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CHAPTER ONE

FIGHT FIRST, TALK LATER
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Ssarok strode through the congealing blood of his father, KKamen, the Emperor of Light. Four unwilling warriors splashed behind him. Ssarok stopped at the doorway to the throne room. He pointed to his dead father’s chief advisor. He snarled, “You, you well-meaning fool. Clean my boots.”

The man stumbled and crawled to Ssarok. He used his robe and carefully wiped the new Emperor’s boots. Ssarok laughed. “I’d tell you to lick them clean, but I’ll not have the spittle of such a coward as you touch my clothing.”

He sheathed his swords. “This world of kindly intentioned people is not worth ruling. I leave you to govern Vexria, yourselves. That way, should I deign to return to the miserable planet, I’ll have the pleasure of conquering it again. Try to pick a ruler who’ll fight. My sword craves the taste of valiant blood.”

His four companions followed him through the castle. Ppared, the senior warrior, asked, “You said you have a ship that can travel between planets. Where are we going? How long will we be long?”

“We travel to a planet discovered by one of my ancestors. He called it the Blue. There is a portal in the sky. My ship will pass through the portal and we will instantly be transported to the Blue. My father’s father’s father discovered the portal and he visited the Blue. He brought back tales of bravery, of valiant kings, and of noble warriors. Like Vexria, the Blue also contains men who are weak and cowardly. Men who are Falstaffian in nature.”

Ppared and the other three men hurried to keep up with Ssarok. “Your Majesty, will we be able to speak their language?”

“Of course, you dolt. Aren’t you listening? My ancestor stayed on the Blue long enough to learn their language. He returned with books and journals. Falstaffian is a word created by one of the Blue’s chroniclers of the bravery of the planet’s mightiest warriors. His name was Shakespeare and any man so named must be a great fighter. Not as great as me, of course. I will rule their world by the strength of my arm and courage of my heart.”

The youngest warrior, Ffloman, said, “I will follow you anywhere, but I still don’t under how we can speak their words.”

Ssarok opened the door to his airship. “Vexrians don't even have the courage to defend their own language. To my shame, we forsook our own language and learned to speak the words of the Blue world. No more questions. Board the ship.”

The four warriors hurried up the ramp. Each found a chair. Ssarok closed and latched the door. He sat in the pilot’s seat and started the engine. “There are straps on your chairs. Use them.”

Ffloman shook his head. “I’m not afraid. I need no straps.”

Ssarok reached behind himself and backhanded the young warrior across the face. “Strap yourself. Never confuse bravery with stupidity.”

Ffloman bristled, “I’m not stupid.”

Ssarok drew his sword and beheaded Ffloman. “Remember, when you are dead, you do not know you are dead. It is only painful for others. The same applies when you are stupid. Strap yourselves in. You are of no use to me if you are dead or stupid.”

The sleek craft lifted from the castle and flew toward the ocean. Ssarok watched the instruments carefully. He was arrogant and confident, but he understood the lesson of stupidity. Even the bravest and smartest warrior uses his tools. “Prepare to enter the portal. My ancestor said that the transition is instantaneous, but it can be disruptive. Don’t embarrass yourself by vomiting in my aircraft.”

Wwimor, now the youngest warrior spoke, “The air before us wavers. I can see it move. Is that the portal?” 

Before Ssarok could answer, Wwimor felt himself turn inside out. He embarrassed himself. The final warrior, Bbunet, grunted, “I’m not cleaning that up.”

Ppared had vomited in his mouth and choked it down. The sky and water were bluer on this world than on Vexria. The airship skimmed above the rolling ocean. He didn't see land anywhere. “Your Majesty, have you chosen the place to begin your conquest?” Where will we make landfall?” 

Ssarok checked the instruments. Most of the readings are meaningless on this new world. Velocity and fuel level were still accurate. He accelerated to four hundred miles an hour. The aircraft said that he had six hours of flight time. He considered turning the aircraft, but when you don’t know where you are or where you’re going, all directions are the same. “We’ll maintain this heading. We’ll reach land in about seven hours. Try to sleep.”

He concentrated on holding the course. Flying in circles would kill everyone. They’d either reach land within six hours or they’d crash into the ocean. Either way, by telling them seven hours, he wouldn’t have to answer stupid questions. Ssarok didn’t know anything about radar, but this time stupidity was on his side. He flew barely above the water - too low to be detected.

Three hours later he landed the airship in Guyana, near Georgetown, the only place in South America where English is an official language. He landed the ship near the edge of a clearing and he and his men covered it with branches and underbrush. His men looked at the hidden aircraft with longing in their eyes.

“Don’t ask. I can find it again. It has a beacon. Let’s go find some natives and kill them.” 

The four Vexrians found a paved road that followed the coast. The stretch of pavement was empty in the early morning hours, but occasionally a car or truck roared up and down the road. The cacophony of engine noise was louder than thunder. Ssarok shoved Ppared from the underbrush, and grabbed Wwimor by the scruff of his neck and threw him onto the shoulder of the highway. Bbunet quickly stepped from the bushes. “Be you warriors or be you children to be frightened by the growls from these strange vehicles that have not deigned to notice us? I’m going to kill one and see what’s inside.”

He smashed the edge of the pavement with his sword hilt. He picked up a chunk as big as his head, balanced it in one hand, and threw it through the windshield of the next vehicle.

The car skidded, swerved, and rolled to a stop. Ssarok grunted, “Easy to kill.”

The man in the car was shorter than Ssarok and his warriors, dressed strangely, and dead. Bbunet and Wwimor searched the body. Bbunet knelt and presented the contents of the man’s pockets to Ssarok. “These metal tokens and paper strips have numbers and faces on them. I believe they may represent currency even though they’re not gold or silver. These hard rectangular cards were inside the man’s wallet.”

Wwimor held up a cell phone. “This device was in his pocket. I don’t know its purpose.”

Ssarok inspected the phone. “Some type of communication device.”

The phone rang and vibrated. Ssarok dropped it and ground it into silence with a booted heel. “Alarm. It’s an alarm. It will summon others to help this man. Good, more people to kill.”

A police car, lights flashing and siren wailing, spun to a stop. Two officers jumped out, noticed Ssarok and the others, and retreated behind their open doors. Sergeant Ramirez said, “Carla, are they filming a movie? Those guys have swords and they’re dressed like people in a Hercules epic.”

Patrolwoman Carla Cortez shook her head. “No filming around here that I know about."

Ramirez yelled, “Hey. Move away from the vehicle. Don’t unsheathe those swords.”

Ssarok handed the wallet to Bbunet and drew both longswords. “Who are you to give me orders?”

“Police. Put down the swords.”

Ssarok said, “I take orders from no man or woman. Surrender and I promise you an honorable death.”

“Carla, get back in the car and call this in,” Ramirez yelled.

Ssarok screamed at the top of his lungs and charged. Cortez and Ramirez opened fire, but Ssarok weaved and danced between the spray of bullets faster than a flag flutters in a high wind. The officers reached for new magazines at almost the same instant, but Ssarok was on them before they could reload. The Vexrian jumped and slid feet-first across the top of the car. He slammed the flat of his right-hand blade into the Sergeant’s face and kicked Carla with in the shoulder. 

He bounced off the trunk, landed on his feet, sheathed his swords, and had Carla in a half headlock before she stopped rolling. ”Bbunet, get everyone in this vehicle. I’ll make this one teach us to operate it. This world is not as Shakespeare wrote. There is much we must learn.”

Carla jammed a Taser into Ssarok’s bare leg. “Asshole, here’s your first damn lesson.”

Ssarok’s leg tingled at the fifty-thousand-volt discharge. His muscles mildly spasmed, but he didn’t lose control of his body. He knocked the Taser from Carla’s hand and jerked her to her feet. He slapped her and her hat fell off. He touched her face and said, “This is a woman. What kind of world has women warriors?”

Officer Carla Cortez bit his hand. Ssarok jerked away. She spit blood at him. “The kind of world where this woman will kick your caveman ass.”

Ssarok pinched her nose and mouth closed until she passed out. “She’s lucky I don’t kill women, at least, not most of the time.”

Carla woke in the driver’s seat. Ssarok was next to her and the other three barbarians were in the back seat. The wire barrier that separates the police from the rear seat occupants lay mangled on the side of the highway. “Where’s my partner, Sergeant Ramirez.”

“He is bound inside the compartment at the rear of this vehicle. His life, as is your own, is in your hands. Operate this vehicle and take us to a location where can rest and learn about your world. It is different than we expected. Knowledge is power.”

“My world? What the hell do you mean my world? What color is the sky on your world?”

Ssarok placed the tip of his knife against her throat. “Not so blue as yours and it has a hint of green, but that’s not important. Move now or die.”

Carla thought as she drove. She couldn’t risk taking these men into Georgetown. There was no telling how many people they’d kill in the crowded capital city. She decided to take them to her house. She lived alone and that wouldn’t put anyone else in immediate danger. Sooner or later, this barbarian would screw up and she’d find a way to escape or call for help. 

She glanced at Ssarok. “I’ll take you to my home. No one will bother us there. I can drive easier if you put the knife away. You’re not afraid of a woman, are you?”

He put away the knife. “I fear no one.”

She thought. I bet you don’t. You’ve gotta be six foot five with muscles like a bodybuilder. Fast, too. Faster than anyone I’ve ever seen and you shook off a Taser like it was nothing. But you’re arrogant. I’ve got to figure out how to use that.

Ssarok smiled. “I know what you’re thinking. You’ve realized that I’m stronger and faster than any man you’ve ever seen. Your lightning gun didn’t affect me. I saw you smile. You think you can trick me. Many have thought that and they died for their mistake. You believe me prideful and overconfident. Do not let your belief lead you into misfortune. It's not arrogance when it's true.”

Carla drove in silence to her home. She pulled the police car into the garage and closed the overhead door. She disabled the GPS on the vehicle and on her phone. Ramirez was unconscious. She turned off the GPS function on his phone as well. If this went badly, there was no reason for more people to die. 

They went inside the two-bedroom bungalow and closed the curtains. Carla turned on the television. She demonstrated how to change the channels. “Watch and learn. Sooner or later everything you need to know about this world will be displayed. A word of caution. Some of the things you’ll see are true and some are not true.”

“Not true?”

“Stories, fiction, fairy tales, murder mysteries, and sometimes, even the news. Ask me if you’re not sure. Let me give medical aid to my partner.”

Ssarok sat in front of the flickering screen. The news programs showed fires in Australia, riots in Europe, and people vying to become President of a northern country. They stood in a row and called each other names. Why didn’t they just fight? There was a lot to learn about this world. 

Ssarok and his warriors binge-watched the television for two weeks. They learned about money, credit, cards, commerce, and shopping. Ssarok watched news channels and was shocked at the fragmented governments. “Every place where there’s a hundred people gathered, they elect another ruler. It doesn’t matter whether he’s called king, president, governor, mayor, or prince, a king is a king. The kings on this world all hate each other, but they never fight. Stupid way to run a planet.” 

Ppared was fascinated by the daytime dramas and Bbunet and Wwimor were drawn to sports channels. Ssarok plopped down in the recliner and opened the last beer. “Ppared, go to the market with Carla. We need more beer and more of the chip things. Buy meat, lots of meat.”

Carla said, “I have to call in sick again. The captain is getting suspicious. I’m going to have to return to work or he’ll send more policemen to check on us. I don’t care if they kill you, but I don’t want to be caught in a crossfire.”
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