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“What do you mean I can’t quit?” Craze stood in his former office off the bridge of the Fo’wo battlecruiser. He had officially resigned as general. The war had ended, and his job finished. He swept his things into a packing crate and hurried to the door.

“We need you.” The Backworlds Assembled Authorities representative blocked the way, steepling his fingers. Tall with an elongated head almost coming to a point, he stood like a docking tower. His skin had a silvery tone, and his large green eyes stuck out from his face. “We can permit you some leave.”

“Let me? Some?” Craze matched the six-foot-six height of the BAA representative and had a lot more muscle. He could wallop the bwat muncher into the next solar system. Instead, he turned and slammed the box on the desk he no longer considered his. The room had a soothing dark gray tone with furniture a shade lighter. He had spent many hours on the sofa and behind the desk, staring out at an enemy, hoping to kill them, hoping to go home. The only thing he wanted was to find a quiet corner of the galaxy where he could set up a little tavern. After dealing with two enemies, the quiet life dangled like a slice of heaven.

“Before you get hysterical—,” the BAA rep started.

Sanjy Strom burst into the room, stopping the rep from saying something utterly stupid. “It’s a simple job and won’t take you long. Promise, Craze.” Her shorn copper hair did nothing for her gaunt face. With the sunken cheeks, her blue eyes appeared larger than usual, amplifying the dark circles, puffiness, and bloodshot whites. The war had been as hard on her as it had been on Craze. She had dropped his title, general, which he appreciated.

“My friends is about to leave,” he said.

“They won’t leave without you.”

They probably wouldn’t, but Craze didn’t want his friends to wait, and he didn’t want to do anything else for the Backworlds or the Foreworlds. His role in saving the galaxy had run its course. “How simple? How long?”

“The Vines,” Sanjy said, placing a thin hand on his arm. Her skin had a much paler hue than his and stretched over her bony knuckles. “We need to make sure the Verkinns and Jixes will properly manage the treacherous Trausser Vines.”

Treacherous was too kind of a word for the Vines. Parasitic and insidious, the Vines posed a threat to the newfound peace in the galaxy—a peace for which Craze had suffered and sacrificed.

“My sister has our enemy under control.” He frowned at the fragility of Sanjy’s hand. What had happened to her strength? Her steel? His gaze shifted to her face—a face he loved like family. “What will you do now? Do you want to come with us?”

The color in her cheeks improved, and she smiled—an expression that didn’t come easy for her. “Your sister will definitely have everything in hand. She’s remarkable. And I appreciate your offer to join you more than I know how to say, but after this mission, I will return to the Foreworlds and help my people.”

He would miss her. Maybe he would miss this ship. But not enough to stay. “So, what needs to be managed about the Vines?”

The Vines needed overseeing but posed no imminent threat. His sister tended them well on the planet Jix with the aid of other Verkinns—the race of Backworlder Craze belonged to. Verkinns had a knack with plant life and could exert control over some forms. Especially trees. They had gotten lucky with the Vines.

“Your kin don’t have the best track record for being reasonable or charitable,” the BAA representative said. “Empathy ‘n the greater good is foreign concepts to them. Both the BAA ‘n the Foreworld Civil Senate want assurances the Vines won’t be weaponized against another planet or people. What if something happens to your sister?”

Craze leaned against the desk, the corner cutting into his butt cheek. He couldn’t blame the rest of the galaxy for not trusting his kin. If not for his sister, he wouldn’t trust them either. The BAA rep had a point. Yet Craze didn’t want to continue rescuing the Backworlds. Others needed to start taking responsibility for the galaxy’s welfare, and he was fine with shoving the burden onto someone else. “She’ll do what needs to be done. Her being my sister isn’t what made her a valued commander durin’ the Quasser War. She has real skill at leadin’ ‘n accomplishin’ complicated tasks. Have you spoken with her?”

“We think the inclusion of our involvement is better coming from you.” The BAA representative held out a gold tab—a data and communications device the size and thinness of a card. “Recompense for this mission. Can we count on you?”

The gold tab beckoned to parts of Craze he had believed long dead. Money and power had held no sway over him for too many years to count. He didn’t oppose getting paid for leading the the war and saving everyone’s asses. At least, not much. He pulled his collar away from his neck. “One last time. Then I’m done.”

“Well…”

Craze pushed away the tab. “No deal if you don’t leave me alone after this.”

“Very well. When completed, this tab will supply you with whatever you need for the next phase of your life.”

Since he could use a few things, very expensive things, Craze took the gold tab and slid it into the pocket of his tunic. Bronze in color, the tunic hung to his knees, cascading over tan pants tucked into a pair of cobalt-blue boots. “My next phase in life is my done-with-rescuin’-the-galaxy phase. I handed in my formal resignation. You can choose to ignore it, but I can choose to ignore you. I’m not military. You can go now.” He waved his fingers at the rep. “Boo.”

The BAA representative scowled. “How did you ever become general?” Shaking his head, he left Craze’s office, letting peace once again spill over the walls and furniture.

“General certainly wasn’t my idea.” Craze stuck out his tongue at the retreating rep, then glanced around the office for anything he had forgotten. He smiled at Sanjy, wishing he could tuck her in among his things, which was a total flip around from what he wanted to do with her before the war. Before the war had heated up, he had wished her dead, and she had actually tried to kill him.

“Walk with me, Sanjy.” Picking up his crate, he strode into the corridor.

As large as a world-destroying asteroid, the Foreworld battlecruiser was molded mostly from a dark gray composite. The hull gleamed like an ominous burr in the black environs of space when light caught its edges. Craze had commanded the battlecruiser for the past two years and had come to find its appearance comforting, especially when hunted by the enemy.

“I gave up command. Reign of this vessel returns to you,” he said to Sanjy. His dark, living hair braided itself into five plaits spilling down his back.

Almost six feet tall, Sanjy’s long legs easily kept pace beside him. “I’m happy to leave the battlecruiser in your hands for however long this mission takes.”

“I don’t want command. I don’t want to lead the galaxy anymore. Before we allied, I was a humble Backworlder, which is all I want to be.”

They turned a corner and took a lift down to a lower deck.

“After the heroics you pulled off, you’ll never be humble again, my friend, and I’m not sad to have you around a little longer.” She folded her hands behind her back. “It will be strange not having you onboard when you leave.”

“It will be strange not havin’ you at my side.” Craze shifted the crate to one arm and slung the freed arm around her shoulders. “We make an excellent team. You should take a vacation. You look like you could use one.”

“Reports from the Foreworlds say the Civil Senate thinks they may be close to a cure.”

He wanted to kick himself. He had forgotten Fo’wo’s rarely lived past their twenty-eighth year. Obsessed with dominating the galaxy, the Fo’wo’s had gene-spliced themselves past viability—CRISPR-edited until a defect in the process shortened their lifespan.

He pulled her in closer. “I hope so, Sanjy. I want you to come to my new tavern ‘n sit down at the bar. We’ll get drunk on my malt ‘n write songs to honor those who died in our service.”

She laughed and slipped an arm around his waist. “I’d like that very much. Once the Foreworlds stabilize and a remedy is found for my people, I will make visiting your future bar a priority.”

“My wishes for a cure for you ‘n your Foreworld comrades is as ardent as my wish for a lasting peace.”

They entered a hangar, and Craze made his way over to an ugly green spaceship, which resembled two beetles back-to-back with worm-like structures sticking out from the middle.

“What will be will be, Craze. I accept my fate whatever ii will be. Our fated paths part here.” Her gaze paused on the green spacecraft, and she managed not to cringe. That was a first. The ship really was an ugly thing. “Come to the bridge when you’re done.”

“Our paths will always cross when we want them to, Supreme Commander. I’ll see you in a few.” Craze clicked his heels and tapped his fist to his left shoulder.

“No need for a salute. Not between us. I will continue to consider you my superior officer even after you’ve left. Um…, sorry I could find you a better transport.”

“My friends ‘n I is rather sentimental about this one, so no need. ‘N no need for a hierarchy between us. Even during the war, we used our titles more for the troops. You was always my equal ‘n often my better.”

“I won’t argue.” Her eyes twinkled, and her lips bordered on a smirk. “Appearances are still important for the troops.”

He shook his finger. “Just don’t call me general.”

“Fine. I can manage dropping your former title for a few days. Remember, this is barely a mission. You’re just tidying up some loose ends. Easy crap compared to defeating an impossible enemy.”

Nothing in Craze’s life had been easy. The galaxy had always made sure to sling a lot of shit at him. “Famous last words.”



[image: ]



 

 

Inside the ugly green spaceship, Craze found two of his closest friends. He wished more than two had wanted to join him in the search for a new home, but he understood folks had different priorities now the war had ended. Everyone needed time and space to feel more whole, more like themselves. Craze needed a universe of time and space to decompress from leading a war and to figure out how he had changed. A universe might not be enough.

He hated his new mission and wondered if he had the stamina and patience to deal with the Trausser Vines and the political nuances on Jix. If he asked for help, none of his friends would turn him down. However, he had asked too much already during the war. His friends wouldn’t stay his friends much longer if Craze kept sweeping them into bwatshit undertakings. Despite his reluctance, the mission held more importance than he wanted to admit, and he had to do it. He couldn’t let the hard-won victory fall into rotten hooch territory.

A ladder extended through the center interior of the Sequi, and Craze climbed up to the second level, to the living and crew quarters. Talos lounged on a curved sofa against a wall with his gal. Long and angular described Talos, while his gal had round curves. They both had blue hair, but Talos had shorn his to nubs. Eyes closed, he couldn’t stop grinning. When he heard Craze step off the ladder, his head turned and eyelids cracked.

“I was beginning to think you wasn’t going to show, mate,” Talos said.

“I got waylaid in my former office.” Craze set down the packing crate on the galley table on the other side of the communal living space. “The BAA doesn’t want me to resign.”

“What?” Dialhi untangled her limbs from Talos’s. Her complexion had a blue tint, and she shed three gallons of water a day. The canvas-like material of the sofa absorbed her dripping thoroughly, leaving no tell-tale wet spots. A type of Backworlder called a Sprinkler, she and her kind were useful at humidifying stale air on spacecraft. “Did the BAA find more Quassers somewhere?”

“Nothin’ so dastardly, ma dee. Just some BAA ass. He wants me to make sure the Vines won’t cause any further bothers.”

Talos rolled his eyes. “Let me guess. You said yes?”

“You don’t have to suggest I’m back to bein’ a gooey sap. Let me be clear. The enemies have to remain vanquished ‘n unable to do harm. Otherwise, the war isn’t over, is it? Do you want our efforts in the war to become worthless?”

“Well, when you put the issue that way.” Talos tugged at his collar. “Yeah, you have to ensure the Vines remain neutralized.”

“Besides, the BAA rep said he’d give me whatever I wanted.” Pulling the gold tab out of his pocket, Craze waved the limitless currency under Talos’s nose. “We could use expensive supplies to comfortably settle a new world.”

“I thought you wasn’t into grandeur ‘n profits anymore.” Talos sat up, his gaze not straying from the gold tab.

“This compensation isn’t for profits, brother. This ensures we can retire comfortable.” Craze slid the special tab into his pocket. “Or would you rather be miserable ‘n uncomfortable?”

“Maybe grow some chocolate?” Dialhi lifted her brows, which perfectly arched over her round gray eyes.

The most prized commodity in the Backworlds, chocolate could only be afforded by the wealthy. However, since the war, what Craze valued had changed drastically. He valued calm and boring and folks he cared for remaining alive. He was done with profits and scamming and needing to be grotesquely successful.

“We can grow chocolate for ourselves or to fund war refugees ‘n give them new lives. Not to trade. Unless you want to go back into tradin’?” he replied.

“Honestly, I have no idea what I want.” Talos pulled Dialhi close. “Other than you.”

She giggled and kissed him on the lips—a solid wet and long kiss, leaving no mistake as to how she felt about Talos. Craze wondered if he would ever find someone to share his days with.

Romance hadn’t smiled at him much. His first love had dumped him and married his father. Meelo had never returned his regard. His second love dumped him to fight in a war she didn’t survive, and she hadn’t intended to survive. Every relationship after had been a dalliance and nothing serious. He had thought maybe Kaesare had grown on him, but maybe the intensified developed feelings for each other were more like fungus than affection. He didn’t know how to feel about her without enemies trying to kill him and annihilate every known planet, and she probably didn’t either. After facing unrelenting death and violence and horror, neither he nor anyone who had served with him could know the truth of their hearts. Besides, she had gone off to lick her wounds, and he couldn’t deny her.

What did Kaesare need him for? No one needed the former general in their face. No one needed to be reminded of death and pain and agony. Craze wished he could escape himself.

Talos gestured at a bowl of seeds and dried fruit on the coffee table. “Hungry? The dish isn’t your famous ricklit stew, but it’ll stop a grumbling tum.”

“No, thanks. I lunched with the battlecruiser crew less than an hour ago. A farewell lunch. You should have come. I invited you.” Craze shifted his weight.

“The sendoff luncheon was purely about showing their love for you. I didn’t crew your battlecruiser. I wasn’t going to freeload.”

“You is no freeloader. You played a vital role in the war.” Craze ran his burly hand down his wide face. “Look, you don’t have to wait for me while I tie up these loose ends. Lingerin’ war business isn’t anythin’ you want to get involved with, I’m sure.”

Talos’s brows pinched. “I want nothing else to do with the fate of the galaxy, but Dialhi ‘n I will wait.”

She brushed a droplet of water from her ear. Her ears curved more than on most folks. Craze admired the perfect lobes. He would love some flashy earrings, but he didn’t have ears, only ear holes.

“We go nowhere without you,” she said. “What’s the issue?”

“Only my sisters is keepin’ the galaxy from another disaster with the Vines.” One person preventing an enemy from going on a rampage again was a genuine sticking point, and it had to be addressed before another conflict festered. Craze didn’t want to get dragged into another war a few months or years from now. His heart couldn’t take it. His mind couldn’t take it. He would go loonier than an old friend of his had.

Nodding, Talos shoved a handful of seeds and fruit into his mouth. He chewed before answering. “No offense to your sister’s talents, but the rest of your kin ‘n the other folks on Jix is a concerning problem. I can see the BAA’s point of wanting you to stick around. What if your father or Gatt wrests power from your sister? Could you imagine what they’d do if they had control of the Vines?”

“That worry gnaws at me.” Shoving the nut bowl to the side, Craze sat on the coffee table. “If someone takes Temerity out of power, the Backworlds is screwed, ‘n those who sacrificed to defeat the Vines, well, our victory gets nullified. I worked hard to see we didn’t lose this war. This loose end needs to be snipped into oblivion. But I wish it didn’t have to be me.”

Dialhi patted his knee. “Wishing the bother away is not a solution. The person tackling this remaining issue has to be you. The BAA is cashing in on the goodwill every citizen has for you. You slayed the mighty Quassers. You saved us. Everyone is eager to please you. What you say will be law. Even among your kin.”

Craze snorted. “Last time I saw my father, we dueled to the death, ‘n he almost succeeded.”

“Yeah, but a lot has happened since then. The Quasser War changed everything, probably even your pa,” Talos said. “Anyway, the BAA has to use every option in its arsenal to keep this hard-earned peace. You said so yourself barely a minute ago.”

“The peace must remain at any cost. Along with losin’ soldiers, friends, ‘n loved ones, I lost a sizeable chunk of my soul.” He thumped his chest and sighed, blinking rapidly to shove his thoughts away from the screaming faces haunting his waking moments and the chants of the dead plaguing his dreams. “This mission is important, ‘n I worry about how my sister will react. I don’t want to go back on promises I made to her. If she grows to resent me, well, she can hold a grudge. I’m sure you haven’t forgotten.”

“I doubt I ever will.” Talos pulled Dialhi onto his lap. “Temerity slaughtered Pardeepans ‘n blew our cities to rubble. Don’t do anything to give her a reason to want vengeance again. Otherwise, I don’t want to be your neighbor.”

“She’s moved past old hurts. Unless you know somethin’ I don’t.”

Temerity had waged a war against Pardeep Station before the Quassers had become a problem, destroying everything Craze had built. She had blamed him for hardships the Verkinns had gone through, and had lashed out at his home, his business, and his friends. So, he had to negotiate with her carefully.

“I’ve heard nothing about your sister or Jix,” Talos replied.

“Her thirst for violence has fizzled, but that doesn’t mean her ire can’t be stoked. She’s a lot like me.” Craze recalled his burning need for revenge against his father. That anger had spurred every decision he had made for years, coloring him and steeping his days in its nuance. But when he gave revenge up, his spirit hadn’t hurt. The need for vengeance had dropped like the weight of a thousand dying worlds.

“You’ve both changed for the better. I don’t see you going back to how you was. I’m sure she won’t either. She’ll see reason,” Talos said.

“You negotiated a tough alliance with the Fo’wo’s, use your diplomacy skills on Temerity,” Dialhi added. “Bet she’s itching to give up the responsibility of managing the galaxy’s current biggest enemy. As I see it, you is worrying over bothers not in existence.”

“You is probably right.” Craze blew out a long breath. “I can’t say thank you enough for what you did in the war. You put your lives on the line for me.” He held Talos’s gaze. “You followed a dumbass barkeep into battle.”

“You inspired us to fight smarter ‘n harder. No matter what, we would have fought. We lucked out in having a caring friend calling the shots. You didn’t just take care of us, you took the entire Backworlds into your heart. If you want to quit being general, you have to quit this kind of talk ‘n let the war go.”

“The war only ended a few weeks ago.” Craze’s living hair coiled and uncoiled. He snorted. “Like you moved on?”

“I have yet to make peace with the death ‘n violence ‘n hate we lived through. But I believe we have to take steps forward.”

Craze flicked the badge pinned to Talos’s collar, which said Carry On in orange letters on a blue background. “A new home will feed us fresh hope ‘n help us put the past in the past.”

“I’m with you, brother.”

“I won’t let this mission on Jix keep us. Promise.” His sister controlled the Trausser Vines with a hand-picked team of Verkinns on a planet called Jix.

Craze checked his tab, disappointed he didn’t have any messages from folks he missed. Granted, they had just said their goodbyes a few days ago, but after being so close during the war, their absences echoed like a storeroom filled with empty kegs.

Dialhi nestled into Talos’s side. One side of her mouth almost smiled. “Who ya hoping to hear from?”

“Anybody.” Mostly Captain Kaesare. She had been at Craze’s side during most of the battles, and their mutual hatred had turned into friendship then kinship then maybe more. But maybe he had imagined the more. “Have you guys heard from anyone?”

Talos leaned forward and clapped Craze on the shoulder. “Once we make a new home, we won’t be able to keep Kaes ‘n the others away. You’ll see.”

Craze forced his best smile. “This is how we began fifteen years ago. Searchin’ for a place to call home on this ugly green ship.”

“You, me, ‘n the Sequi, we is destiny.”
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The comm. system blared, and Sanjy’s head appeared on a holo screen in 3-D. “We have arrived at Jix, General.”

Squeezing his eyes shut, Craze swallowed a stinging retort. He had resigned, damn it. His irked thoughts must have shown on his face.

“Sorry, Gen… uh, Craze. Habit.” Sanjy’s cheeks reddened before she shut off the comm.

“Duty calls. Again.” He stood. “Will you look after my things?”

“Sure. Need backup?” Talos settled deeper into the cushions of the sofa.

“What a half-hearted offer. You’ve no intention of gettin’ up.”

“I’ve never been as much of a sap as you. Duty doesn’t call me. You’ll have to learn to ignore your squishy tendencies if you truly wish to retire.”

“I’m a sap-ass bwat muncher, that’s for sure.” Craze straightened his bronze tunic before heading down the ladder.

Out the hatch and down the ramp, he strode through the hangar, ignoring the salutes and cheers following him like a wad of Wonder Ricklit excrement. The praise was too much, too intense. He was a nobody. Yes, he had beaten two ferocious enemies, but he had only done what needed doing, and he had hardly done it alone. “Get back to work,” he grumbled. “There’s still work to be done.”

Fo’wo’s and Backworlders bowed deeply. A few fell to their knees, clutching at their chests. “You saved us. Savoir.” The chants grew louder. Craze ran to the bridge and thanked the doors when they shut and silenced the cheers. He hadn’t led the war for glory and acclaim, and he didn’t want it.

On the bridge, Sanjy rose from the command chair, moving behind it, as was the routine between them. Craze shook his head and waved her back to the most powerful seat on the Fo’wo battlecruiser. “This ship is yours. You are the commander.”

Her thin mouth twitched and disappeared when she pressed her lips together. “It’s habit to surrender the vessel to your care. I have to repeat my earlier offer. You should command the battlecruiser for the duration of this mission. The crew has complete faith in you no matter what title you wear.”

“I must repeat my earlier refusal. It’s time the crew place trust wholly on you. You is the supreme commander of this ship. You was when we first met, ‘n you’ll be from here on out. Besides, I’ll be headin’ down to the surface to negotiate the management of the Vines. There is lots of interests to shuffle ‘n sort. When this mission is complete, I’ll leave on the Sequi. I don’t intend to return to the battlecruiser.” He looked around the bridge at the places where he had lost hope and found faith, memorizing the contours of his life these past years.

“Well, this is a moment.” Her frown twitched as she sank into the command chair. “Your success is inevitable. You’re a good schmoozer. You schmoozed me.” The grim set of Sanjy’s mouth relaxed into a smile. “I didn’t make it easy for you.”

She had been the Fo’wo ambassador when he had forged the alliance with the Foreworlds. The fact he and Sanjy had come to rely on each other never ceased to amaze him. He trusted her more than his family and some of his friends. “I won’t underestimate the challenge. Verkinns can be vexin’, ‘n there’s bad history between me ‘n my relatives.”

She drummed her fingers on the armrest. “From what you’ve told me, your family isn’t waiting with open arms, but certainly the war put things into perspective. However, if you need me, you need only ask. I’m always willing to serve at your request.”

“I may take you up on your offer,” Craze answered. “Gut what you said about perspective bears merit. I don’t think my pa ‘n the elders want to beat me senseless anymore. However, I don’t expect change beyond that. Do you think the Civil Senate has changed?”

“Hardly. I get your point.”

A young woman at a nearby console left her station. She had purple ringlets haloing her face, and bright eyes. Lean and petite, she grinned up at Craze. She had been a loyal comrade since the time of negotiating the Fo’wo alliance—back when Sanjy wanted to send them both out of an airlock. Once, Sanjy actually did.

“Take me. You need me,” Bemmy said. Her cheeks paled, and she glanced at Sanjy. “If you permit me, Supreme Commander.”

Sanjy nodded, settling deeper into the command chair. “Whatever the Gen… er, Craze needs.”

Bemmy stood as tall as she could, barely reaching Craze’s shoulder. “The planet Jix is brimming with conflict ready to blow if it isn’t handled right. There’s your sister, the other Verkinns, the Jixes, the Backworlds, ‘n the Foreworlds, which is a lot of interests needing to be crated up into one solid package.”

“You don’t have to keep followin’ me around, Bemmy.” He patted her cheek. “Go back to your life.”

“Negotiating peace is my life. It was before we teamed up, ‘n I want to continue in the profession. I am uniquely qualified for this mission, ‘n… ‘n I want to do it.” Her eyelids didn’t flicker, and her cheeks didn’t twitch. She had to mean what she said.

“Only if it’s because you want to, ‘n not because you think it’s your duty.”

“Honestly, Craze, I want to do this. I want to keep the peace we fought so hard to get. This is my calling.”

Well, if she put it that way. “Permission granted.”

“I’ll go pack.” Bemmy started to salute, caught herself, and scurried off the bridge.

“I don’t know what she’ll do without you,” Sanjy said.

“I’ll miss her dearly. But, if we meet again, it’s to be as equals ‘n friends, not as superior ‘n subordinate.” He blew Sanjy a kiss. “Same goes for you.”

Sanjy frowned in his direction but didn’t scold him for his lack of decorum. “Jix is hailing us. You’re on, Gen… er, Craze.”

“Central monitor, Supreme Commander.” Right fist to left shoulder, he bowed his head in a salute.

His sister’s face appeared in 3-D and as large as a boulder in the middle of the command deck. The command deck of the Fo’wo battlecruiser spanned longer and wider than Craze’s most successful bar, which had comfortably sat hundreds. His bar had barely opened before his sister rendered it to ruins. The universe had been telling him for a long time his destiny wouldn’t be found in a mountain of chips, and after this mission, he would tell the universe where he belonged.

Temerity had similar features as Craze—wide cheeks and nose, full lips, ear holes, living hair, dusky complexion, and a solid build. Before saying a word, she saluted and held it a full minute before sweeping into a deep, reverent bow.

Her serious expression broke into a wide grin. “All hail the hero of the galaxy.” She applauded—gently and slowly bringing her hands together without sound. “You is something, brother. You is legend.” Her dark eyes sparkled as she looked him over. “Amazing. Simply amazing.”

“Enough, Lord Temerity. Every person on this ship is just as responsible for the win. So is you. You played an integral part in the victory. We need to have a conversation. Can I come down to Jix?”

“Why so formal? Although, I like the ring of the title of lord.”

Which was exactly why he used it. His envoy training hadn’t shunned him.

Her eyes narrowed. “Let me guess. The topic is the Trausser Vines?”

He nodded.

“The BAA is finally asserting itself into the state of the galaxy, I gather?”

“You figure right.”

“I’m set up in the old Jix palace. See you soon.”

She had taken the preliminary news better than expected. Maybe Dialhi was right. Maybe Temerity didn’t want the responsibility of managing the Vines. The Trausser Vines could establish a telepathic link powerful enough to override a person’s free will and were a formidable enemy ripe for misuse as a daunting weapon if anyone in the galaxy had the mind to take advantage. Craze’s kin and the Jixes—the inhabitants of the planet Jix—often had such an intent.

Craze flicked the holo-control for the monitor and ended the communication. His finger paused in midair. “With your permission, Supreme Commander, I’ll take one of your shuttles to the surface.”

Sanjy’s blue eyes brightened. “You and I are long past protocol and niceties. You needn’t ask. Take the best shuttle.”

“I ask because friends respect each other. Will I see you again soon?”

Her chin quivered before Sanjy regained control. “If the galaxy permits, dear friend.”

“This is not our end.” Saluting Sanjy, Craze made his way to the shuttle bay and pinged Bemmy where to meet him.

Undying adoration, salutes, and bows accompanied his every step. He tugged at his collar, unable to accept praise from his troops, unable to believe anything about a war warranted praise, and unable to make peace with what he had done.
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Without the shadows of murderous clouds, the planet Jix bordered on sublime—a large marble of blue and green. A few weeks ago, a pivotal battle had taken place on its surface. The Trausser Vines and Quassers had been united in the most vile alliance and had left world after world void of life and hope. The enemies had taken anything of worth and left behind rubble and pebbles and space debris. On Jix, Craze’s army had separated the Vines from the Quassers. The separation of the enemies had been a crucial step in ending a war that would haunt Craze’s memories the rest of his days.

Charred pits dotted the planet, marring the swaths of green. The charring concentrated most around the chief residence—a sprawling complex resembling a palace. A white veranda surrounded the palatial home, edged in lacy white marble, separating the structure from the natural landscape. The grand residence was boxy but rose in precision and splendor. Its edifice screamed someone of great importance lived inside.

“Less cloudy than last time we was here,” Craze said to Bemmy. The Quassers had been living ships resembling cloud-like spheres—clouds of death unlike any storm on any planet.

She chuckled. “Our victory was brilliant. You was brilliant.”

“You never left my side. Victory belongs to you ‘n our colleagues.” Craze sat beside her in the shuttle. He crossed his arms and slumped in the seat as much as the safety belt would allow. “You ‘n I have spent a lot of time in shuttles over the years between negotiatin’ alliances ‘n wagin’ war.”

“We have.” She quit staring at the planet and met his gaze. “You is really goin’ to step away? The Backworlds will need help getting itself back together. ‘N what is our future with the Fo’wo’s?”

“I got dragged into things I had no business bein’ in. Jeez, Bemmy, I was a bartender on a nowhere planet. I’m no envoy or general or anythin’ else the galaxy demanded of me. It’s time I go back to my humble digs.”

“Your race of Backworlder isn’t so humble. Verkinns want to rule the Backworlds.”

“They did for a time when livin’ in the swamps of Siegna. They have yet to master Jix.”

“Which they may decide to do once the shock of the war wears off.”

“Possibly. No one can change their genetics overnight. Although my sister has changed as much as I have.”

“Maybe. But she’s burdened with an enormous task ‘n the influence of your less noble relatives.”

“She’s not alone. Her old crew is with her ‘n Sergeant Spurgeon. They’ll support her ‘n keep her on the side of right.”

“Against your kin ‘n the Jixes ‘n the Vines?” One thin brow arched.

The Jixes were as bad as the Verkinns as far as mercenary ways went. And how long would the Verkinns control the Vines for everyone’s good? One slip and the Vines would have control of the planet and its resources. Then hostilities would start again.

“You ‘n I is on our way to fix the problem. One last mission.” He grinned at her and let his arms drop. “It’s relaxin’ to know this is the end of it.”

“It is, ‘n it’s a mission we can handle drunk on malt.”

“Too bad we drank my malt while celebratin’ the end of the war. All the same, we once got the damned Fo’wo’s to agree to an alliance. We can manage this. This has to be easier.”

“Because we think this task will be simple, the galaxy will dish crap at us. It always does. That’s what you is always telling me, ‘n I’ve witnessed it as truth on many occasions.” Bemmy scratched the tip of her nose. “What do you think the trickiest bit of this mission will be?”

Tendrils of Craze’s hair curled as he thought. The dark strands bobbed up and down in a soft, methodical bounce. “My kin is difficult, but keepin’ the BAA ‘n Fo’wo’s in their respective corners will be hardest. Neither can have more power than the other, but someone has to have the last word when it comes to the Vines.”

“That kind of power can’t rest with one person.” Bemmy went back to observing their landing spot out of the view panel.

The minor bumps on Jix’s surface became mountains. A box grew into a grand palace. The charred splotches became large pits to blot out the meadows and forests. A pit as large as a small city gave the appearance Jix verged on dying. The palace sat in this enormous pit. Outside the palace, lithe green beings worked. The green beings were Trausser Vines woven into lanky people-shaped creatures. They rose three stories high and their leaves shimmied with every movement, as if shaking off dust.

Cold pimpled Craze’s skin and it took him a few seconds to shut his mouth. “What the…?” Half standing, he pressed his hand and nose against the view panel. “I’m not sure I like the looks of those.”

Bemmy shivered. “They is creepy.”

“I’m surprised anyone previously enslaved by the Vines can stand the sight.”

Bemmy set down the shuttle away from the viny workers, but there was no clear path to the palace without walking through the Vines. “Do you think your sister commanded the Vines to be so, umm, tall on purpose? To keep the Jixes away?”

Craze shrugged. He pulled two frizzers out of a case tucked under his seat and handed one to Bemmy. Pulling up his tunic, he strapped his weapon to his thigh.

“I thought you trusted your sister.” Bemmy buckled her holster around her waist, not taking any care to conceal it.

“My trust doesn’t extend to parasitic vines we battled for over a year. We fought for the right to exist, to have freewill. How many of our comrades did we watch die in those battles? Victims of the Vines turned green ‘n sprouted leaves ‘n then exploded. I don’t recall the Vines bein’ nice.”

“My thinking aligns with yours. However, folks don’t blame the Trausser Vines as much as the Quassers.”

“Do you agree with that thinkin’?” Craze strode to the rear of the shuttle and grabbed onto a short ladder. He climbed down three rungs and dropped to the level below.

Bemmy landed lightly beside him. “You know I don’t.” She raised her chin. “How could any of us forget what the Vines did?”

The Vines had ripped folks to shreds, leaving behind rivers of blood before working with the Quassers to crush entire planets into rubble. They had no mercy.

Craze pressed the controls beside the hatch, which opened the door and deployed the exit ramp. He glared at the nearest Vines. When one whipped out a tendril to grab a fresh pot of resin, he gripped the doorframe. The viny tendrils smoothed the goop over a crack in the palace and did so with grace and skill.

“Creepy as shit,” Craze said.

“You’ll get no argument from me.” Bemmy remained firmly rooted on the threshold.

Craze made no move to leave the shuttle either.

A Backworlder strode out of the palace and sprang down the steps, rushing toward the shuttle. By the shape and gait, Craze knew it to be his sister. He waved and took a step out onto the ramp. When she drew closer, he inhaled a sharp breath.

Her hair had shaped itself like leaves, and her skin had a green tint. Her dark eyes shone like jewels as she looked up into his face.

“T-Tem?”

Temerity placed her right hand to her left shoulder and bowed. “Welcome home.”

Like him, she spread wide and tall and muscular. Her cheeks and nose were broad. Like every Verkinn, her living hair reflected her emotions, and her complexion was usually dusky like his. Not green.

“Why is you green?” He blurted. His gaze snapped from her to Vine to Vine and back to her. “What’s goin’ on?”

“You talking about this?” She laughed and her hands swept down over her emerald-green gown. The dress had a cape made from Vines. “This getup makes the Vines happy. They is easier to control when they is happy.” She gestured behind her. “Sometimes they sing while they work.” She clicked her fingers at the nearest Vine. “A song for our savior, Leif.”

The Vine set down the can of resin and fluffed up its leaves. The leaves vibrated faster and faster until they produced a sound. The other Vines picked up the song and added their harmonies, stuffing the air with rustles and whistles and an eerie hum.

Bemmy clutched onto Craze’s hand. He squeezed her fingers.

“First of all,” he said, “I’m no savior, ‘n I want to mention Jix isn’t my home.”

“You is one of us.” Temerity smiled. “You is family. Of course, Jix is your home. ‘N you saved us from the Quassers ‘n death. You is the savior of the galaxy.”

“Is you drunk?” He descended the rest of the way down the ramp and gripped his sister’s shoulders. “You is talkin’ mighty weird.” He glanced at the Vines. “Is it them? No wonder the BAA sent me.”

Blinking, she stepped back. “Sent? Certainly you wanted to come?” Her eyes dimmed.

This situation needed his ambassador skills and not his commander-of-the-armed-forces skills. “Of course, I want to see you.” He leaned over and caught her in an embrace. “I had to see how you is gettin’ on.” He tugged at her leaf-shaped hair. “Very fetchin’ style. Is every Verkinn wearin’ their hair in leaves now?”

“Only those who is controlling the Vines. We’ve formed a special bond with the Vines. They isn’t so awful.”

“Hmm.” He tugged Bemmy forward until she stood beside him. “Isn’t that marvelous?” he said to her.

“Better than we could have hoped for.” Her smile looked as if it hurt. She hugged Temerity. “It is wonderful to see you again ‘n to see you so well.”

“Come into the palace.” Temerity waved them forward. “I want to hear every detail about the ultimate battle on the Quasser homeworld.”

He let her get a few steps ahead, then whispered into Bemmy’s ear. “This won’t be so relaxin’.”

“No,” she exhaled. “The galaxy is spitting shit like we thought it would.”
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The Vines towered over Craze. He craned his head back to gawk at the illusion of a face. Where eyes and a mouth would appear on a person, there were deliberate holes in the creature’s greenery. Whenever a Vine whipped out a branch to snag an object, Craze jumped in his skin. Bemmy trembled. Whirling this way and that, so as not to turn his back on his enemy, Craze stumbled over rocks and uneven ground. Temerity didn’t seem to notice, marching resolutely ahead. He and Bemmy shared a sigh when their feet touched the steps up to the palace.

Inside, his sister led him into a room as large as a city block with a dais and three large seats carved from the same white stone comprising the building. A long table made from the same stone ran along one side of the room—a room capable of holding a village. A few painted resin chairs flanked the table, but otherwise the room echoed from the lack of furnishings and decor.

“Remodelin’?” Craze asked his sister.

Ingarsse had once been the leader of the Jixes and had ruled from this room. Had Temerity’s rule over the Vines and the planet given her delusions of grandeur? He couldn’t help but study her, focusing on nothing but her.

“You made me planetlord. Trappings ‘n a show of opulence is expected among Jixes ‘n Verkinns if I want their respect. I can’t govern them if I don’t have their respect. You know what they is like.” The corners of her eyes creased, pulling her forehead into a knot. When she caught his gaze, she smiled and her shoulders rolled, releasing tension. “I’m so glad you is here.”

She seemed like the sister he had come to trust and not the one who had tried to murder him a few years ago. But it wouldn’t hurt to turn on his brotherly charm.

“I’m sorry it wasn’t sooner.” Craze moved toward the long table. “Will you sit beside me?”

Temerity caught his sleeve. “Not here.” She led him to a wall. A door opened at her touch, and she entered a narrow corridor. Across the hall and at the end, she opened a door to a much smaller chamber. The interior of the room was set up as a modest abode with a living area and kitchenette. Temerity flopped onto an overstuffed green sofa.

Craze and Bemmy took the upholstered chairs across from her.

“You seem tired,” Craze said, his palms resting on his knees.

“The Vines, our kin, ‘n the Jixes is exhausting. One never-ending quibble after another. As bad as commanding a fleet.” She sat up and shrugged, her mood improving. “You know how it is.”

“I do. I thought you said the Vines is happy.”

“The galaxy doesn’t make it easy. A lot of work goes into keeping them subdued. There’s only twenty others I can completely trust with the Vines. I hated going so far as to let the Vines tint my skin ‘n convince my hair to echo a vine.” She tapped her green skin and elaborate hair. “But my power over the Vines keeps the Verkinns ‘n Jixes under control. The Jixes ‘n Verkinns is more exhausting than the Vines.”

Craze slid back in the chair. “I’m glad to hear you explain your hair ‘n skin.” He nudged Bemmy. “Good reasons.” His sister had no notions of a power play.

Temerity frowned. “You is glad I’m overwhelmed?”

Oh jeez, he had stepped on her ire anyway. “That’s not what I meant.” He was glad she wasn’t as influenced by the Vines as she had seemed when he got off the shuttle. “I’m glad you isn’t returnin’ to Verkinn ways or pickin’ up where the Jixes left off.”

“Why would I?”

“The Vines have everyone jittery.”

“Managing them makes a person more jittery. I’m glad to have this break. Happy I can relax for a bit.” The color of her skin faded to the normal dusky hues of a Verkinn. “I’ve missed you.”

Craze got up to kiss her cheek. “I missed you, ma dee. Missed you terribly. Seems I have cause to worry for you.”

She patted his face before she let him return to his seat. “Your concern is welcome. Our kin tests me every day instead of helping.”

“Jeez, Tem. You should have pinged. I would have come sooner.”

“You want to retire ‘n go on with your life. You deserve to.” She tugged off the leafy cape and stuffed it under the couch.

“You don’t have to be planetlord.”

“Who else will take over?”

“Me.” Bemmy squeaked the word more than spoke it. “I’m qualified.”

“Is you serious?” Temerity asked.

Putting Bemmy in charge would solve a lot of issues facing Jix. Her skills as a negotiator were top notch. She had kept Craze and Sanjy from killing each other when they first met. Anyone who could get Fo’wo’s and Backworlders together was more than qualified to handle the mess brewing on Jix.

“If this is what she truly wants, Bemmy is perfect.” Craze stood and went over to the little kitchen. “You got anythin’ to eat or drink, Tem?”

“Sandwich fixings in the cool box ‘n a few bottles of Pa’s ale.” She left the couch and opened a cupboard stocked with plates, utensils, and plasticine cups. She waved Bemmy over, patting a stool at the kitchen island.

The two sat down together, and Temerity split a bottle of ale between three cups. She licked her lips as she set down the empty bottle. “I should have let you pour,” she said to Craze.

“I’m no longer a barkeep. I’ve no tavern. ‘N it’s your house.” He sliced cheese and slathered bread with herbed jelly.

Temerity’s first sip practically drained her cup. “Pa’s ale isn’t as good as yours.”

“I brew heart into mine. Heart makes a difference in taste.”

“Don’t tell Pa I said so. He’s hard enough to keep to a simmer.”

Craze popped the sandwiches into the cooker and leaned with his elbows on the counter. “What’s he givin’ you a hard time about?”

“He thinks the BAA should be busting in to make Jix a paradise after what we did in the war.”

“Ah. He thinks the galaxy owes him.”

“Yeah.” She finished her ale and opened another. She nudged Bemmy. “You really want to be planetlord of this shithole?”

Bemmy took a dainty sip from her cup. “Putting messes into order is what I do. It’s what I’ve always done. I loved my service with the BAA ‘n with your brother. I want to continue to serve the Backworlds. Jix needs my help. You need help.”

“I do need support, especially with the Vines.”

“You treat them kindly.” Bemmy’s tone went flat, and her eyes flashed with a spark of heat. “Too nice.”

“I get you. They killed folks without mercy.”

“How can you forgive them so quickly?”

“If we treat them harshly ‘n they get loose, we’ve got a new war on our hands. If they get loose ‘n we treated them kindly, maybe things will be all right. There’s a chance. There’s no chance if we treat them like shit.”

“I agree with your logic, but I don’t think the Vines should be running about so free.”

“The Vines is what they is. Unless we can get the Fo’wo weapon to fire again ‘n send the Trausser Vines back 500 years in their evolution, we is stuck with them as they is. They can’t think beyond themselves ‘n their own needs. Which is why I work hard to keep them happy. You saw what they did when they was cranky.” Temerity twirled her cup between her palms. “Is there anything left in the Fo’wo weapon?”

“No one has told me if there is.” Craze put a sandwich on each plate and drank his cup of ale. His pa’s ale had sour notes Craze didn’t remember. He had only drank his own ale the last fifteen years. Maybe he had forgotten the taste of his father’s. “De-evolvin’ the Vines would be my first choice. I don’t like anyone managin’ them. Too much temptation for exploitation ‘n misuse by Verkinns, Jixes, Fo’wo’s, ‘n everyone else.”

His sister’s jaw stiffened. “Not by me.”

Craze distributed the third bottle of ale between the three cups. “I have complete faith in you, but not in anyone else around you. Except for Sergeant Spurgeon. What if somethin’ happens to you? I certainly wouldn’t put it past the Verkinn Council of Elders or the Jixes to use the Vines to gain power ‘n wealth. Or what if some other Backworlder faction takes you out? The BAA is right. The management of the Vines has to be better settled than it is.”

He put his hand over hers, peering into her face, smiling warmly. “It’s no reflection on you. You’ve done a fantastic job. Is it a job you want to be stuck with? You’ve a voice in how this goes. What you want will determine how Bemmy ‘n I handle the BAA ‘n the Fo’wo’s.”

“The Fo’wo’s?” Temerity shook her head. “They is coming?”

“They have as much of an interest in what happens to the Vines as everyone else.”

“The Quassers ‘n Vines barely touched the Fo’wo worlds,” Temerity protested.

Most of the battles had been in the Backworlds where entire planets and populations had been lost. The Fo’wo worlds remained intact, and their people hadn’t filled the ranks of fighters as much as Backworlders. Yet, Craze couldn’t have won without Sanjy, her battlecruiser, and the Fo’wo weapon ship. The Foreworlds had also developed a catalyst agent to kill the deadly spores the Quassers and Vines had unleashed upon the galaxy when they were a unified enemy. The key battle on Jix would have been the Backworlds’ defeat if not for the catalyst agent.

“True. But the Foreworlds did help us, and the Vines could be cultivated into a weapon to be used against them, to end them before they solve their longevity issue. Death has a grip on them so tight, they don’t need another bother. Think of Sanjy ‘n the Fo’wo’s who fought with us.” He squeezed her fingers. “If we don’t let the Fo’wo’s in, the BAA might forget how we needed them to fight the Quassers, ‘n we’ll end up back where we was—hatin’ ‘n killin’. Folks have the shortest memories.”

“Usually. Folks didn’t forget the atrocities of the Fo’Wo War too quickly, though. Most Backworlders still harbor hate for them because of it.”

“Don’t I know.” Craze chuckled, remembering the jeers and bullying he had to deal with when negotiating the alliance with the Fo’wo’s. “Some friends is still cold to me. Warmer since defeating the Quassers, but still cooler than before I forged the Fo’wo alliance.” He let go of Temerity’s hand to enjoy some of the sandwich. “We have an opportunity to lead different lives. We get to start over.”

“Your idea is to return to bartending on some Podunk planet?”

“Yeah, where chips ‘n status don’t matter. Where only the kind of person you is matters.”

“Those sorts of places usually turn into cults.”

He picked at the crust of his bread. “They don’t have to.”

“Well, I hope your place doesn’t. Where is you going to go?”

He shrugged. “Pardeep Station is gone. My heart still weighs heavy from its loss.”

“Then why not stay on Jix ‘n help me?”

“The Verkinns don’t respect me. Besides, they is irksome. So is the Jixes. There’s so much history, I couldn’t start fresh.”

“You is not the only one wanting to move on from the war.” Finishing her sandwich, Temerity wiped off her hands. “Have you heard from Kaes?”

“Nah.” He chugged down the ale and toyed with his empty cup. “She said she needed to memorialize Wef by herself in her own way, ‘n she’s only been gone a few days. I have to respect her wishes. Right?”

If he didn’t, Kaesare might never want to see him again. So much had been lost. He couldn’t lose another friend. Side by side, Kaes and Craze had gotten through the battles of an impossible war. They had cried and screamed, often in each other’s arms. In those moments, they had made vows of allegiance and to always be there for one another. In corners, they had whispered and strengthened their bond. During combat, they looked out for one another and made the hard choices that had needed to be made for everyone’s survival. Those moments had been fermented in the colors of death and desperation, but those moments had built a relationship stronger and more resilient than any Craze had ever had. At some point, she would miss him. Wouldn’t she? But he couldn’t blame her for going. She had loose ends to tend to.

Her best friend had been killed during the Quasser War, and she had returned to his planet to see if anything could be salvaged. Wef had been the last of his kind, a Huon. Besides being brilliant in creating technology, simple flora and fauna would sprout on his skin, and he had turned lifeless rocks into paradises. The term ‘gentle giant’ had to be what scientists had in mind when genetically engineering the Huons.

“I suppose,” Temerity replied. “I thought the two of you would end up together.” She picked up the dishes and put them in the washing cupboard.

Craze’s hair fluffed to conceal his heating cheeks. He couldn’t look at Bemmy. “Things work out as they is supposed to. Battle does strange things to how you feel about folks. Kaes ‘n I is good friends. Nothin’ more.”

Bemmy laughed and stood, straightening her trousers and her tunic. “Send her a message. One designed so she doesn’t have to answer if she doesn’t want to. When you move on from Jix, I hope you’ll send me a message now ‘n then too.”

“Of course. We is more than colleagues. ‘N in the spirit of friendship, I have to ask whether you really want to lord over this sorry mess of affairs? This task won’t be easy. Jix may consume the rest of your years.”

“After all we’ve fought for, I want to make sure every thread is tied up ‘n done right. There is quite a few comrades on the Fo’wo battlecruiser who want the same. I won’t be alone. If you truly want my help,” Bemmy said to Temerity.

“What if I’m not sure?” The leaves in Temerity’s hair loosened to gentle curls. “What I want never occurred to me. I feel it’s my responsibility to take care of the remaining Verkinns, ‘n I’m not sure how the Verkinns will react to an outsider lording over them. Whatever I do end up wanting, one of those things is not creating more chaos ‘n strife on Jix.”

“Be as involved as you want. Stick around to ensure the transition goes smoothly,” Bemmy suggested.

“I like the idea of the people we fought with formin’ a coalition with you,” Craze said. “We know their motivation is right, ‘n you can decide how much lord you keep in your planetlord title, Tem. Does that sound good?” He tugged at a lock of Temerity’s hair. The strands looped around his beefy fingers. “What we did has to stand the test of time. Defeatin’ evil has to matter.”

“I agree.” Temerity glanced out the window at the towering Vines repairing the palace and filling in the pit left behind by weapon blasts. “This is not what I envisioned for myself when the war ended.”

“What do you want?”

“The usual. No drama. Romance. Family. Good friends. Laughter. No communion with Vines. No reminding folks to not be selfish. We can be so much more than we is. All of humanity. ‘N we keep squanderin’ our potential.” She ambled over to the window. “But if I walk away, I don’t help make anything better happen. Do I?”

Craze flinched. “Is that judgment on the path I chose?”
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