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				Lauranya sat at her desk, willing the math to work as she wanted it to, not how it was. There was a yacht in the warehouse. She had seen it while packing supplies she and Arie would need to live in the tower. She had originally nixed the idea for living on a yacht as she had minimal skills at operating a boat of any sort. Now, she looked at all the papers wishing she could breathe water and/or knew how to sail.
			


				A small sob escaped. More threatened to pour out. Lauranya shoved her anger and fear into a mental box, slamming it closed only to be opened at another date.
			


				The Gods’ boat was in the warehouse which was less than 40 yards away, straight across. The dive from the building was over a hundred feet down. She didn’t have the supplies to build a diving suit or air canisters from which to breathe. And if she did have diving canisters, she didn’t have a pressure chamber after the swim through water reclaimed forest, a pitch black warehouse to a ship that was probably no longer movable, that would have to be raised from the depths.
			


				She slammed the desk with all the force in her arm. Nails shifted from human to claw then back again. The table groaned and creaked from the force she used. Her hand ached from flesh hitting metal.
			


				“Damn you, Illig. I will roast your tail over coals if I ever see you again!” Lauranya snarled, clutching the hand to her chest, tears forming in her eyes. She shook her head furiously at her impotence.
			


				“A ship. Damn it. I need a ship.” Lauranya took a deep breath going back to her computer pad. “Something to float on, something to steer and sail. Easy enough, yes? If I have the supplies.” She muttered entering her query into her laptop.
			


				The water vessels showing on the query were all Noble or higher. Yachts or racing rigs. Beautiful but overdone. Completely outside of what she could build with materials on hand. Lauranya stared blankly at the screen trying to reconcile the images to her needs. Her brain was not merging the two different visual and mental images.
			


				“Wait. New search for primitive vessels.” Her fingers flashed across the keyboard.
			


				The screen re-imaged. This time bringing up a ship called a canoe. A single hull that needed only a paddle. She could make this with items on hand. As she read of this type of boat, she saw a fatal flaw. The design was simple but not sturdy for deep waters, to easy to tip in any kind of wave action. She felt hot tears prickle behind her eyelids, again.
			


				The screen scrolled down a few more images. She stopped on one. This image had a flat spot for a person or persons to sit with a wide base and three sets of supports under the base. The description said the design was proven reliable over great distances on open water; however, the screen cautioned against this form of transport as not practical on water worlds as transportation. Lauranya frowned before reading on. Slaves will use the base design eluding Overseers to remote, outlying unpopulated areas as the rigging was so sturdy and easy to build.
			


				“Huh.” Was all she said, sitting up, tilting her head as she examined this photo several times. Lauranya chewed her lip, thinking of how to make a lightweight platform for her to sit on. A table? Any of the wooden doors? Ripping up flooring? What she needed would have to be sturdy enough to hold her weight, the weight of her supplies and still able to handle the stress of flexing when the trireme shifted directions over water. And be able to handle Arie’s weight for the return trip.
			


				 “Stop.” She whispered. “Calculate how to keep the trireme afloat with variants in weight and tilting! Arie needs us.” she calculated square footage with estimated weight to buoyancy needed.
			


				There was a moment of connection on what she had that would work without too many extra materials needed for the body. The anti-grav sled would float over water. She had empty plastic barrels that had held grain in the downstairs spare room; she could seal for ballast. The pallet could be lashed over the barrels for a flat area with the extra arm being supplied from a stripped down metal couch frame. Another frame could be disassembled with the long back used for the central sail pole.
			


				Lauranya hid behind calculations and supplies on hand for the few minutes until her heart stopped pounding and her hands stopped shaking.
			


				“Empty barrels with their plugs glued down to keep airtight, Wire for metal frames. A rest for me and a box with supplies and food. A sail and a rudder.” Her list, short for so important a project, had only a double handful of items needed. Gathering everything up, carrying everything to the roof to be assembled took less time than expected. The building took her longer. A rotating T cuff slid over the “mast” for the boom with a tarp connected with loose loops hooking the edges over the mast and boom. A rope, made of ripped then braided sheets, so she could pull the sail taught or loosen as needed. The sun had crept further into the sky.
			


				Lauranya sat up, using the bottom edge of her chest wrap to wipe the sweat off her forehead, looking over her construction.
			


				“It certainly looks slave made.” She said with an air of wary optimism.
			


				“Slave construction usually doesn’t equal free or artisanal.” Jacks commented with a ghostly judgmental sniff.
			


				“Be quiet unless you have something useful to add!” She snapped at the family haunt. “If a slave’s life depends on something working, the damn thing will not only work but will be 5 times better than the artisanal one that only has to last one worldship season for a master’s pleasure.”
			


				She gathered up the tools and glue, heading inside to gather the perishables. Jacks floated behind her, ignored in her anger. She didn’t see him wringing opaque hands at her rebuke.
			


				A container to drink from was the first thing she grabbed. A plastic jar for pickled eggs. Dried fruits in another plastic container. Parched grains mixed with honey and spices in a third. A week's worth of food, nothing that needed refrigeration or cooking. Another change of clothes. Lastly, a small container of soap.
			


				Everything fit in the small 2x2x2 box, even the clothes once she packed them in the small pockets between the supplies she needed. The box’s wooden feet she screwed into the metal floor of the anti grav sled. She lashed the lid down tightly with found leather cording.
			


				“Now for the hard part.” Lauranya breathed out, her stomach fluttered. The next step was the commitment part. Once she was over the edge of the building, there was no coming back.
			


				She found the spool of rubber hose she and Arie hadn’t used for the mirrors. Lauranya had been saving it for a future task. It was 160 feet long, and the future need was now. She touched the spool reverently before saying a soft prayer. “This would never have been enough for the mirrors. Thank you Osumare for the forethought of frugality.”
			


				At the trireme, she pulled the rubber hose from the spool tying the end to the metal undercarriage of the trireme. The rest of the tubing, she ran around the building’s generator, that was bolted to the rooftop floor. She held the spool in her left hand, feeding out the hose as she walked backward to the trireme with her right.
			


				“Now things get interesting.” She wrapped the tubing around her torso in a crisscross over her shoulders dropping the spool behind her. She made sure there was plenty of slack in the line still left.
			


				She lifted one edge of the hovering “trireme” to the top of the parapet. Then the other front edge, both back edges still on the floor. Bending at the knees, Lauranya lifted the back edge of the trireme feeling the muscles of her back, her legs and arms protesting but the trireme moved onto the parapet, balanced precariously. Lauranya grabbed for the tubing as the trireme reached its tilting point. It went over the side with breathtaking speed. The line pulled through her hands, so fast skin ripped off her palms until she gripped it tightly with fingers clamped tight. Once she closed her fingers, trying to slow the downward motion, gravity and the weight of the trireme slammed her into the parapet. The line tightened around her chest while knocking the breath out of her. Gasping with her mouth open, sounding almost more scream like than breathing, Lauranya braced her feet against the wall, feeding the tubing foot by foot until there was no more slack. The line went taught then stopped. Lauranya stepped backward slowly, letting the line pull her towards the generator.
			


				“You shouldn’t be able to do that.” Jacks commented.
			


				“Do… what?” Panted Lauranya, the skin on her hands already healing from the friction burn.
			


				“Keep the tubing from yanking you off your feet and into the wall. The force of the drop with the weight of the trireme is more than a normal human can handle even with using the generator as a fulcrum.” The ghostly voice held awe and curiosity, an even mix.
			


				“Jacks, you are not helping me.” Lauranya gritted her teeth, digging her heels in with each step walking towards the parapet slowly, controlled. The stones were rough on the bottom of her soles, pulling little bits of skin off with each step.
			


				The trireme slid onto the water before Lauranya reached the edge, a few inches to spare. She sagged against the low wall, drenched in sweat.
			


				“And gently down.” She unwrapped the remaining tubing from her chest, tying it to a planter. The trireme with the sail down wouldn’t be going anywhere quickly.
			


				“Are you sure…” Jacks started as she climbed over the wall and onto the window washer's platform.
			


				“I do not have a choice Jacks. I have to save my child.” Lauranya looked towards the setting sun, brushing strands of hair out of her face. A breeze from the east teased around them, warm and lover gentle.
			


				Lauranya ran back inside the tower for a last-minute round of to-do. She set drip irrigation for the plants, closed all the doors on the upper levels to keep the chickens from wandering everywhere and setting up new laying spots. The feeding stations she filled. Each one would feed the birds for five days at a time. The plants and bugs, inside, would be fair game or fairer game. She opened the cages to give the birds roaming space.
			


				Lauranya took a moment to look around her home. “Arie is alive and we will be back.” She said this aloud, letting her voice fill the room. A prayer or a command, she didn’t know which. She ignored the fear she heard echoed back. Then she headed to the rooftop.
			


				“There are still hours of daylight. I am not that far behind.” Desperation forcing her to keep hope alive.
			


				Jacks leaned over to kiss her cheek. “Yemoja’s blessing on you.”
			


				“Pray to Olokun as well, please.” Lauranya touched a ghostly cheek with a finger, giving her friend a smile, anger, and annoyance forgiven. “When Obatala brings us together again.”
			


				She slid over the parapet and onto the platform. Gaining her balance, she tugged the platform ropes downwards in slow steady pulls, until the trireme was only a long step away. She took that step.
			


				Lauranya didn’t look up, so she didn’t see Jacks hovering over the parapet watching, waving good-bye. She sat on the box, bolted to the floor, getting a feel for this new craft she pinned all her hopes on. The sail filled with the playful breeze, moving forward with a quick leap. Lauranya gripped the sail line a little tighter, grabbing the trireme floor with her toes as she moved towards the setting sun.
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				The fight wasn’t like a normal fight, where a Challenge was issued with clearly demarcated lines on the floor. No, this was a straight up bar brawl. The brawl spilled out of the bar into the corridors. Every race wanted a piece of someone else or someone different. The growls and battle cries coming from Human, Wolfen and Katherian voices were disconcerting, in such a normally quiet upper-level bar, causing those who heard to flee to their rooms, locking doors behind them. The sound of flesh hitting metal walls, floors and tables with bruising force echoed down the corridors. There was the occasional, but the more muted sound of breaking bones.
			


				A terrified young security guard ducked under a bolted down matte grey table, screaming for backup. The call was quickly patched through to the head of security, which was being handed his tail by General Cratt for the security breach three days prior that ended in Redeyes death and resurrection. General Cratt leaned over his metal frame desk, a finger going white at the knuckle as he pressed into the desk, emphasizing his point when the security chief’s stat-phone beeped an urgent staccato.
			


				Cratt and Curiss glared at the phone. The dark grey spotted tabby Katherian’s ears were already flat against his skull, but this interruption let him pull his lips off sharp white teeth. He could snarl at the phone where he couldn’t show teeth to his ranking superior.
			


				General Cratt waived at Curiss to take the call. Neither of them was going anywhere soon until a security lapse like that wouldn’t happen again. Cratt sat back down gingerly, nursing healing ribs with one hand as he eased into his chair.
			


				“Brawl on level 18! Getting serious down here!” The voice sounded young in its high pitched panicking that crackled through the phone.
			


				“How many? “The chief growled in a voice that would shred battle steel at the young voice on the other end. The General was not kind today and shit rolled down service chutes.
			


				“The whole damn bar. Not spacing going in there and voiding counting!” The voice started rising in pitch again. It was impossible to tell the race of the person speaking, the background noise so dense.
			


				“Know how it started?” Curiss’s tail lashed from side to side. He kept his fingers loose to not crush the phone.
			


				“Who the void cares?! Get your ass down here and help contain the problem.” Another voice, with a slightly muted version of the bar fight in the background.
			


				The high pitched young voice squeaked, sounding panicked, crackling as it cut across the first “The God and her Guardians are in the middle of it.”
			


				Cratt leaned forward, his voice carrying to the phone. “How in the middle.”
			


				There was a loud yowling snarl heard with his reply, “She threw a punch at one of the Aberrations!!”
			


				Cratt ran a hand down his face. “Any dead?” Not bothering to ask who the she was. He knew. Redeyes.
			


				“Umm… not yet?” They could both hear the harsh breath induced by mild terror.
			


				Cratt grabbed the phone from Curiss’s hand. “This is General Cratt. Get a full cohort down there. Cratt out.” He handed back the phone, stopping part way through the motions. He sighed, flipping the phone back on. “Make sure whoever is going down there does NOT have guns. Have them use shields and rods. I don’t want to have a metal-dust time waiting for another Redeyes. ”
			


				He handed the phone back for good this time, finishing his sentence but not so the poor young being would hear it. “Might get a crazier one than this one,” Cratt muttered, walking out of his office towards the lift.
			


				“Ready?” Curiss growled to his boss, the tip of his tail quivering.
			


				“No. But let’s get this over with.” Cratt hauled himself up with a grunt of pain. “I’m going to voiding regret this already, I can tell.”
			


				They double-timed it down to the lower decks and the Golden Sands bar. Cratt’s breathing in short pain filled bursts as he matched Curiss’ running step for running step. They met up with marines running from their rooms towards the elevators going to the lower decks.
			


				Cratt’s introduction to the sprawling bar fight was as he stepped out of the elevator tube. He barely missed getting a fist to the nose from an enraged dark furred Katherian with flat ears and spiky fur. The punch missed Cratt, taking out the marine to his left instead. There was a thud of a closed clawed fist hitting the metal nose-guard on the helmet. The Wolfen inside yowled in pain, his nose suffering a crunch and thump as the punch dented the metal nose guard. The other Katherian let out an equally loud yowl from breaking a knuckle on the marine’s metal nose guard.
			


				The Katherian’s original, smaller human opponent, having ducked the incoming punch, slammed both of her small human fists into the enraged Katherian’s crotch. Cratt knew her by face, if not by name, another battle marine. The enraged Katherian dropped to his knees in an ear-splitting scream. The human marine fell backward onto her elbows and ass, managing to snap her foot upwards into the Katherian’s jaw, knocking him backward, closing his mouth and screaming, with the added bonus of laying him out flat.
			


				“Nice work.” Cratt nodded his approval to the panting marine, as she sagged against the floor, leaning heavily on her left arm, her right arm bleeding from three deep parallel cuts.
			


				“Thanks.” She looked up; trying to salute but the injured arm would only raise a few inches before she dropped it back down to her side with a hiss. “Fighting gets worse the closer to the bar you get.” A medic was at her side as the woman finished talking.
			


				The edge of the fighting moved in eddies, with small knots or groups along the hallway. The fighters’ intent on being in front of them, not those to the side, missed the incoming wave of security. The fighters were pulled off by five guards at a time. The person being pummeled was helped up and sent to a medic or held back from inflicting damage on the original assailant or assailants.
			


				By the time Cratt got to the bar doors he was covered in blood and gore as if he had been doing as much punching and clawing as those fighting. He looked over his shoulders. The guard lead was two steps back and ready with shields and three foot, two inch thick batons — Curiss on his right shoulder at the ready with his own baton.
			


				The original dispatcher, bystanders, and officers were all busy defending themselves, occasionally friends or just fighting to settle old grudges, possibly even blowing off steam. Chaos was the word.
			


				“Turn off the lights?” One of the Marines asked from behind. Human and still new to the marines.
			


				“Things’ll get downright nasty if we do that. That’ll give any Aberrations an edge, panicking everyone else into stabbing anything that brushes against them.” Cratt said to the side, studying the situation. “Right now, they’re just using fists and claws. “
			


				“Oh.” Came the deflated response. Those around gave snorts of laughter. The youngling would learn.
			


				Cratt took a deep breath, readied his diaphragm, and then let loose with a bellow reaching to the bar’s back walls.
			


				“Down! Everyone down on the ground or I’ll snake plant you there myself!”
			


				The bellow was echoed mentally by Curiss, putting all he had into his mental push. The words echoed in ears and heads. Those who were closest to the general scrambled to get out of his way. Those at the edge of his voice hesitated, turning towards the voices. Fists raised then stopped before the release.
			


				“Down!” Cratt yelled again.
			


				“Down!” Echoed the guards behind him.
			


				For those who didn’t stop, a river of guards in dark grey flowed around General Cratt into the bar striking the back of knees and upper shoulders with the metal rods. The rods were thin but carried a punch, light enough for humans and heavy enough to use the return force for another strike by everyone. Great for getting mobs under control. Nasty for those getting hit.
			


				Only a few remained, slugging it out as hard as possible. The marines pulled these fighters out one by one, like unraveling a tightly wound knot. The bar was calm in moments. Except for nine beings at the fight’s epicenter. One God, one human, one Wolfen, two Katherian and four aberrations that were almost human looking with fur, claws, and tentacles. All were bloodied, and they were all trying to kill the being in front of them, wrapped in their small fighting hell.
			


				Morris was trying to shred Redeyes, while Collins was helping her out. His leg in a bandage, showing red where his stitches had popped, using his metal crutch both to block and bludgeon. Nero and Roar were holding off one of the other aberrations while Iarris was keeping two busy on the side. Chunks of fur with the occasional spurt of blood from a lucky bite or clawing flew as if they were in the midst of a ship invasion instead of a bar brawl.
			


				 Morris was doing his level best to rip out the Redeyes’ guts with both of his hands or if he could his feet. Redeyes danced around his punches, lighter than air, defying gravity while throwing punches with enough oomph to rival a Wolfen.
			


				The two danced while Collins kept the back tentacles of Morris busy enough that he wasn’t able to bring those into play to get a good hold on the God. Morris would land a lucky balled tentacle punch on Collins, sending him crashing over the bar. Collins retaliated by throwing open flaming plastic bottles of alcohol. This kept the aberration distracted, putting out the fires. Morris could only keep three of his seven tentacles focused on Collins while the other four kept slapping out flaming fur and skin.
			


				Roar and Nero were keeping Morris’ bigger brother Fashen occupied. Fashen was a monstrosity with an overbite putting most smiling Wolfens to shame. His arms and legs were the size of a human’s torso and 28 inch-thick tentacles. Each tentacle had razors embedded at the end of the nail tip. Roar had a hold of a handful of tentacles using claws and teeth and sheer brute force of Katherian muscle to exert maximum damage. The two or three that kept escaping he had to dodge as they whipped at him with sharp-tipped ends. Roar had multiple cuts, but the brother was bleeding from his claw and bite marks with four of his eight tentacles limp or only partially moving.
			


				Nero was on the front end, blocking incoming blows from head sized fists while landing blows along ribs, jaw, and stomach. Sparing with Roar and Redeyes had given him training for close quarter combat leaps and bounds above what the normal marines saw for their training.
			


				Yet for all the pain dished out on his body, Fashen never made a sound. Not from the biting of Roar on his tentacles nor the powerhouse blows Nero landed. But he smiled, a mangled tooth nightmare of bloody teeth. The more he got hit, the wider his smile.
			


				Iarris was fighting as dirty as she could against the other brother and sister. They tried to box her in but couldn’t get close. Iarris had pinned one of the brother’s tentacles onto the bar with a throwing dagger and had stuck another two into his sister’s leg. Guihara remained upright but was not as mobile as her brother. Iarris darted in with a feign to the sister’s stomach but threw the knife she held at the brother as he tried to come to his sister's rescue from the side. The knife struck deep, causing the brother to stop mid-step with a huffed whimper. Guihara rallied an attack, pushing off to pounce on Iarris. Her leg gave way, letting Iarris dance to the side out of reach. Iarris readied another knife to throw.
			


				Nero tried grabbing Fashen with all four of his arms from the front while Roar kept the tentacles busy. Fashen saw the trap coming, sending Nero stumbling out of the fray with a kick to the Wolfen’s belly. Before Nero could catch his breath and jump back in, Cratt had a hand on his shoulder, yanking him out of the combat zone.
			


				“Don’t even think about it,” Cratt growled, squeezing Nero’s shoulder as hard as a human hand could.
			


				“They’re going to kill her,” Nero snapped, teeth clicking together emphasizing the sharp predatory heritage in his genetics.
			


				“I said...” Cratt yelled into the Guardians thick furred ear.
			


				“You aren’t in charge of the Guardians,” Nero growled, shaking off Cratt’s hand holding him. “The only one in charge of us is the God, and she’s getting her ass kicked by a space voiding gear changer. Stay the fuck out of this, Cratt!” Nero dived back into the fray with a roar and swinging fist.
			


				“Gods ship raping corpse loving…” General Cratt swore, turning towards the nearest marine. “Your baton.”
			


				“General?”
			


				“Give me the damn stick.” Cratt held out a hand.
			


				The marine offered his to the General, yelling over his shoulder. “Set up a perimeter.”
			


				“Know what you're doing there?” Curiss asked, followed up with a belated “Sir.”
			


				“Maybe.” Came the grim reply
			


				Cratt gauged the two main fighters, Morris and Redeyes, waiting for that half second of calm. When the moment came, Cratt aimed the rod to the human God’s temple, putting all the brute force and torque he could behind the swinging baton punch.
			


				The temple shot was true. The sound of cracking bone could be heard across the bar. The white-haired woman stopped mid throttle her hands around Morris’ neck, slumping to the floor. The aberration looked startled as the God fell over, gasping for breath. The other seven stopping their fights as if engine brakes had been applied. Morris spun around with a fist halfcocked waiting. Cratt was ready, with the rod dropped over his right shoulder, ready to snap it into Morris’ face.
			


				Morris, not recognizing the move, pulled his lips back, ready to face a new threat. The General gave Morris a satisfied half smile, waiting. Morris took a half step back, reconsidering.
			


				“If you think you have what it takes, boyo, you’re more than welcome to take a swing,” Cratt said easily, showing flat teeth in a predatory smile.
			


				Morris opened his mouth when Redeyes responded, her voice weak, wet, and coughing. “If anyone is kicking his furry tail, it’s me.”
			


				“Space raping…” Morris started, spinning towards Redeyes. She was looking up, propped up on her four arms, just pulling a knee up underneath her to stand. Blood flowing down her face, forming crystallized droplets before falling to the floor. Morris pulled back a fist ready to slam into her head if she got more than a couple of feet standing.
			


				“STOP!” Cratt yelled, throwing the metal rod straight out, then snapping it down onto Morris’ bicep. The stinging hit could be heard into the metal halls. Almost drowned out by Morris’ scream of pain as he dropped to his knees clutching the damaged arm.
			


				 “Father fucking human.” He hissed, ears folded flat against his round human shaped skull. Narrowed eyes, tearing in pain, promised a truly epic beating to the General, when he got up again. The room went silent.
			


				“Human and damn proud of it.” Cratt snapped. “You’ve got a few human genes yourself, pussy Kat.”
			


				Morris pulled lips back off long predatory teeth, growling. The sound at odds with his mostly human face.
			


				Cratt glared at the God, her Guardians, and the others. “Medics are coming in. They’re going to look at both you and Redeyes. Then we’re going to discuss this snake raping shit show you nine put on.” 
			


				Redeyes nodded, “The Aberrations to the cells.”
			


				General Cratt looked at her for a moment with narrowed eyes. Redeyes cocked her head at him. Cratt nodded. “Curiss, see that the four are sent to the cells, until Red and I get back around to ‘em.”
			


				“Aye, Sir!”
			


				The Guardians looked grim while Redeyes sat on the floor, nursing her head. The aberrations, glared at those around them, with spiking fur and undulating tentacles, but offered no further resistance. Three of the four faces warped in a fury. The fourth licked her arm wound, ignoring her brothers and the security force as much as she could.
			


				Cratt shook his head, pulling a hand down his face, wondering how he got the short pull for this ship and this God. He glared at Redeyes. The bar was a broken mess. Metal chairs and tables bent at odd angles, a few beyond repair, ready for scrap. A good number of the bottles behind the bar were broken or dented, some leaking alcohol, adding a tang to the air already ripe with fur, blood and piss. Curiss started directing his people, adding to the cacophony of outrage and whining by those being dragged to cells for cool down and sentencing.
			


				“You couldn’t have just had everyone who first threw a punch arrested, could you?” Cratt settled slowly into a large armless cold metal chair. He didn’t even try to hide his wince. He ignored Redeyes’ crew, watching as the aberrations were cuffed, wrist and tentacles. They went meekly, not a twitch among the bunch, other than glares towards Roar and Redeyes, but glares didn’t kill. Yet. Medical would look them over from the safety of a cell.
			


				Curiss came to stand by the General, his ears swiveling to keep tabs on those behind them. “This is a conversation better held in your office.” His sotto voice still reached through the bar. “Or medical.” Curiss motioned towards the cuts that the Guardians had sustained. Mostly superficial, though Roar had a few that were bleeding more than the bandages could stop.
			


				“Fine. You five get your asses to my office now!” Cratt growled, turning towards the lift, stomping down the hallway loudly. Nero grabbed a medi-kit on the way up. The doctor he took it from opened his mouth then stopped, seeing who it was for. The human rolled his eyes but waived the Wolfen on. Nero tilted his head, giving an ear flick in thanks, before catching up to his motley crew on the lift.
			


				“Oh and Curiss.”
			


				Curiss turned back with narrowed pupil look. “Yes?”
			


				“You’ll be joining us for the debriefing upstairs.”
			


				Curiss’s ears went flat. “Aye, Sir.” With all the enthusiasm one would expect from the condemned.
			


				“The rest of you ready for another fun-filled day?” Cratt leveled a look at the five in front of him.
			


				His comment was met with various pulled back lips over sharp teeth. Cratt ignored the displays of fang, motioning everyone to follow him to the lift.
			


				The seven entered the lift, with room left over for another 10. The Guardians took the sidewalls, Cratt and Curiss the back. Redeyes took center, with a shrug she pulled her legs up crossing ankles over the knees, floating. She closed her eyes, letting back and shoulders relax, sitting upright.
			


				 Nero stood next to Roar, opening the medi-kit pulling out a tub of analgesic cream mixed with anti-bacterial. Roar glared at the Wolfen.
			


				Nero approached Roar with slow deliberate steps. Roar glared, displaying fangs as the fur along his back rose.
			


				“Stop it. He’s going to help you and you’re going to let him.” Cratt snapped, sagging against the back wall. The hand on his ribs, not alleviating the throbbing pain he felt.
			


				“Didn’t know you cared, Cratt,” Roar said, trying to slap Nero away from his seeping wounds. Iarris, pushed Collins gently behind her, out of the way so she could help Nero. Iarris took the kit from the Wolfen, freeing up all four of his arms.
			


				Roar reached for his disc gun. Collins pulled his out faster. Roar let his hand drop away from his holster.
			


				“Any shot in this close a room could hit Redeyes instead of you.” The gun didn’t waver. “I am not getting another insane or a child God if I can help it.” Collins' face was metal cold.
			


				“This isn’t insane?” Curiss whipped his head around looking at Collins with flat ears, then Cratt. Guardian pulling a gun on another Guardian.
			


				“This is annoying, not insane.” Cratt turned to Curiss, keeping his eyes on Collins. “When she makes the walls breath because she can or grows metal flowers and animals because she’s bored and needs something interesting to do… then we’re in trouble and her favorite killer can try to kill her all he wants.”
			


				“He’s not my favorite killer,” Redeyes said gently, her voice relaxed almost soft. “My favorite killer hasn’t been born yet. Collins doesn’t make the top 10.”
			


				Iarris laughed at Collins’ scowl. His lips pursing at the backhanded compliment. Nero took this moment of distraction to pin Roar’s arm with his two upper hands.
			


				“Be still and let me look at these, you overgrown pussy.” Nero snapped, reaching his right lower towards the kit Iarris held.
			


				Roar pushed against the Wolfen’s hold, flattening his ears. “Let me go pup or I’ll…”
			


				“You’ll do nothing, so let Nero put the bandages on you,” Redeyes said, tranquil from the center.
			


				Roar opened his mouth and then closed it with a snap of teeth audible in the small space. He growled low, lashing his tail, while Nero wiped up the blood then applied the creams. 
			


				“Hush… Roar.” Redeyes turned her head 180 degrees, opening blood red eyes, looking at and through him. The others sucked in their breath at the head spin. “You have a few too many annoying bits of antimatter in your own closet, to be pointing out someone else's.”
			


				Nero probed the wounds slightly. Roar grunted, causing Nero to tilt his head Iarris. “Staples or glue?”
			


				“Glue’s not going to hold that second one,” Iarris said, looking from under Nero’s arms.
			


				Roar shrugged, flicking out fingers from a pinned hand dismissively. “Whichever.”
			


				“Staples it is.” Nero turned to Iarris, who was already pulling out the medical staple gun. “Take a breath and count to three.”
			


				Roar took a deep breath, letting it out counting “One…”
			


				Nero stapled the deepest section.
			


				“Father fucking…” Roar gasped out, straining to punch the Wolfen, who still held him pinned. Collins kept his gun pointed at Roar. “Sorry kitty, you’re getting stitches now, so hold still. No killing the help here.” There was a gleam in the human’s eyes that said he really wanted to shoot. Someone, anyone would do, Roar was just convenient. Roar bared his teeth but held still. Cratt decided to ignore the four of them for the moment, concentrating on his own breathing pains.
			


				“And breathe…” Nero said with a toothy smile, pinching the next section for stapling. Roar glared at the three others, saying nothing other than the occasional grunt at an especially tender spot being stapled.
			


				The lift dinged on Cratt’s floor.
			


				“Saved by the bell.” Curiss breathed, ready to leave. He was the first one out the door, pushing past Redeyes. The Guardian dynamics were weird even by the usual out of dimension unusual standards most Guardians had.
			


				Cratt stumped across the room taking his normal chair, with only a slight wince and widening nostrils showing his pain. He glared at Redeyes and Roar. Curiss leaned against the wall to the left, glad to be out of Cratt’s main sights for the moment.
			


				“You want to tell me why the space a God is punching out one of those damn things in the middle of a bar fight that could have killed… a few?”
			


				“Not a major deal, Cratt,” Redeyes said with a shrug, sitting on the edge of his desk, crossing one leg over the other, her lower arms propped flat handed on the desktop. “This was between Roar and me, getting out of hand when the others took offense to our discussion.” She gave a casual wave with her upper right hand, dismissively. “Could you take a look at Collins’, Nero? I can’t remember if this wound goes septic or if that’s another fight.”
			


				Nero opened his mouth then closed it without a word, turning to his human counterpart. Collins blinked a few times. “Septic hasn’t happened yet.” He muttered but didn’t protest when Nero pulled back bright blood-soaked bandages.
			


				Iarris winced at the wound as she looked over Nero’s shoulder. Nero patted her on the leg with a lower arm. “Don’t worry; he’ll be back on top. This is just a glue job.”
			


				Iarris chuffed a laugh before stepping to the side. Collins shot both a dirty look, his hands white-knuckling the crutches as Nero prodded the wound gently with black clawed finger tips.
			


				Cratt ignored the hiss of the hypo and choked back yell of the human Guardian. He gave his full attention to Redeyes and Roar. Roar glared but kept his lips pressed tight. The General shifted in his metal chair wincing slightly sucking in a harsh breath as the arm banged into his own ribs.
			


				Nero came around with the medi-kit with a hypo for the General. Cratt shook his head; instead he opened a drawer, pulling out a bottle and a handful of small metal cups the height of a human thumb. He poured himself a short one first. Redeyes snagged the filled cup off his desk before he had the bottle moved over the next cup. He glared at her, grabbing another cup for himself. Redeyes gave him an impish grin as he got to keep this one.
			


				“So, you five.” Cratt motions with the hand holding the drink, “Decide to blow off steam and get into a fight just for the hell of it? With aberrations, that were kicking your extremely competent killer ship-stalking asses?” Cratt tossed the drink back, putting the empty cup back down on the metal desk with a loud clink. Redeyes sipped hers slowly, making a face at the harsh liquor.
			


				Roar stood straight, his hands loose at his sides. Lips pressed firmly into a hard line. 
			


				“Right. Both of you will stay in your cabin till you can play nicely or only one of you is left.” Cratt looked between the Redeyes and Roar. “And knowing how much damage Red can take, you know where I’ll be placing my money.”
			


				Cratt turned to the other three. “You three will be in your rooms as well.”
			


				“What?!” Iarris had hands on her knives.
			


				“We didn’t start it,” Nero started, stepping forward.
			


				“Go space yourself,” Collins snapped.
			


				Cratt let this sink in as the other three Guardians glared at Roar and Redeyes. “Now, you can all guess what type of warp core the three of you are turning on, with ALL of you stuck in those very small rooms. Want to tell me why a God started a bar fight?”
			


				The three glared at the General or looked to the floor. They weren’t going to speak.
			


				Cratt narrowed his eyes at them all. “Whatever you’ve done for them isn’t enough for this kind of loyalty, Redeyes.”
			


				“Since you can’t enforce this order, I suggest you let it drop,” Redeyes said, tossing back the final dregs of her drink, her cup clinking on the metal desk loudly in the silence. She and Cratt locked eyes. His dropped first. A God’s word was law on the ships and this God, unlike her younger self, knew she was in charge. Cratt ground his teeth together.
			


				“However as for the gist of the argument. They didn’t like the fact Iarris killed their three brothers. While I can understand the pain from losing their brothers, those three were in the wrong for attacking her. I would have had to skin them if Iarris hadn’t killed them. Saves me the trouble. Roar...” Redeyes said motioning to Roar, with her lower left hand. “Decided to add fuel to that rocket. Telling them what a waste of genetic material they are. Things got out of hand after that.”
			


				Cratt opened his mouth to say something when Roar turned on Redeyes with a growl and bunched fists.
			


				“Me? You unfeeling death trap! You’re consigning all of us to a slow death on this ship with your dreams and the Undead Gods waiting for us!” Roar snapped, turning to face the petite Goddess. “Those… those genetic monstrosities will take over the ships, spacing the rest of us into the void!”
			


				Cratt settled back into his chair, watching the dynamics and the information flow.
			


				“They are one-off anomalies. The genetics for that combination has been snipped. As for the ships, you can’t just have one race on a ship, you metal brain claptrap!” Redeyes and Roar traded glares, ready to repeat the bar brawl in the General’s office.
			


				“What about others you might feel like creating? Going to tinker with any more of us?” Roar crossed thick rolling muscled arms over his chest, looking down his broad nose at the God.
			


				“At the moment, your genetics sure as space aren’t being included in any baby’s conception,” Redeyes said, through bared teeth, staring up at the Guardian.
			


				“Stand down!” Cratt pulled out of his chair with a growl of his own, leaning heavily on fists planted on the metal desktop. The two were getting ready to throw down. Again.
			


				“At this time there is not a world that will hold us, let alone one species of beings in this ship.” He looked at Roar. “The only ship with any new variants was lost over a hundred years ago.” Cratt poured himself another drink, this time he poured one for each of the Guardians and Curiss.
			


				He leaned back in his chair, motioning others towards the drink. The drinks were accepted. Collins downing his quickly, while Iarris and Nero tapped theirs together before tipping the cups back for one swallow. Curiss sipped his drink. Roar only held the cup, frowning into the pale depths.
			


				“When one planet is found every caution will be taken that the world will actually be suitable for us, not just a pump and dump for the ones we don’t like.” Cratt lifted his cup towards Roar with a nod, understanding the frustration.
			


				“When.” Roar snapped, a clawed finger tapping the side of the cup impatiently, ears half flat.
			


				The other three guardians traded glances. They eased out of range, watching if they needed to jump in, or just jump out of the way.
			


				“I don’t know,” Cratt said heavily, motioning offhandedly almost dismissively towards Redeyes. “Only Redeyes does, and this isn’t the one who's knowing.” Cratt and Roar exchanged glares.
			


				“You know Redeyes wrote a book on this,” Iarris said mildly, from her side of the room, flicking an ear towards the God. All eyes turned to her.
			


				“Really?” Cratt said. It was his turn to regard her curiously.
			


				“Yeah, she wrote it 50 some years ago, advocating that the ships were too small, causing friction among the races,” Iarris said. “The sooner a planet could be founded with room for all the sooner the racial tension would start to ease.” The others looked between Iarris and Redeyes.
			


				Iarris looked around at the others. “Seriously none of you have even attempted to read any historical texts?” The others, including General Cratt, looked at her blankly.
			


				“If it wasn’t ship to ship strategies then I haven’t had time for it,” Cratt said blandly.
			


				“I only shoot things,” Collins said, with a grin.
			


				Nero didn’t even bother replying, though he did run claws thoughtfully under his chin ruff.
			


				Curiss was watching the God when something flashed across her face, so quickly he almost missed it. He stopped leaning against the wall to look at the God closer. He opened his mental barriers and could feel her indecision. He walked close enough to see the red of her eyes churn like the core of a sun. She gave a slight flinch as he came to stand closer.
			


				“You’ve not honed your lying face.” He touched her chin, with velvet tips, claws sheathed. She snapped teeth at him. He yanked his hand back out of reach. His reflexes were swift around sharp-toothed beings.
			


				“Usually don’t need it,” Redeyes said, with a shrug, rubbing her jaw where his fingers touched. “Usually it’s all guns and Undead Gods, with little need for secrecy.”
			


				“You twitched when he said world and suitable,” Curiss said, with a tilt of his head, an ear flicking at Cratt for missing what he saw.
			


				 “Wait, what?!” Everyone was talking at once. Cratt glared at them both as the room erupted in noise. He had just gotten the Guardians mostly calmed down.
			


				Redeyes’ eyes went human green as she gave Curiss a look. “This is why I didn’t say anything.” She said. “I say something now, and the research Nero did is lost or the timeline shifts, voiding all the work we’ve done to survive or someone who lives doesn’t.” Her voice bitter. Lost lives weighing heavy from past mistakes in that sentence.
			


				“So we do have a world to settle.” Roar breathed in as if smelling nirvana.
			


				“No, we don’t.” Cratt snapped, glaring at the God.
			


				Redeyes looked at him, then sighed shaking her head, spiky shoulder-length white hair floating in the recycled air. “Pull up a map.” Was all she said, walking to the wall where the hologram would project. Cratt did as told, striking keys on his desk with more force than necessary, sounding like a disc gun going off in rapid fire.
			


				The hologram displayed the known stars and planets. Redeyes stepped on air to the hologram upper left-hand corner. “Here is where we’ll be going.”
			


				“When?”
			


				“Soon.”
			


				“That’s not a spacing answer.”
			


				“As soon as the transport gets here.”
			


				“Transport?”
			


				Redeyes grinned her teeth a mix of human with predatory fangs. “Nero, tell me about the task I asked you to do a few years ago.” changing the subject. She raised a hand to stop Roar’s next question, giving the floor to the Wolfen.
			


				“You mean the one you asked for less than a week ago, where you asked me to monitor the outgoing and incoming messages for generals and Gods?”
			


				Redeyes stared at the ceiling for a moment. “Was that the solo assassination attempt or many in a room?”
			


				Her Guardians exchanged glances, but it was Curiss that spoke up. “Many flooded the room trying to kill you.”
			


				“Ah, yes.” She motioned to Cratt. “You and…”
			


				“Collins,” Cratt prompted.
			


				“Collins was there. Male body I came back to.” She gave a delicate shudder. “At least it was human. Losing fur is just damn itchy!” 
			


				“Information?” Iarris prompted, curiosity causing her ears to point forward, cupping every bit of incoming information.
			


				“Ah, yes.” Redeyes sat midair, crossing a leg over at the knee, leaning all four arms onto her upper leg. “Please give the room the report now.”
			


				“How is this relevant to finding a world?” Roar asked, annoyed at the changed subject.
			


				“Hush and listen for once,” Redeyes said. Roar downed his drink, his ears flat, slamming the cup onto the desk, but he didn’t interrupt again.
			


				Nero cleared his throat nervously, as all eyes turned to him. “There is a trend from Xaron’s ship, with similar but rare anomalies from two other ships. A burst goes out, usually containing a string of numbers. They’re always listed as “glitches” the timing is too irregularly consistent on the outbound. But they’re…not.” His hands flexed in annoyance. “I’m still working on what the numbers mean. What’s really interesting though is that they receive strings of numbers randomly as well.”
			


				“Where are the bursts originating from? Where are the outgoing mistakes being sent to?” Redeyes asked, tilting her head as if to get a better look at the Wolfen.
			


				“I don’t know!” Nero growled, tugging on an ear. “It’s like they come in random pings.”
			


				“Do the pings repeat?” 
			


				“No.”
			


				“Do these numbers ever ping for other ships?”
			


				“Sort of… different strings though. Only once have I seen a code repeat.”
			


				“What are the defining moments for the ships at these pings?” Redeyes asked.
			


				“How long are the numeric strings?” Curiss asked, at the same time. He and Redeyes exchanged glances.
			


				“What?” Nero looked between them both.
			


				“Have there been any battles or deaths that happen close to or near those ships before or after these bursts?” Redeyes asked, tapping a finger to her lips.
			


				“I, uh… didn’t think to look.”
			


				“Find me the defining moments, and I think we’ll have a better handle on what may be coming down the line to us.”
			


				“What about the pings?”
			


				“Those? Hmm… check and see if there have been any small radiation anomalies for the ships that received these messages.”
			


				“What’s going on Redeyes,” Cratt said, pouring himself another drink.
			


				“I think these may be small probes, smaller than a body.” Redeyes mimed a ball with her four arms. “A one-off message drone. A ship passes by one, with the right Runner emission, pings a response then detonates.” The fingers expand outwards suddenly. “Nothing else. The ship registers as an anomaly. But somewhere someone is receiving a message.”
			


				“How long have you known about these?”
			


				“A few more deaths prior to this one.” Redeyes gave him a self-deprecating half smile.
			


				“So these numbers are then… what?”
			


				“They’re written down as a glitch from another ship. We all get weirdness. It’s noted and logged, but shrugged off, till the right officer or God comes along to mine the information then translate the numbers.”
			


				“How would they know what the numbers mean?”
			


				“Have to have something written down somewhere or memorized. A book or a song perhaps. Something common enough to not arouse suspicion but not available to everyone.” Her hands made a vague almost ball-shaped, flexing both large and small. Frustration showing as she tried to grasp what wasn't there.
			


				“But you don’t know what.”
			


				“If I did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
			


				“The world conversation or the Undead Gods talking to our Gods?”
			


				“Either,” Redeyes said. “They are tied together at this point. Our new worlds will come from the ship war that is about to happen.” She looked at Cratt.
			


				Cratt exhaled like he’d been punched. “Last ship war took out one of ours, damaging another five badly, with over a million dead.”
			


				“Large numbers to be losing,” Collins said, looking as equally grim as Cratt.
			


				“What, not happy you might not kill more?”
			


				“Ship fighting isn’t the same as face to face.” He shrugged.
			


				Redeyes nodded in understanding. “There are worlds. We,” she motioned to the room as if to all ships, “just haven’t discovered them yet.”
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				It was a green island with tall peaks and rounded hills. Transitionary looking huts, still green from not dried bamboo, dotted one hillside. Mist rolled down the hills, as the clouds kissed the ground with a gentle wet touch. Several flying creatures circled the hills, darting in and out of the clouds.
			


				The view didn’t impress those in the small scout ship. Jaded eyes saw a target rich planet but not the beauty.
			


				“Sir, we have the readings you asked for.” The pilot said. She looked down at her instruments with a tightly controlled voice, trying to ignore the overseer behind her. She was almost good at hiding her dislike of this one. Almost. The healed burn scars around her neck, under a silver shock collar, told the story of those almost times.
			


				 “You sure?” A lazy voice said from behind her. The overseer was indulging in a mid-day blow job from her co-pilot. He wasn’t close to climax, but his breathing was starting to speed up.
			


				“Feeding the information to your tablet now.” her hands moved over well-worn dull metal controls.
			


				“Good boy.” There was a muffled whimper as the overseer wound large hands in the co-pilot's shoulder-length blonde hair pulling hard. The young man whimpered once more. The overseer delivered an open hand slap.
			


				“Go faster. I want to be done by the time I finish reading the report.” Soft and filled with cruelty was that voice as he repositioned the co-pilot's head, using his hand on the boy’s hair to speed him up.
			


				The sounds behind her becoming louder and harder to ignore as the overseer finished messily, but there was only so much she could mentally block in a 12x6 shuttle cabin.
			


				The overseer patted the boy on the head. “Nicely done. I’m on the final line. Now clean me off and get back to work.” The co-pilot used tongue, hand and a soft cloth to do as he was told, before slipping back into his chair. A vivid handprint against his pale skin.
			


				A heavy hand fell on the pilot’s shoulder. She tried not to flinch. “You would do well to learn from your co-pilot. Next time I’ll yank all your teeth out instead of just breaking your hand.”
			


				“Yes, sir.” was all she said, looking out of the window. Her face blank, hiding her wish that there was a way to eject him into space.
			


				“I’ll tell the Captain we have good news.” With that the Overseer opened the door panel, walking down the three steps separating the pilots from the main crew areas. The door closed behind him with only a faint clunk, leaving the pilots in relative isolation.
			


				The pilot handed her co-pilot a clean square of cloth to dry his tears.
			


				“Wipe those up before he gets back or he’ll have you serving him for the remainder of this trip.” Her voice rough but sympathetic, trying not to coddle. The younger generation paid their dues to the master’s pets just like the older ones had.
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