practiced by Morvena since they’d freed themselves from the Old Kings. Blessed—some would say cursed—with the genetically-engineered telepathy wrought by those techno-tyrants, Shala had its roots in channeling that power.

“But together,” she went on, closing her eyes tightly, willing her mind to empty, “with a trillion other particles, those become the forges of creation.”

Of course, Ylura was not strictly Morvenan. Daughter of the union between a Sanctuarian Fleet officer and a Morvenan exchange student, she only half-occupied that other, mystical world. Perhaps less than that. After uncovering the monstrous scandals at the heart of the Shala Order, her half-people had ostracized her. Her own uncle, the man who’d instructed her in the ways of Infinity, had delivered that bitter decree to her, himself.

Only a bare week ago.

“Alone,” she whispered to herself. “I am nothing.”

Hello, Big Sister.

Ylura grimaced. This had been happening for a couple days, now, every time she reached the point of achieving the Deep Trance. Her eyes peeled open, knowing what they would behold when they did so. And, as before, a ghost stood before her.

Tahna Yssida, her cousin, was a horror. Still clad in the poorly-fitting battle armor of the Republic Fleet she’d worn the day of her death, her purple-hued face was blackened by aerosolized metal. Blaster burn-craters in the chest plate were the source of that. Her blue-black hair hung in clots and snarls and the bones stood out under her privation-tightened flesh.

But her eyes glowed merrily. 

“You’re not here,” Ylura told the apparition annoyedly.

Then why do you keep calling me?

“I didn’t.”

It wasn’t your fault, you know, Tahna sighed and folded her arms over the ruin of her chest, as if it wasn’t there. You didn’t do the horrible things to me. And you certainly didn’t kill me.

“I didn’t save you, either.”

Tahna had been an Initiate in the Order of the Shala, gifted beyond her years, and troubled beyond the instruction of normal Masters, too. That had drawn a more baleful attention; the Gray Ring, the Order’s radical, militant wing. Their way had been darkness and abuse and crimes the Order spent its energies covering up, rather than confronting.

But confront them, Tahna had.

Maybe I wasn’t yours to save, she said.

“Then why are you here?” Ylura snapped and stood up, whirled away from the altar and the apparition, and stalked to the opposite side of the room. There, she folded her arms about herself and shivered. “Why can’t I shake you?”

There are others in need, the Tahna-specter said. There are others who have no release. You are strong enough in the Second Circle that you are feeling that.

The Second of Five allowed a follower access to the higher powers of the mind, usually deeper telepathy, sometimes telekinesis at the higher, more sensitive end. Tahna had gone beyond any of that, of course, well into the Third, where she could control multitudes or incite brief, mass hysteria.

But she was gone. And Ylura could not begin to touch the Third. “Yet, I am seeing you.”

Maybe ask yourself why that is, Tahna said with a chuckle. But for now, their cries manifest as something familiar, something beloved.

“They?” Ylura shook her head. “Who?” She turned back to the ghost.

And sucked in a breath.

Tahna stood no longer in the ruins of Fleet armor. Gone were the burns, the wounds. What stood before Ylura now was lithe and light and free. The Tahna she saw now was the young girl she’d met when she came to her mother’s homeworld for the first time, an outsider, a full-grown woman still in the blue uniform of her father’s world. That girl had shown her as much about Shala, about living, as her stern uncle ever had.

She and that girl had splashed in staid, white-marble fountains on a summer day, chased one another through the expansive hedge mazes of their uncle’s extended gardens, and more.

Do you remember the woods south of our Uncle’s estate?

“Of course, I do,” Ylura replied. “But what does that—”

Another memory filled her. Summer light wasn’t so hot in the shade of the trees off the main grounds and the pair of them found their way there often. Further from estate, Yluara took on less of the role of playmate and remembered she was the adult, and suddenly uneasy. That feeling intensified when they heard the rustling and the whining, then found the snare.

Do you remember when we found that Skrad caught in the trap?

Skrad were not exactly pleasant creatures, occupying the niche of arboreal mammals on Morvenan, albeit ugly, patchy-furred, fanged balls of hostility. The latter was thick in the air as the girls circled it in its trap, saw its thrashing, its bleeding.

“I do,” Ylura replied. “It was a poacher’s work. They were breaking the law, being on Arrakka property.”

That poor creature. They aren’t sophisticated things, but we both sensed its fear, its panic. We freed it.

And Ylura saw that, too, the moment when they worked the snare free and the creature burst loose, rocketing off into woods on six legs and with a furious screech.

“It was your idea.” Ylura frowned at another memory. “The poacher was not pleased.”

The Morvenan trapper that appeared, just as his prey was fleeing, had been as furious as he was feral, a grubby specimen of the low country-types who’d rejected urbanization, as well as galactic civilization, and embraced a simpler life. His malice at sighting the pair of young women was matched only by the primitive, gunpowder weapon his hands. Its muzzle had come up as his voice raised in rage.

But Tahna was cackling, as she had that day. He was little match for the two of us.

Mostly, it had been Tahna, striking him with a blast of her mind-power—which, even then, before her Initiation into the Shala Order, had been disturbingly potent. The poacher’s eye-glow had fluttered, as though thought had momentarily stopped, then he dropped his weapon, cupped the sides of his face, and ran wailing into the forest.

“It was still damned dangerous,” Ylura muttered.

There is always danger. The ghost-Tahna’s face twisted from smile to wince. There is so much pain. Her spectral eyes flared brightly yellow-white. They are trapped. They are consumed. You must free them, Ylura!

Retreating an instinctive step before the shade’s vehemence, Ylura asked, “What are you talking about?”

There are many snares in the galaxy, and many poachers.

The vision of Tahna began to fade from the air, from Ylura’s mind. Suddenly desperate, Ylura reached for her, found nothing. “I...I don’t understand.”

You will.

And Ylura was alone in her cabin, again, with only the Orb of Infinity rolling endlessly on its anti-grav cushion.

“Many snares...?” she repeated in a murmur.

A soft ping from her tiny desk’s communicator broke her fugue. Giving herself a shake, reminding herself she was Lieutenant Ylura Aval, of the Republic Fleet, not that younger, confused version of herself, she touched desktop control. “Yes?”

“Lieutenant,” Captain Raker’s voice crackled from the tiny speaker, “there’s been a change of plans.”

She stiffened at the tension and formality in his voice. Dath, as she would know him otherwise, rarely stood on ceremony or rank with her. Dath—who had been, at different times, a snare for her, himself. “What’s happening?”

A klaxon sounded through the ship and the voice of its Control AI spoke sternly through the corridors, “Attention, all hands. This is a Yellow Alert. Assume duty stations, at once.”

“Dath...?”

“Tell you in a few minutes,” he rushed to say. “I’m calling for a senior staff meeting. Before you join us” his voice dropped to a quiet grim note “I’m going to need some of your ‘special access’.”

She ground her teeth a little at way he said it, like it was a filthy secret. Of course, she supposed it was. But that didn’t stop annoyance from seeping into her reply. “You mean my SRA clearance, Captain?”

The Secure Republic Agency was the intelligence-gathering wing for Sanctuary’s executive body, the Archons. To say that it had a bad reputation was being euphemistic. But Ylura’s unique place in the Fleet—half-Morvenan, telepath, and Systems Officer aboard the Fleet’s only remaining Fenris-class battlecruiser—had made her a natural recruit.

It would also make her a pariah, should any of the rest of the crew learn of it.

“Yes that,” Dath hissed in a half-whisper. “I’ll have the Fleet records for this, whatever Naval Intelligence had, but I need you to see what the SRA analysts had pulled together concerning the disappearance of the RSN Hood.”

“The Hood?” Ylura started, but the ghost of Tahna breathed at her ear. They are trapped. They are consumed. Her blood ran suddenly to ice water.

“I’ll explain everything,” Dath was saying, “but I’m going to need as much as you can scrape together on her in ten minutes.”

Ylura snorted. “You put a girl in a tight spot, Captain.”

“Not the first time, for either of us.”

Her face warmed. Many snares. Their history could have made the statement a quip or an ugly reminder. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“You always do.”

The connection cut and she was again left in silence.

This time, Tahna did not intrude.

***
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“THERE. DO YOU SEE IT?”

Brother-Captain Damian Heath leaned forward in his chair on the bridge of the Golgothan battleship, Devourer, and squinted at the main screen as his First Officer pointed. The hologram replayed the moment as a mote of brilliance suddenly accelerated into a streak moving several thousand times the speed of light, leaving a churn of tachyons in its wake.

“That’s her,” Brother-Commander Mueller insisted. “That’s Tenacity.”

Heath leaned back in his seat and regarded the other man, like him, black-clad and ghostly pale from the absence of sunlight due to months in space. Hardship had added an almost-feral glint to the man’s eyes. Heath supposed they all had that look, after the disasters at the edge of the Morvenan Unity.

“You’re sure?” he asked. “We’ve been tracking dozens of contacts, mostly the expected Unity traffic. At this distance it’s hard to be certain of anything.” He scowled. “Are you sure the long-range sensor suite is fully-repaired?”

“Sensors are all operating at nominal,” Mueller replied with a fervent headshake. Repairs to Devourer after her last fight over Zadomir had been under his supervision. “I wasn’t certain until she decelerated suddenly—it looked like to receive a transmission—then made a sudden course change.” He pointed again. “The flare of her Void Drives at acceleration gave us a nice reading of her signature. It’s her.”

Heath tried not to let excitement warm his blood too much, but a hunter’s shiver of anticipation ran along his nerves. “Course change...?” He frowned as the hologram drew a dotted line across the swath of Wild Space on the star map; Tenacity’s projected course at the current readings. “She’s heading away from Republic space.”

“Further down the spiral arm, aye, sir.”

Heath rubbed his chin between a thumb and forefinger. “Any chance we’ve been seen?”

“None, sir. We’re hardly moving.”

Heath nodded, then waved to the young Golgothan at the Systems station to take the replay down. In its place, the main screen showed a view of the far orbit of Zadomir, and of Devourer’s shuttles spreading out from her into the void. Beyond them, but clearly their targets, long, conical objects drifted in a monotonous tumble that would someday end in their scorching reentry to the planet’s atmosphere.

“Hardly moving,” Heath murmured, “but hardly inactive.”

“Aye sir.” Mueller stepped closer to the screen, watching the shuttles’ progression. The first beetle-like chassis was nearing one of the objects, slowing on pulses of its maneuvering fields, and its aft hatch peeling open to release space-suited men. “Scans show at least another three dozen salvageable warheads,” the First Officer said.

Salvageable from our own mauled hide, Heath thought ruefully.

The fight over Zadomir had ripped open her flank and sent her reserve missile complement twirling into the vacuum. Only by the Grace of God and the Mistresses had they avoided a catastrophic detonation of the antimatter warheads. But the spill of them into space had deprived Devourer of her chief remaining armament, and she couldn’t have just stopped to gather them back up, mid-fight, with Tenacity breathing down their necks.

But now...

“Keitel,” Heath called to his left, to the officer at the Tactical station. “With the salvage, how many volleys will that put in our racks?”

The younger man turned to face him. “Four, sir. Possibly five. We’ll need to do a full inspection and inventory, of course.”

“Of course,” Heath sighed. Five volleys. Not nothing...but not much.

The Star Empire of Golgotha had strained to catch up to the galaxy’s other powers industrially. That strain had intensified to near-breaking in the lead-up to the war. But they had had to act; their aggressive moves in lesser systems and the obvious build-up of their war machine were drawing the alarm of the other star nations. To delay would have endangered all the Mistress’ greater plans.

But that rush meant Golgotha went into the fight with ships of significantly outclassed energy weapons—none of a Republic ship’s long-ranged particle cannon or devastating medium-range plasma torpedoes, for example. A Golgothan battleship like Devourer compensated with the so-called Death Web: cocooning an opponent in the strands of their heavy missile volleys, to overwhelm their energy weapons, then closing to killer-range to deliver the “bite” of their massed, short-ranged plasma blasters.

With only five or so volleys, Devourer would have to be very careful, indeed, about when she delivered hers.

“Well,” Heath concluded, “we have fangs again, at least.”

“Aye sir,” Keitel replied.

“Sir.” This came from Bauer, at Communications, perhaps the youngest of the bridge crew—but after the strain of the last couple weeks, not so young in the eyes, anymore. “Signal from Zadomir. The Est’klak Cartel wishes to gauge our intentions.”

Heath smirked. “I’ll bet they do.”

Zadomir was a backwater Wild Space despotism, run unevenly and poorly by rebel Venklath nobles little better than gangsters. The half-arachnid, half-reptilian beings excelled at crime, but not so much teamwork. Heath had provided them that, yoking the Zadomiriam arms trade to provide a secret fleet to a treasonous Morvenan faction of the Unity. With that secessionist plot unraveled in flames, and Golgotha’s role in it was exposed, the Zados had reverted to their backbiting.

That their orbital weapons-building industry had been utterly destroyed in the process, leaving them little in the way of defense, no doubt left them nervous, too.

“No response,” Heath told Bauer. “Let them sweat it out.” A humorous thought quirked up the corner of his lip and he turned to Mueller. “Though, I don’t suppose Venkalth sweat?”

Mueller chortled. “I wouldn’t know, sir.”

“We’ll be leaving shortly, anyway.”

“Pursuit of Tenacity?” Mueller asked with unvarnished zeal.

Heath calculated mentally, thinking of the star map and the streak of the Republic ship across space. “She was no longer returning home,” he mused. “Any indication why?”

“None, sir.”

“We would never have been able to get ahead of her, at her previous course and speed,” he thought out loud. “Even if we had, she would have detected us coming. But now” he got up, paced a couple steps to the right, came to stand at Mueller’s side, and met the younger man’s eye “now we can cross Wild Space to near the Republic border and back-track, shadow her, and be in position when she does decide to cross.”

“That could work,” Mueller agreed with a hungry smile. “We could reduce speed so as to be nearly invisible to her long-range sensors, then strike when she comes near.”

Heath nodded, blood prickling with vengeful heat. “We could.”

Heeeeeath...

Pain like fangs sinking into the flesh of his mind lanced his skull. He winced and nearly staggered, prevented it only by extending a palm to the back of the chair by the Systems station. His other hand went to his left temple. Mueller said nothing, acted as though nothing untoward occurred; he had seen this before.

I am here, Mistress, Heath managed to think through the agony-fog of Her telepathic attentions.

Attend me.

Heath swallowed back bile and straightened his spine as the pain of the Mistress’ attention receded from his brain. Without looking at Mueller, he commanded, “Brother-Commander, take the bridge.”

The First Officer went ashen. “Aye sir.”

Without further comment, Heath turned and strode for the rear of the dimly-lit bridge. To his left, in the starboard-aft corner, the turbolift gave access to the lower decks of the ship. To his right, a locked hatch, left shadowed when the overhead light there had inexplicably failed, provided access to exactly one part of the vessel. He touched the command panel to this and waited for his handprint to unlock it. It did with a crack and hiss as it opened into the compartment. Heath drew it fully open and froze as he caught the faintest whiff of something sour, acrid, alien.

The deity that dwelt at the center of Devourer beckoned him with another, impatient twinge.

Banishing his mammalian instincts of flight, he stepped through and swung the hatch closed, locked at his back. He started down a cramped passageway that curved to the left, behind the bridge compartment, then down a short stretch of steps, and right into an even more claustrophobic passage aft.

The memory of one of Golgotha’s indigenous rodents caught and twitching in the strands of a great web on the homeworld came to him. That had been moments before he encountered one of the Mistresses—the Arathra—for the first time and his life changed to one of service. The image was his own, was real, but he wondered if his Mistress was forcing it to the surface.

He reached an antechamber lit only by a single, sputtering overhead and paused at the great hatch on its far side. He’d at least expected one of the Fangs—the cult of servitors who saw directly to the Mistress’ needs, as well as their worship—to be standing guard. But nothing. Increasingly nervous and increasingly aware of Her presence—her stench—he touched the lock and stepped through when the blast door slid aside.

The compartment beyond, in the most heavily-protected innards of Devourer, served no other purpose other than as Cradle to the Divine. Webs sheathed its walls, hung in grimy, yellow-gray curtains from the ceiling, tangled the floor, and partially blotted-out what few lights still functioned. Heath stepped carefully, knowing the layout very well.

Something scuttled behind the webbing to his left. Heath caught an arachnid glimpse of one of the Children—drones, only, here; servitors to the Mistress’ needs, as well as guards. None could quicken to become a greater Arathra themselves and if the Dark Being who truly ruled Devourer attempted to breed such, they would be condemned in the inscrutable but undoubtably cannibalistic society of Star Empire’s goddesses.

A fact Heath knew enraged his own Mistress, a lesser entity with only a battleship as a kingdom.

Scuttling grew as Heath stepped through web and shadow to the center of the chamber and froze. A pair of figures in black knelt over a third almost completely cocooned in webbing and slumped to the deck.

“What is going on here?” he snapped before he thought better of it, his voice ringing obscenely loud in the otherwise thick, humid darkness of the Cradle.

The taller of the kneeling pair jumped to his feet and spun to Heath, his hand darting instantly to the machete-like weapon sheathed at his hip. A combination of anger and fear swirled in the man’s gray-agate eyes before his cadaverous features relaxed slightly. The hand dropped from the hilt and he inclined his head. “Brother-Captain.”

“I asked you a question, Harlander.”

Magus Harlander, senior of the Fangs on the ship, and one of the few members of its crew permitted into the Cradle, bristled at Heath’s tone, but reacting only by gesturing to his companion. The lesser Fang, a skittering figure in featureless black, abandoned the prone form on the deck and scampered for the exit.

Once it had hissed shut again, Harlander replied, “She is dead.”

Heath frowned and stepped past the Magus. The body on the deck had shriveled in upon itself to the point of skeletal and almost colorless. But enough remained to pick up the faintest hue of purple and suggest the corpse’s Morvenan identity. Features shrunken in upon sharp facial bones in a last rictus of suffering also suggested its female gender.

But Heath knew that, already; he’d brought her here.

“What happened?” he asked.

We consumed her, another voice boomed through his mind.

A great shuffling brought the Mistress forth from the gloom at the rear of the compartment. Almost of a thing of shadows, Herself, details of her became clear only as she hefted her terrible bulk close and settled before her servants. Eight, tree-sized legs strained to support a sagging, pulsing abdomen. Chitinous spikes ran forward along a gleaming cephalothorax, where they vanished and twin rows of glassy eye bulbs took over, bulging forward along the ridges of Her head. Pedipalps extended slightly, twitched like fingers, and fangs glinted, partially-unsheathed from under Her face and dripping.

Our use of her grew too extreme, it appears, the Mistress continued. A pity. She was a delight. Through her, we learned much. One of the pedipalps extended towards Heath. You will bring me one of the others.

The dead girl had been one of the Morvenan mind-witches bartered to Golgotha in exchange for the construction of the secret fleet. The rebel Morvenan nobles seemed to have had little scruples with feeding their own to the Mistress. Most of the witches destined for Golgathan use had been freed by Tenacity’s efforts, but six had remained as prisoners aboard Devourer.

Now five.

Heath glanced at Harlander. “Mistress,” he began carefully, “I can certainly do that, but weren’t the remainder due for the Empire, for your Sisters—” The last word cut off in a hiss of agony as mind-fangs sank once more into Heath’s brain.

One more subject will not be missed, the Mistress insisted—scolded. You will bring me one of them, Damian Heath. One of the other females, I think.

“Yes, Mistress.” Heath didn’t recall when he’d become slathered in sweat, nor when it dampened his collar. He tried not to notice Harlander’s satisfied smirk out of the corner of his eye. “It will be done.”

They are no match for us alone. She dragged herself a meter closer to the dead Morvenan, seemed almost regretful as she hovered over her. Their feeble mind powers are not fully honed. But they serve as efficient amplifiers. It is unfortunate we lost the supply of them. There is no telling how far they might have allowed us to extend our reach.

Harlander’s smirk broadened slickly and Heath could not help but sense accusation in the Mistress’ tone. Failure to secure the transports full of Morvenan hostages at Zadomir had to fall on someone.

“We cannot help that, Mistress,” Heath said. “But perhaps we can avenge it?”

Her eyes bulbs caught a flare of light. Go on.

“We have spotted Tenacity. There may be an opportunity. She does not return directly to the Republic. Out in Wild Space, she will be vulnerable.”

The drip-drip of sliminess from the Mistress’ fangs to the deck quickened. You believe the ship is in a state to challenge her again?

“It is a risk,” he admitted. “But with repairs and rearmament, we can take her.”

This Republic captain, Raker, has become an obsession of yours, Heath.

And that was perhaps true. Heath’s face warmed in shame and fury. He could see the man in his mind’s eye, smiling arrogantly with the surety of his precious Republic’s righteousness. A nation of godless heathens, libertines, and spoiled weaklings, Raker was the epitome.

And the bastard had thwarted Heath—and the Empire—twice now.

“She is alone,” he continued, “damaged, and far from friendly territory. We may not get another chance like this.”

The Mistress’ pedipalps twitched together, almost like hands folded in thoughtfulness. Her baleful eyes held their sparks. Your logic is sound, She said at last, even if your motivations are not. You may proceed.

“Thank you, Mistress.” Heath clicked his heels together and bowed deeply, hid his triumphant smile—though She, at least, would certainly sense it.

At Heath’s side, Harlander did the same. Straightening once more, the Magus nodded at the corpse. “I can have that removed.”

No need.

Webs shivered and deck plate clattered as the Children scuttled forth from the shadows. Varying in size from that of a kitten to that of a mid-sized dog, they gathered in a circle about the body while the Mistress watched. Fangs glinted like dozens of knives and eye bulbs glimmered.

Heath spun on his heel without having to be commanded and marched for the exit, the flesh crawling along the back of his neck. Harlander’s steps at his flank were no less hurried. The blast door whisked open and his relief to be through it could not be understated.

Driven by some morbid impulse, though, Heath glanced once over his shoulder before the door slid shut.

The Children lunged in as one and the desiccated body of what had been a Morvenan girl disappeared under their dark, devouring mass.
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Khiry Jaxan saw her opening when Commander Varley lashed out with a right roundhouse at her hip. She dropped back a step, chopping down with her left arm and catching the kick before it connected, a numbing jolt to the wrist. But she was already pivoting on her left heel into a side kick, drawing the right knee up, then exploding the leg outward.

Scott Varley’s eyes bulged as her heel connected with the padding protecting his solar plexus. Impact bowed him inwards at the hips and sent him flying backwards. Feet tangled dumbly as balance collapsed and he crashed flat onto his back.

He lay for a moment breathing hard, then smacked the workout mat with both palms in frustration.

“Too aggressive,” Jaxan chuckled, drawing the back of a hand across her sweat-slickened brow. “Too predictable. I can always tell when you’re over-committing, Commander.”

“Yeah, well...” Varley sat up slowly, wincing with the effort. “You just get me all excited, Jaxan.”

She rolled her eyes at his by-now tired routine. “You get careless, Scott.” She frowned a little, noting that he wasn’t immediately springing back to his feet, as usual when they sparred. “Are you alright?”

“Maybe I should have listened to Doc Imliss,” he replied, laboring up into a kneeling position, then forcing himself fully upright. He worked his right shoulder, which had only come out of the sling a couple days ago. “Regenn therapy does wonders, but healing still takes time.” He rubbed the padding over his midsection. “And you hit hard, Jaxan.” A smirked crinkled away the discomfort. “You sure you’re not the one who’s too aggressive?”

“You said you wanted a workout, Commander.”

His smirk became a leer. “Maybe I got you excited?”

Her groan in response was cut off by a warble from the ship’s alarms. The unhurried, androgynous voice of its Control AI spoke over it as alternating lights in the gymnasium pulsed a lemon hue. “This is a Yellow Alert. All personnel assume duty stations.”

“The hell...?” Varley scowled.

Jaxan was already moving for the benches to one side, where they’d left their duffel bags. She started untying the flaps of her padded vest. “We’d better be moving out, Commander.” A harsh ping vibrating from her implanted augmentations indicated an incoming prompt that materialized across the corner of her vision an instant later as a holographic text box. “Raker wants us at senior conference.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” he growled, touching a finger to his temple as he certainly received the same summons. “But, just hold on.”

“Work to do, Scott.”

“Give a guy one more shot,” he pressed, holding up both hands beseechingly. “Come on, we’ve got a few moments.”

She snorted at him, but ceased un-suiting. “That’s a Yellow Alert, Commander.”

“And the meeting’s at the top of the hour.” He shook his head jumped in place, loosening his limbs. “Can’t be all that urgent.” He assumed a fighting posture with fists at the ready. “C’mon, just one more hit.”

She glowered at him, but a half-smile was already working its way across her lips.

These sessions hadn’t started because she’d wanted them. Scott Varley was trouble. She already suspecting him of using Tenacity as a vessel for an on-again-off-again smuggling operation. In fact, his suspected proclivities had endangered the whole ship at least once. But when his flirtations had grown ever more outrageous, extending to these workouts, she’d gone along with it—because it allowed her to catch him when he was chatty, and careless.

And vulnerable.

And, she had to admit, she’d begun looking forward to them. Scott was a tenacious opponent, even if no match for a Security veteran, such as herself, who’d done a stint in the Drop Corps and been raised by a hardboiled PI on the mean streets of South Solace. He challenged her skills as much as her patience. There was respect, of a sort.

His First Family good looks, chiseled and broad-jawed in the Braddock Family variety, weren’t too tough to look at, either.

Stop that shit, right now.

Tightening her padding once more, Jaxan sighed and stepped back out onto the mat. “Gotta make short work of this.” She smiled at him fiercely. “I’ll try not to hurt you, Commander.”

He bent at the knees, lowered his stance a little as he clenched, unclenched, re-clenched his fists. Blue eyes crackled with anticipation and his sweat-jeweled face reddened as it wrinkled into a combative grin back at her. “Enough with the talk, Jaxan. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

She grinned back and took her place, opposite him on the mat.

He didn’t come at her right away, as he had before. He waited, bouncing in place. She knew he was taunting her with her desire to hurry, dragging this out. It pissed her off, both because they did have work to do, and because she could tell he knew it was pissing her off.

Propelled by that, she launched to the attack. Her left leg shot out into a side-kick she knew he’d deflect. A low cross-block from his right wrist did that and he pivoted into a left roundhouse aimed for her temple. But always heavily-favoring his dominant side, Varley’s left was nowhere nearly as fast as his right and Jaxan had her right palm up to catch it. She gripped his ankle, ready to drag it—and him—down and finish this.

With dexterity that surprised her, Varley yanked the leg free, bent the knee, and shot his foot back at her again; lower, for her ribs. She had to drop her right to catch the blow and prevent a cheap point. Stalemated, Varly leapt back from her and circled to her left. She mirrored the motion, the two orbiting some invisible point equidistant between them.

Gravity of a sort drew them inward at each other again.

Varley skipped across the space and flung a right roundhouse at her. She deflected the kick with a chop of her left forearm—sucked in a tiny breath at the violence of the blow—then started into a right jab for his exposed chest. But he took advantage of her momentary shift of balance to drop his attacking foot, pivot backwards upon it, and whirl into a reverse roundhouse that sent his left heel whistling around for her jaw.

Jaxan blocked with her left forearm again, felt the impact numb her from fingers to elbow. She bent, herself, at the hips and extended her right for a quick side kick to his vulnerable backside. But the blow found only air as he skipped back from her, nearly losing his balance as he neared the edge of the mat.

“You’re laying into this pretty hard, Commander,” Jaxan told him between breaths, bobbing in place and shaking the feeling back into her battered left arm.

“Maybe I’m tired of playing around.”

She saw his next move telegraphed by the squirm of fury on his face. He came right at her, now, as was his usual mistake. Legs blurred as left came up, but then chopped back as the right one blasted forth into a front kick, aimed squarely for her chest. She deflected it down with a left cross-block, then launched into a right jab.

Predictably, he dropped back a half-step to deflect this with his own right. But her left was already sailing for his temple. He slapped backwards with the right again, jolted the strike aside, then had to catch a follow-up jab from her right with his left palm. And for an instant they locked, trembling, eye-to-eye.

And Jaxan saw her mistake.

Varley didn’t have anywhere near her repertoire, but among his favorite tricks was a nasty blend of jujitsu and Grakan arr-taskre. The latter had a focus on clawing, which suited the dog-like race’s long-nailed hands. And claw, Varley did—straight for the collar of Jaxan’s padded vest with his right, while the elbow wormed up to hold her arm at bay. Simultaneously, his right foot darted between her ankles, slid up the back of her left knee, and pulled.

She fell.

But he’d botched the throw, was still too entangled in her arms, and went with her. Jaxan had an instant to appreciate the absurdity of it; the widening of Varley’s eyes as triumph became collapse. Then they landed together, his weight coming down on her with a rib-jolting crash. Their combined wind blasted out in a communal grunt.

And they lay together, he on top of her, hearts hammering through padding, labored breaths causing them to rise and fall as one.

Varley pulled back a little, raised himself onto straightening elbows to look down at her. The redness about his features darkened further and an unreadable expression crinkled his brows. Blue eyes drilled straight into Jaxan’s.

His stare became an unbearable drill point, piercing something in her that both excited and panicked her. She forced a chuckle and squirmed beneath him. “Suppose you’re going to want that point?”

He didn’t answer, just stared.

“Are you hurt, Commander?”

“I’m hurting,” he replied huskily.

The excitement Jaxan had felt, bathed in his pale blue stare, faded as the inexplicable panic surged. “Get off.” She squirmed again. “Get off, or I’ll really make you hurt.”

Then his lips were suddenly at hers—and her squirming ceased.

The touch of him went through her like a crackle of lightning, tracing the routes of her nerves from the skin of her face, down through her chest, down lower. She curved up into him, at the hips, drawn for a moment—and fighting it at the same time. Resistance collapsed long enough for a groan to escape from deep within her, and for her to want to put her arms around him, crush him to her, let it go on.

But something deeper inside wouldn’t—couldn’t—let it.

Fury surging up from her depths to her arms, she extended both with explosive force and sent him flying off of her, tumbling to her right with a huff of escaping air. She was back on her feet in a scamper and whirling to face him, face hot with rage and shame—shame that she had let it linger; that she’d wanted it.

“What the hell, Scott?!?!”

Varley was starting to get up from where she’d tumbled him. He wiped his mouth with the back of a hand. “I’m sorry, I just...” He gave himself a shake and got up, eyes blazing. “You know what? No. I’m not sorry.”

“You’ve got a lot of damned nerve, Commander.”

“Damn it, Khiry...” He clenched both fists, shaking where he stood, then pointed a finger at her. “I know you feel something for me!”

“Mad as all hell,” she snapped back at him. “That’s what I’m feeling!”

“I don’t know why you’re fighting this.” He held out his arms to either side. “It’s obvious.” His voice fell and he tapped a hand to his chest. “Khiry, I feel it, too.”

Thrill and a trapped-animal fear swirled within her. The latter won out. “Is that what you told Lieutenant Kleema?”

Varley flinched. “That’s over. That’s been over, and she’s fine.”

“Getting away from you probably helped,” she growled. But she suddenly didn’t know why all she could feel was a wild fury. “What about the others? Your extracurricular activities all over this ship?”

“Khiry, there’s no one.”

“Maybe someone back on Santcuary?” she ranted on, needing to fling something in his face, get him to back off. “One of your Family-approved debutantes?”

“Now you’re just begin ridiculous,” he groaned. “One of those dim-brained sows that my mother throws at me?” He snorted bitterly. “They’re like cheap candy; pretty wrapping, but junk inside.”

“Oh, that’s a lovely way to talk about people!” she exclaimed with harsh sarcasm and made a faux-swooning motion. “Forget it; you’ve swept me up with your charm.”

“That’s not what I meant, at all!” he seethed, angry as she was, now. “You’re twisting my words.”

“Easy to do when they’re such nasty ones.” She pointed a single finger at his face and said through clenched teeth, “I’m nobody’s candy, Commander Varley!”

“And I know that.” He let his arms fall to the sides, deflating before her. “That’s why I can’t help myself.”

Jaxan started to snarl a retort, but the earnestness in his voice tripped her up. His eyes shined with real emotion that snared her, left her almost believing. And why shouldn’t I? She could hardly recover her voice, and it sounded hardly convincing. “Again, what I bet you tell them all.”

“After all we’ve been through together, do you really think I would do that to you?”

Together, they’d hijacked a ship-load of psychically-potent Shala Initiates being trafficked to the Gologothans in exchange for starships. Together, they’d saved as many of them as they could, fighting alongside them in a fiery jailbreak. Fight alongside each other.

Together.

“Here’s what I think,” Jaxan said, forcing the memories down and striding over to the bench where her duffel bag sat “you’re running another racket.”

“What?”

“Or you’re getting ready to,” she snapped, scooping the bag up onto her shoulder by one strap. She turned to him. “Did you bring something back from Morvena? Did you sneak some kind of Shala-contraband aboard?”

The flinch across his features looked like it went to the bone. “Jesus, Jaxan...”

“You need me distracted, right?” she grated on and gave her head a disgusted shake. “Just another angle.”

“You know me better than that, by now,” he answered huskily, painfully.

She turned and stepped for the exit, not bothering to shed her sparring gear—just needing to be away. “I know enough” she called over her shoulder “to know that we’re done here, Commander.”

***
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“LIEUTENANT COMMANDER Rougan,” the androgynous voice of Tenacity’s Control AI spoke over the loudspeaker in Main Engineering. “Please report to the conference room on C Deck. Senior staff meeting is about to begin.”

Tom Rougan ignored the announcement, just as he’d ignored the communication pings from his mastoid-implanted augmentations for the last fifteen minutes, as well as the Yellow Alert. He ran one of the best crews of any engine room in the Fleet and knew his people would be where they needed to be.

As to where he needed to be...

“Are you going to answer that, sir?” asked the being at his side.

Rougan grunted noncommittally, staring at the power distribution display projected over his workstation by the Reflex Furnace. The tangle of connections fixated him, even though neither his eyes, nor the ship’s diagnostic checks had found any anomalies.

“Sir?”

“I don’t like it, Vekkla,” he said, turning to his companion.

The Xokan’s triple-pairs of eyes blinked at once. A cephalopod, more accustomed to dangling or sweeping through conduits and shafts, it stood on four of its tentacles while the other four twitched or drooped to either side, looking as useless as their owner likely felt they were at that moment. But Rougan had learned that the twitching, at least, signaled confusion.

“It’s the shield projector relays,” Rougan explained. “I wasn’t happy with the re-routes we did over Morvena, and I’m still not happy now.”

“There was not a whole lot of choice in the matter,” Vekkla pointed out. “The original relays were destroyed.”

“Damn thing’s cross-wired like a Christmas tree...”

“A what, sir?”

“Never mind,” Rougan waved it off. No sense explaining a religion he didn’t believe in, anyway—and a human one at that—to the Xokan, who likely had their own belief systems. “The thing is, it’s too complicated.” He pointed at the holographic schematic. “If the portside shields take a serious hit, the feedback could cascade through multiple systems, instead just blowing back into the Voids, where at least there are fail-safes.” He shook his head. “We could lose life-support just because of a single blast.”

“That seems unlikely,” Vekkla replied with a huffing noise from its breathing flaps, behind the eyes, which sounded like the chuckle it was. “And we are not expecting any kind of trouble for the ride back to Sanctuary.”

“We weren’t expecting any trouble at Morvena, Lieutenant.”

Vekkla’s color mottled at little, went faintly crimson. “That is so.” Its eyes glanced towards the ceiling as the loudspeaker rang again with the AI call to Rougan. “Commander, do you not think you should be going?”

Rougan grinned at the cephalopod, recognizing his subordinate’s desire to have the boss out the engine room for a little bit. And, yeah, it was his job to be on C Deck, on time—for a change. “Very well,” he grumbled and tugged his fatigue overalls straight, tried to ignore the bulge at his midsection. “Good enough?”

“You could stand for an Archonal Parade, sir.”

Rougan laughed and flipped the Xokan a sloppy salute as he turned and headed for the turbolift. On his way across the long, rectangular compartment, he caught the gaze of the black-haired, darkly-tanned officer at the Power Distribution console. “You saw what I was talking about, right, Styx? Too many duplicate connections?”

The man—one of Rougan’s old veterans—didn’t look at him, though he could see him grinning from the side. “What I heard is my CO running late to a meeting.”

“Bah!” Rougan waved disgustedly. “No fun, any of you!”

Stepping into the lift as its door whisked open, Rougan touched the control to take him and waited as it closed once more. Magnetic fields whirred, carrying the car up through the chute. He had a moment alone—something he’d consciously avoided as much as possible since leaving Morvenan orbit.

Alone, he couldn’t ignore the throb of the hangover from last night’s binge. Alone, he’d be tempted to start up another one. His last flask of the Kamaloonian homebrew, stashed in his quarters, was nearly empty. He calculated mentally, gauging contents versus the remaining days to Sanctuary. There wouldn’t even remotely be enough. Still, plenty for tonight.
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