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      The two ships danced in the darkness of space, a soft, soundless ballet while the sleek freighter Trystero matched the rotation of the blocky, abandoned Gra'al cruiser in the fringes of the Demilitarized Zone between Terran and alien space.

      "Bring 'er in slow, Bec," Captain Vasquez said, hovering over the pilot, her hand braced against the ceiling of the cockpit while the pilot inched the two ships together. She was lean, her jet-black hair pulled back into a neat, high ponytail.

      "That's why you pay me the big bucks, Cap," Becca replied, almost always the opposite of the captain in how she presented herself. She wore an ill-fitting flight suit half-unbuttoned, the arms dangling behind her, only a white tank top underneath, contrasting her dark skin. Her hair was a majestic, frizzy beast of its own accord, with splashes of blonde interspersed at random.

      "Let's hope." Drake said, gripping onto his chair tightly. Even though he'd known no other proper home outside of the Trystero for the last five years, something about the way Becca came in hot and narrowly avoided scrapes still made him jittery. Captain Vasquez stood defiantly through it all, like she always did, while Drake sank into the chair like he'd disappear. Much like the pilot, he wore a flight suit around his average frame.

      "You need to chill out or get out, Dray," the pilot snapped back.

      "Children." The captain swiveled her gaze between them. "Let's focus on the job at hand, all right? Sergeant Rose, are you ready by the blast doors?"

      "Yes, ma'am." His gruff voice boomed over the internal comm. "Locked and ready to roll."

      "Good. We don't know what's waiting for us on the other side in there. It's not every day we find a derelict Gra'al cruiser in the DMZ. Make a quick sweep and signal back; Drake and myself will follow when it's clear."

      "Confirmed."

      The bump verified the two ships had made contact, and Bec let out a slight whoop while the captain gave a small nod of acknowledgement before turning toward the door. "All right, Drake, better suit up. You know better than to keep the sergeant waiting."

      "Yeah, I know." He unstrapped himself from the cramped seat stuffed in the corner of the four-seated cockpit and carefully stepped out into the narrow hallway. Salvaging out in the fringes was perhaps the last thing that Drake ever saw for himself, especially with his roughneck father there with him. They hadn't exactly seen eye to eye when he was younger. What with him being the sensitive type who didn't understand the thrill of serving humanity on the front lines, yet there was still something romantic about being a part of a crew out in the depths of known space scraping to get by. That life was at least better than living on Capital Station alongside his mother and Ron. Fucking Ron. Nobody liked Ron, except for his mother, although Drake often questioned that.

      His dad had at least tried to be mildly understanding of him for a while, pitching more than just the usual father-son bonding time. But a chance to see the galaxy up close and in person? That was something every artist worth his salt should make an attempt at. So, Drake was making an attempt at seeing the galaxy and soaking it all in. The only problem was that they spent most of their time traveling, searching for salvage to pick up and usually only hitting small mining colonies or traveling merchants to sell the scrap before heading out to find more.

      What had seemed like an exciting life instead was a quiet, isolated existence spent mostly inside of a cramped sleeping quarters that served as the canvas for his manic energy where he'd scrawl over the wall. No one else had ever been inside of his room, which meant that no one ever saw his work before he'd destroy it and start over again. Everyone probably just thought he was shy or angry, or both.

      "Captain." The sergeant's voice came over the ship's comms. "We've got a live one over here, gonna need medical—stat."

      "Copy that," she said. "Drake. Grab a med kit."

      "Okay." He hopped on one foot while he pulled on his bulky suit, smashing into the metal wall with a thunk. Before he snapped the med kit out of its clamps, his hair flew everywhere, reminding him he was in dire need of a trim. "I got it."

      "I'll be there in thirty," she said. "Be ready."

      "All right."

      The captain strode in, a pistol on her hip, and just a thin membrane rebreather strapped over her nose and mouth. She squinted at Drake and studied him for a moment before a laugh erupted from deep inside of her. "Haven't you been paying attention?"

      "What? Yeah." He shrugged. "Mostly."

      "Oh, sweet child. The Gra'al breathe the same air as we do. You don't need that bulky thing."

      "I thought the ship was shot up?"

      "Gra'al ships self-heal, or at least their hulls do. Besides, we scanned it before the sergeant went in to make sure that life support was still working."

      "And it is?"

      "Uh-huh." She shot him a half-smile. "Oh, well, too late now. You have the med kit?"

      "Yeah, right here."

      "Good.” She gestured toward the exit. “Let's go."

      When he had first met Captain Valencia Vasquez, she had been twenty-three, in the prime of her life, and had newly acquired the Trystero. She didn't exactly know what she was doing, just that she had won the ship from an old marine buddy of Drake's dad's in a card game. With his father newly unemployed, he went where the work was—on the ship—even if the captain was years younger than him with a fraction of the experience. A lot had changed since then: she'd grown harder, more experienced, but she could still be kind and playful with Drake like a surrogate mother of sorts.

      They carefully crossed the docking tube between the ships. The captain was up ahead, having no problems making it through the retractable tube, while Drake stumbled around in the forty-pound suit he didn't need.

      She moved effortlessly between the ships, pausing just inside the doorway. Waiting for Drake to catch up, she only cracked a smile when he smacked his head on the low entryway built for the short, stout Gra'al and not the average-sized human.

      "Sergeant!" she shouted.

      "Straight down the hallway," his father, Sergeant Atticus Rose, called back. "I'm in the control room."

      "C'mon, kid." She forged ahead into the alien ship while he clomped along behind her, marveling at the Gra'al vessel. The fusion between organic and mechanical made for fascinating technology, everything looking smooth and metal from a distance but delicate the closer he got to the walls. He reached out and half-expected his hand to sink right into the wall, which didn't happen. The walls were rock-solid and warm to the touch, even through his gloved hand.

      A few of the Gra'al lay strewn about the ship, their deep-green blood staining their otherwise pristine uniforms from whatever struggle had occurred. Every single death had been precise, right down to each wound, avoiding their carefully crafted armor and aimed at the major arteries.

      "This is insane," the captain said.

      "Whoa," was all he could say.

      "They didn't stand a chance. Look over here at this one." She knelt next to a body that was leaned against the wall. "See where the bullet went in? This was the work of professionals. Whoever they were, they knew how to kill Gra'al with laser-like efficiency."

      "Humans?" he asked.

      "Not sure yet." She stood to her feet. "C'mon, we have to find your father, we've taken long enough."

      The sergeant hunkered down next to a console, a few scattered bodies littering the bridge, each one near a station. The Gra'al were honorable, and it wasn't surprising to Drake to see that they died doing their duties, not cowering in fear, or abandoning their posts. His father was standing over a Gra'al with a knife still protruding from his chest, the handle jutting at an angle and facing downward.

      "Shit," the captain cursed and stepped forward. "Has he said anything?"

      "Just a few mumbles here and there.” Sergeant Rose shook his head. “If I take this thing out, I'm afraid he'll bleed to death."

      "Do we know his name?" Drake asked.

      His father stared at Drake, raising an eyebrow. "Why are you dressed like a dumbass?"

      "We'll go over that later." The captain interrupted what would likely turn into an argument. "Did you get his name?"

      "These Gra'al names all sound the same to me, some sort of Din-tube or something. It's on his badge."

      "Din'tu." Captain Vasquez read the name aloud. "Din'tu, are you awake? Can you hear me?"

      The Gra'al groaned and moved his head.

      "We have to get him back to the med bay." She glanced up at his father, a shocked expression on her face.

      "If we move him, he'll probably die," the sergeant said.

      "If we don't, then he dies. We can at least try."

      "Whatever you say, Cap," he agreed.

      Drake looked around the bridge. "Hey, Cap?"

      "Could you help us out, Drake? We're gonna lift him up, and you support him from underneath, okay?"

      "Actually..."

      "What?” his father snapped. “Spit it out already."

      "Right, so why don't we disable the gravity? We're less likely to drop him then, at least."

      "He is heavy, huh?"

      "Fucking Gra'al," his father grumbled. "Short but weigh a ton."

      "Their planet has higher gravity than ours,” Drake said. “I can feel it right now even."

      "Go on, then, find the damned gravity switch."

      Drake searched the boards, which were all written in Gra'al. There was probably a command somewhere to change the language, considering the Gra'al had their own regional languages beyond what they knew as "standard" Gra'al, but he would not find it.

      "What did he just say?" The captain knelt close to the alien. "He's saying something. I don't have a translator, do you?"

      "Damned if I do." The sergeant shook his head. "He's pointing at something, though."

      "Go look where he's pointing." She indicated with a nod. "We need to hurry, though. We don't want whoever did this to come back and find us here."

      "What about the haul?" the sergeant asked.

      "There is no haul as far as I'm concerned. Go.” She rushed him along, then turned and called out, “Drake, how's the gravity coming?"

      "I think this is it, I just—"

      "We don't have time, press it!"

      "Okay, here we go." He pressed the red button, the ship whined, and the sudden pull of gravity almost dragged him down to the floor.

      "God damnit, boy!" his father shouted. "You almost made me trip and fall onto one of these corpses."

      "Sorry." He winced, pressing the blue button right above it twice. The gravity immediately went back to Gra'al standard, causing his gut to clench at the sudden weightlessness.

      "Uh, Cap," his dad said. "I think I found something."

      "What is it?"

      "Keep... keep it safe," the Gra'al muttered.

      "Wait, what was that?"

      "Keep it safe."

      "Keep what safe?"

      "Keep it safe. Important...to Gra'al," he groaned before passing out.

      "He said something about ‘important to the Gra'al.’ What did you find, Sergeant?"

      "It's a tube of some sort, has a bunch of writing on it, along with a panel."

      "Take it with you, then," she told him. "Drake. Help me get him to med bay safely."

      "Yes, ma'am."
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      The images of the dead Gra'al were hard for Drake to shake. Sitting on the crash couch by the kitchen, gnawing at a packet of protein goop with images of the murdered aliens flashing through his mind on a loop—it wasn’t a good place to be. Finding the derelict Gra’al ship had excited his father, especially with the dying Gra'al telling them it was important. Any of his disappointment over not tearing the ship apart for scraps washed away because of some fancy container.

      "Look, Cap. I know you want to bring it in, but listen to me." Drake’s father followed behind her while she rummaged around for a drink. "Please?"

      "Sergeant, you know how I feel about it."

      "We came all this way, and for what? We've got a rockhead in our med bay and some glowing thing that he told us was important. I'm not against dropping him off at the nearest station or anything here, I'm just saying, we don't have to just give them our loot."

      "I hear you." She grabbed her drink and shut the door. "And my answer is still no. We turn it in and that's that."

      "I've been in battle with these bastards," he said. "I've seen them kill friends of mine—you think they treated us this well? Hell no."

      "This isn't war. This is being decent. This is us playing nice with someone in trouble."

      "Maybe even preventing another war," Drake piped in.

      "Exactly. Listen to your son."

      "Why don't we ask Becca, huh? Let the entire crew decide on this."

      "Decide on what?" Becca said, ambling down the narrow metal stairs into the kitchen.

      "What we do with the loot."

      "The tube thing?"

      "Yeah, the captain and my son here think we should turn it in. I say we at least open it, right?"

      "No harm in that." She shrugged, uncommonly agreeing with him.

      "What? Err, see, Cap, even Becca says we should at least look."

      "Fine." The captain waved her hand dismissively. "I yield, but it doesn't change the fact that whatever is in there isn't ours, and our new friend in med bay would probably appreciate it if we're responsible with it."

      His father dashed off to get it, slamming it down on the table with a thud, a glint in his eye. After the war, there hadn’t been much for someone like his father to do. So, turning to the stars and joining crews like this had been better than taking security jobs planet side or on some station—at least that's how he sold it to Drake. Clumsily, his father attempted to pry it open, trying to jam his fingers into the seams, only for them to be too tightly sealed to give way to his brute force.

      "Damnit."

      "Here," Drake offered. "Let me look at it."

      "Whatever." His father yielded the tube to him. It was smooth and slightly rounded, not actually a tube like they'd been calling it, but close enough. The panel on the outside was spitting out data in Gra'al that he couldn't recognize, and their translators only worked with spoken words. None of them knew the language that well, outside of his father knowing a few curses he had learned to shout at them while engaged in combat. That never came in handy for any of them again.

      "This panel looks a lot like the ones in the ship," he said.

      "They're rockheads and it's something of theirs,” his father growled. “Of course it does."

      "No, I mean, whatever is in here is probably pretty important."

      "Then crack it open already, all right."

      "Yeah, Dray,” Becca encouraged. “Bust that egg open already."

      "Okay. I think if I just press this here and..."

      Mist rose from the tube while it emitted a low humming sound, the seams coming apart as the pieces slowly peeled away from it. They all jumped back at the mist except for Drake, who was squinting, trying to see through the billowing vapors. The room went silent as the mist cleared. The sound of a cry rang out, and Drake's eyes almost bulged out of his head. There inside of the tube was a baby Gra'al, swaddled up in a blue cloth, staring up at them.

      "Is that...?" Becca’s eye’s widened.

      "You've gotta be kidding me." His father scrubbed a hand down his face.

      "A baby Gra'al," the captain muttered under her breath.
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      Drake had never held a baby before, alien or otherwise, and he understood immediately the allure of tiny people. He and the captain traded off shifts watching the baby, all the while checking on the unconscious Gra'al that was in their med bay to find out what he knew about the child. Until then, Drake was keeping a close eye on him down in his bunk, cradling the baby in his arm while he sketched on the wall.

      "I know my father doesn't approve of you," he said, "but he doesn't approve of me, either. We can be friends then, baby Gra'al."

      The baby just cooed at him. There was something unsettling about seeing a Gra'al, the most dangerous species in the known galaxy, as a defenseless little baby. What was worse, it seemed to be just as sweet and innocent as human babies were, right down to the cooing, the crying, and needing its diaper changed. He had to look up what Gra'al babies could eat and then concoct a formula with their protein synthesizer that contained most of the nutrients that a growing, growling alien baby could need.

      He had a sneaking suspicion in the back of his mind that his father might try to kill the baby if left alone with it, although he dared not speak it aloud and possibly plant the seed of an idea into his father's head. He wasn't a particularly cruel man, he just spent years fighting against the Gra'al and could never let it go. The truth was, it was impossible to picture his dad being anything but a soldier. Civilization needed to owe a debt of gratitude to Atticus Rose for fighting the war of his own volition; otherwise, he would have rotted away on a remote station somewhere smashing rocks until he died.

      His brush flowed violently across the wall, splattering both himself and the baby with red paint while he moved, each stroke with more intent than the last. The images of the dead Gra’al lying motionless inside of the ship had seared themselves into his mind, and how their cold, dead eyes glared at him while their bodies floated on their exit. Their limbs contorted in the lack of gravity and one looked like he was waving to him while he left, carrying the Gra'al's comrade to their ship, along with the tube containing baby Bruce.

      Bruce was the name that Drake had been calling the infant since they discovered him. Calling him "the baby" or "the Gra'al" felt cold and made it easier to pretend he wasn't a sentient being. That was what his father had been doing the whole way back to Biztsoft Station. The captain was dead set on turning Bruce over to the authorities, to make sure he found his way back home, wherever that may be. It felt right.

      "Hey, pipsqueak." Becca stood in his doorway, arms crossed and a lone strand of her tight-curled hair bouncing over her dark cheek.

      "Oh, hey," he said. "I didn't see you there."

      "Yeah, you seem pretty lost in—what the hell are you painting, anyway?" she asked, stepping into his room to inspect his wall. "This is some dark shit, Dray."

      "I guess so." He shrugged.

      "Especially in front of the baby."

      "Bruce doesn't know what I'm painting; he's just a baby."

      "Bruce? You've named him?” She raised an eyebrow in question. You know what they say, right?"

      "What?"

      "That once you name a pet you gotta keep it."

      "Bruce isn't a pet," Drake said. "He's a baby."

      "You know what I meant."

      "Yeah."

      “Is he supposed to be playing with that?” she asked.

      “What?” Drake looked over to see Bruce playing around with a brush, him reaching in for it only for the child to suckle on it. “Damnit. At least there isn’t paint on it.”

      "So, this is what it was like on that ship, then?" She stood, eyes scanning the scene of the organic ship's interior with the floating Gra'al, green blood sputtering out from its chest and its hand reaching out like it was waving.

      "It was pretty crazy."

      "Your dad said Bruce here was hidden inside some panel in the wall. How much you wanna bet he was what they were after?"

      "What who was after?"

      "The folks that killed that whole ship of rockheads."

      "Hey," he said. "Not in front of Bruce, okay? He doesn't need that."

      "Um, Dray, you're drawing a dead Gra'al that could be his father, and you're both covered in red paint. It looks like a slaughterhouse in here."

      "Their blood is green, actually."

      "Okay. But it's just a word, and he's just a baby."

      "He shouldn't have to grow up hearing that, is all."

      "You're getting too attached," she said. "We're gonna get to Biztsoft and you're not gonna want to let go of him."

      "He's been through a lot, Bec, give him a break."

      "Whatever, don't say I didn't warn you."

      Unceremoniously she took off, and Drake was alone with Bruce inside of his room yet again, only this time the trance that he was in while painting had dissipated into a feeling of overwhelming guilt and confusion. He was getting attached; she was very, very right, and he didn’t understand why. Drake wandered back toward the kitchen, wanting to be in a common area to get some fresh air, away from the fumes of the paint. The captain was there, lounging on the couch reading an old, tattered paperback that had to be from before the exodus, a real Earth artifact. They weren’t the loftiest of books she’d read, mostly old novels about heroic captains and space battles, stuff that was maybe a far-off dream at the time but felt naïve in the face of how life in space turned out for humans.

      "There's our favorite big brother now," she quipped.

      "Yeah, hilarious," he said.

      "It's cute is all.” She smiled. “We never took you for the type."

      "Neither did I, really," he agreed. "I've never been around a baby before."

      "Yeah? Especially not after boarding a ship full of dead bodies, either, I suppose,” she said. "I should've known better than to ask you to come onto the ship before asking if it was clear."

      “I'm not a kid, Valencia.”

      "You are to me,” she said.

      "I'm twenty-one,” he said. “You're twenty-eight."

      "And your point?"

      "You aren't that much older than me," Drake said. "That's my point."

      "Yet I'm a captain, this is my ship, and you're all my crew."

      "Yeah, so what?"

      "I'm in charge, you're just still sort of a kid to me is all," she said. "There's a reason why you haven't been on many of these missions yet."

      "I'm ready," Drake insisted. "You don't have to worry about me."

      "Bec said you were painting bloody Gra'al in your room, and you haven't let go of the baby in a while. Plus, you instinctively climbed into the suit without thinking. Dray, there were a lot of warning signs that told me I should've held off on bringing you over."

      "Yeah, well, it was my idea to hit the grav controls."

      "It was." Captain Vasquez nodded. "I never said you weren't helpful or a good addition to the crew, just that you weren't ready."

      "I'm ready," he persisted. "I'm not sure how to prove it to you."

      "How about you put the baby back in his bassinet for a bit and let him get some rest, then you go get some rest, too? I'll look after him for a bit."

      "All right, fine. But I'm okay. Really."

      "That's good, because I have a strange feeling about all of this. Not the good kind of strange, either. Just be ready, we might actually need you soon. Especially when we get to Ranchero Station."

      "Ranchero? I thought we were going to Biztsoft?"

      "Oh, right, it's Biztsoft now, I forgot. Back when I first got the Trys, it was Ranchero—they owned the rights. I guess it just stuck in my head."

      "I didn't know that they changed. I thought the companies just owned the stations outright."

      "Nah, it's all big business stuff; I try not to think about it. That's the part of humanity we're avoiding out here."

      "Yeah, like me not living on Capital Station. I couldn't deal with it anymore. There was just so much... stuff. It made my head hurt."

      "I'm not sure which life is tougher: life out here, where we can really see some ugly things, or life back there with the rest of them. Go. Get some rest, okay? The shock will pass. I've got Bruce."

      "Okay," Drake said, traipsing off toward his bunk, briefly looking at Bruce who was sound asleep in his bassinet. Somehow, within a breath of each other, the captain could both insult and reassure him of his place and importance on the ship.
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      "Drake." The captain stood in his doorway, and Drake’s eyes were still cloudy and heavy with sleep. "Get up, I need you to take Bruce and hide him."

      "What?"

      "Just, please, don't ask questions. We've got company. Gra'al. They've hailed us and I'm not sure if they've been tracking us or not, but they seem like they're intent on boarding us."

      "Aren't we in Terran space?"

      "We're still technically in the DMZ," she said. "So we've gotta comply."

      "Where do I hide him?"

      "I don't know," she said. "Think of something. Maybe try to seal that bassinet up again, stuff it under your bed, I don't really care, just think of something—anything."

      "Okay." He nodded in agreement, knowing the situation was dire. He had to be quick.

      Drake rushed from his room, snatching up the bassinet with Bruce in it. He was still fast asleep, curled up tightly with only his blocky head and his little fist protruding from his blanket. It felt wrong to seal him up in that thing again, so that would only be his emergency plan. For now, he grabbed his paints and turned on some classical music. Bruce didn't seem to mind or wake up to the sound, which was good. Plus, it'd perhaps be enough of a distraction in case they did come on board to where they wouldn't bother him so much.

      The ship shook, which meant that they were docking with the Gra'al vessel. The pit inside of Drake's stomach grew. They would be boarded and knowing the Gra'al, they would not be friendly about it. Slow, deep breaths. He tried to remind himself to stop from panicking, scrambling for the bassinet and pressing his thumb against the cover, watching as the egg pieces came together to form a tight seal again before he carefully shoved it back under his bed. The music went from classical to a more brutal, loud, and noxious style of death drone that had become popular.

      Staring at the wall came the second problem: a striking image of the death of a Gra'al. He had to act fast to fix it. He drew a bubble over his head, flashes of light streaking from it, then splattered red paint across the picture, doing his best to cover up the deep green. It wasn't long before he was so focused on his painting that he didn't hear the conversations outside of his room, or even notice when his door slid open and the captain was standing there, with a heavily decorated Gra'al, bearing an emotionless expression as he scanned the room.

      "Drake!" the captain shouted over his music.

      "What? I'm painting," he said, not turning to face them.

      "This is Drake; he's our dreamer," she explained. "He gets like this, where he won't even leave his room. We have to bring him food or he'd starve."

      "Figures," the Gra'al said. "Move along. This music is too grating. I am not sure what is wrong with you humans."

      "Same here," she said. The door slid shut behind them. Drake let out a sigh of relief, his entire body heaving with his breath. Somehow it had worked, and he drove the Gra'al away. He wanted nothing more than to slide the bassinet from beneath his bed and pull Bruce out, but he wanted to know that the Gra'al had gone and couldn't bust in there again at any given second.

      After what felt like an eternity, his door slid open again. Drake jumped reflexively, only to see his father standing there. "Turn that shit down," he said. "They just got back on their ship. I think we fooled 'em, but I need help fishing that other one up."

      "Oh, yeah? What did you do with him?"

      "C'mon," he told him. "It's kinda weird."

      They walked through the narrow halls of the Trystero, his dad showing no signs of fatigue or aging when he moved, which always made Drake feel self-conscious. There he was, half his father's age, and he was bumbling around the ship all the time. Then again, his mind was elsewhere. As soon as he finished helping his dad, the quicker he could pop Bruce out of his bassinet and check on him. There was a nagging thought in his mind that he should've done that first, but he always had a difficult time being assertive with his father.

      His dad led him into the med bay, where he plodded over to the rather morbid coolers, intended for extended storage for the deceased. Drake froze while his father unlatched the bottom drawer and jerked it open, the Gra'al laying there motionless. His dad glared at him as he pulled the med bay bed closer, then tried to move the body on its own. There was no way that he could move that unwieldy alien himself, even if he were well under four feet tall.

      "You gonna help me or what?"

      "Wait.” Drake’s brows knitted in confusion. “We have to lift him out of there?"

      "What other plan do you have, genius? Help me heft him up onto this bed."

      "He has to weigh a ton, Dad."

      "He's not even five hundred pounds—get a grip. I'll do most of the heavy lifting."

      "Fine."

      "Don't sass me, kid," he grumbled. "Just lift with your legs."

      His father's assurance that he was "not even" five hundred pounds didn't help when the time came to lift the alien up. It felt like he was attempting to lift a boulder, only that boulder wasn't holding firm—it was loose and moving. Plus, he had to worry about hurting this boulder. Drake's muscles were burning as he lifted, his face turning red while his dad was barely breaking a sweat. After slamming the Gra'al down onto the bed, Drake fell back, almost hitting his head on the open drawer.

      "Holy shit," he muttered, trying to catch his breath.

      "Pathetic, you know that?"

      "You know, you need to lay off me," he told his dad, picking himself up.

      "I'll lay off of you once you stop futzing around like you do and take some responsibility."

      "I've heard this talk before, remember?"

      "Then why the fuck doesn't it sink in better, huh?"

      Both men stood silently for a moment, Drake clenching and unclenching his fist, his dad taking note and chuckling before turning away from him. He was right; Drake wouldn't hit his father, even if he felt like it was the only step he had left to take. In some sick way, though, his dad would respect him more if he just let go and unloaded on him. Show some backbone, as he'd call it.

      "You wouldn't; don't bother pretending," he said and shook his head. "Help me get this rockhead hooked up here, so you can get back to that rockhead baby you seem to care so much about."

      "What?"

      "You heard me," his father rumbled, untangling a few of the cords.

      That was it—he'd had enough. A surge of adrenaline overtook him, the urge to see his dad hurt had overpowered him, his mind interspersed with rage and the images of those dead Gra'al on the ship. All of his energy focused as he stepped forward, grabbing his father's shirt by the collar and dragging with all his might. His father wasn't expecting it, losing his balance at the force of the throw and tumbling over the opened drawer, supplies from the shelf behind him spilling onto him. Drake was trembling, in shock that after so many years, he had finally taken out his aggression on his dad.

      "Well, fuck." His father stared at him with a smirk. "You finally got the balls."

      "I..." Before he could respond, his dad was back on his feet, his fist crashing into the side of his jaw, sending Drake tumbling back against the bed the Gra'al was laid out on. The sheer weight of the Gra'al meant that it didn't budge and only made it hurt more. He'd never felt a fist to the face before and, truly, it hurt, but not like he imagined it would. Instead of a sharp pain like he expected, it was a dull, throbbing pain that felt like it’d linger for ages as a forceful reminder of the blow. The adrenaline was still pumping, and his mind had fogged over, but Drake lunged back at his father who was ready, bringing his knee up to meet him in the stomach, although his wild blow still connected in his dad’s shoulder.

      The two men locked horns, shoving each other around the room, back and forth, locked in a struggle that had been percolating since the day Drake was old enough to tell his father he wanted to draw, not to play arena ball like he had back in his school days. All of those years of frustration were erupting, and it felt good to let those years of bottled-up rage overtake him.

      "Th-the baby." A voice broke through his subconscious.

      "What?" Drake paused, his father still trying to throw him to the ground. "Dad, wait!"

      "The fuck I..."

      "The... baby," the Gra'al muttered.

      "Yes?" Drake asked. "What about him?"

      "Is he... safe?"

      "Yes, he's safe," Drake said. "I've been looking after him, I just—"

      "What's so valuable about the brat?" His father interjected.

      "Damnit, Dad," Drake cursed, staring daggers at him. "He's lost consciousness again."

      "Not while I'm around." His father snatched up a giant needle from the table and drove it down into the Gra'al's chest. The alien violently shook, taking a large inhale.

      "The baby!" the Gra'al shouted.

      "He's safe,” Drake told him. “Are you okay?"

      "Back off," his father warned. "Why's the kid so valuable, huh? You said that he was important before you blacked out."

      "The Warlord," he said. "The Warlord."

      "What about the damned Warlord? You mean Jin'tu?"

      "Who's Jin'tu?" Drake asked.

      "Do you really know this little?"

      "Jin'tu," the Gra'al said. "Yes, protect him. Please."

      "Protect who? And who attacked you?"

      "Protect the Warlord. Giga shows no mercy," the alien muttered before passing out again.

      "What the hell was that?"

      "Adrenaline," his father said. "I figured if it works for us, it'd work for them, too. It did."

      "You could've killed him!"

      "Yeah, well, we got answers, didn't we?"

      "I have no idea what any of that meant," Drake said. "Do you?"

      "No, but there are names. Jin'tu was just killed, so who knows? Maybe this guy took a blow to the head."

      "Who's Jin'tu?"

      "The Gra'al Warlord."

      Drake stared blankly at him.

      "Their king, you idiot."

      "Their king? So, what does Bruce have to do with their king? And who's Giga?"

      "Giga was the rival that killed Jin'tu. Do you really not watch any news?"

      "Not really, I guess…"

      "Jin'tu was the one behind the ceasefire. Giga had always said it was a sign of weakness and was out for blood. If he's the one that attacked that ship… Shit." He shook his head. "We gotta dump this guy and that kid as soon as possible. We don't want any of him."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Three

          

          
            The Consulate

          

        

      

    

    
      Bruce was fine, at home inside of the specially designed bassinet whose purpose was holding the baby and keeping him safe from harm, but Drake still felt the overwhelming guilt of locking him up inside of it, then getting into a fistfight with his father instead of running to get Bruce out. His jaw ached. At the time, it had just flooded his nervous system with adrenaline, and it helped to push him further over the edge, but now that he had cooled off, everything just hurt.

      "Whoa," Bec said. "What happened to you?"

      "Oh. I just..."

      "The sergeant was grumbling about something, said you walloped him, and I didn't believe it. But you did, didn't you?"

      "I guess so." He half-shrugged, cradling Bruce while he rummaged around the protein synthesizer to make more formula. "He got me pretty hard, too."

      "I can see that. I underestimated you, though."

      "Huh?"

      "I never thought you'd actually do it. He's been asking for it for years now, it's about time that someone called him on his shit."

      "Why did it have to be me?"

      "He's your dad," she said. "You have some responsibility for that."

      "I didn't choose him as my dad."

      "But you chose to come live with us. You've been here longer than I have, anyway."

      "Yeah, well, you're a better pilot than Victor was by a long shot," he said, remembering the weepy alcoholic pilot that occupied the seat before Becca had. Nobody liked Victor, and letting him go was one of the best decisions the captain had ever made.

      She folded her arms across her chest, lifting what seemed to be an irritated eyebrow. "That's a backhanded compliment."

      "Still a compliment, though."

      "Sure," Bec said. "You better be ready to say goodbye to him."

      "To Bruce?"

      "Yeah, we're almost at Biztsoft, and the captain says we're gonna drop him off with the consulate there."

      "The human consulate?"

      "Um, yeah, who else?"

      "Why wouldn't we bring him to the Gra'al, or at least leave him with the guy in the med bay?"

      "Because," the captain piped in, striding into the room, "those Gra'al that boarded us? They're trouble."

      "So, we're gonna leave Bruce with some humans?"

      "In case you haven't noticed," the captain continued, "we're very much human, and this isn't our conflict to be involved with."

      "What conflict? This is about Bruce..."

      "The Gra'alian ascendency. Your father told me about what the other one said. The Gigans attacked that ship and showed no mercy, and Bruce here? He seems to have been one of the targets."

      "What? Why would you think that?" Drake asked, popping the bottle into Bruce's hungry mouth.

      "Because, I mean c'mon, Drake, he was locked inside of a sealed bassinet, hidden inside a secret compartment. An entire ship of Gra'al were murdered in cold blood, and a dying man told us to protect him with what could've been his dying breath."

      "B-but he's still alive. Maybe it's his son?"

      "I don't think that the Gra'al are the sentimental type, Dray," Bec chimed in.

      "This is crazy." He threw his arms up in the air.

      "Drake, I like the kid, too," the captain said, "but this isn't about us. We're not his parents, and if we can get him back to his people, that'll be what's best. For all of us."

      "What if they hand him over to the people looking for them? What if they kill him?"

      "I..." She paused. "I don't know; that's not our call as to who they hand him over to."

      Drake was getting frustrated and finding it hard to keep his cool. "Since when do you trust the government to do the right thing?"

      "In this case, I don't know, but I don't see any other way."

      "You don't care about Bruce," Drake accused, snatching the baby up out of the bassinet and storming off to his room. He knew well how petulant he seemed running off like that, and that the captain thought she was doing the right thing. It was only out of fear, though.
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      A somber mood had washed over the crew following Drake's explosion. For the rest of the trip, his only communication with the crew was grunts and nods. The captain had decided what would happen to Bruce; she had made the decision without consulting Drake, and she wasn't about to change her mind on it. The baby Gra'al had responded to little and had the advantage of being woefully oblivious to his lot in life, and how he was apparently worth killing an entire ship over.

      "How long until we land?" Drake asked Becca, venturing up to the cockpit with Bruce carefully cradled in his arms.

      "Station is right there.” She gestured up ahead. “We’re just waiting for landing clearance."

      "Oh. What about the Gra'al down below?"

      "We're going to keep him here for now," Bec said. "Captain wants me to stay here with him while the rest of you go onto the station. Which reminds me—you mind picking me up some of that candy I love?"

      "You want candy?" he asked, incredulous. "We're handing Bruce over to some asshole we'd never trust in a million years, and you want candy?"

      "Dray, it's not our decision to make."

      He narrowed his eyes. "Yeah, well, maybe it should be."

      "Just let it go. I told you not to get too attached. He's not ours to keep."

      "Maybe we found him for a reason," he said, turning his back on her and stomping out. Everyone was looking out for themselves. Candy? How could she think about candy after what they'd been going through? Drake sat down on his bed and stewed over the whole thing.

      "Hey, kid," his father shouted. "We're docking in two. Get down here with that baby in the bassinet already."

      "Fine," he shouted back.
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      The station was teeming with life, to the point of it being suffocating. The hallways were larger than the ship but felt just the same, only it was jam-packed full of people. Drake's time on Capital Station had soured his opinion of living on a space station ever again and driven him to a life out on the fringes with his emotionally stunted father. The core planets were expensive beyond reason, leaving them havens for the ultra-rich while the rest of humanity had dispersed among stations and barely hospitable moons in the outer rim.

      Biztsoft Station was the last human outpost before the DMZ, which meant that there were more Gra'al there than anywhere else in the Terran Republic. Still, they stuck out like a sore thumb, almost doubly as wide as the average human and about as tall as a kid before they sprouted up, thanks to puberty. They were unwieldy compared to the average human, but were also sturdier.

      "Hold that tight," the captain told Drake.

      "But don't be too damned obvious," his father added. "We don't want anyone getting any ideas."

      "I'm fine," Drake said.

      They pushed through the mass of humanity, through the station square, and toward the towering government building erected in the exact center of the massive station. The Biztsoft logo was front and center, their branding slapped on every surface inside of the lobby. The captain and his father talked to the receptionist, while Drake sat in the corner with the bassinet tucked underneath him, his legs in front of it. He needed to protect Bruce at all costs, even if it meant from his own father and captain. His thoughts had been muddled, flashes about making a dash for it, of taking Bruce and getting away as far as he could. The dead Gra'al from the ship kept reaching his hand out toward him every time he closed his eyes, almost like it was telling him to run, to get far, far away, as an ominous laugh festered beneath the surface.

      "We need to talk to someone," his father grumbled, pounding his fist on the pristine glass counter.

      "Sergeant Rose, I have passed along your request, but that's about all that I—"

      "Listen." The captain interjected. "This is urgent. This is the DMZ, and anything that happens out here is—"

      "Captain Vasquez, your concern is noted,” the receptionist interrupted, “but as you said, this is the DMZ. There are a lot of things that happen here that require the consul's attention. I'm sorry."

      "What about this?" Drake asked, carefully placing the bassinet on the desk.

      "I... uhh, well, sir, I'm not sure what that is."

      "Drake..." the captain warned. "Think about this."

      "An entire ship of Gra'al were slaughtered for this," he told the receptionist. "A ship loyal to Jin'tu."

      "Okay..." The receptionist seemed lost.

      "They died for what's in here. A man, possibly with his last, dying breath made us swear to protect this."

      "I'm not sure what the consul has to do with this." She eyed him warily. "I can appreciate your concern, but..."

      The hiss emitted from the bassinet made them all pause. Drake's heart skipped a beat as he glanced over to his father with his finger on the panel and a dumb grin across his face. The billowing mist cascaded down around the receptionist’s desk before a small, pained cry from Bruce made her eyes widen. She scrambled to press a button on her console, the door behind her sliding open.

      "Please, go in.” She gestured with shaking hands. “The consul will see you now."

      "Thanks." His father nodded, hefting the bassinet up on his shoulder.

      They marched into the office, decorated with a large, ornately carved wooden desk before a great window, overlooking a lush garden that had been closed off to the general public. An older, balding man with pallid skin peered up at the motley crew: the captain in her tightly formed leather jacket, with her blaster hanging from her hip, Drake, in his paint-splashed clothing, and his father in his Terran fatigues, the sleeves torn off, an open alien device slung over his shoulder.

      "Trina." He smashed his hand on his console. "What is the meaning of this?"

      "We've got a problem," the captain said. "This wasn't exactly what we wanted, but such is life when doing good things on the fringes, right?"

      "I don't understand. Who are you?"

      "I'm Captain Valencia Vasquez, this is Sergeant Rose, and his son Drake—they're my crew."

      "And?"

      "And we discovered a Gra'al cruiser in the DMZ."

      "Please don't tell me that you boarded a derelict Gra'al vessel in the DMZ," the man said.

      "Excuse me, Consul...?" the captain asked.

      "O'Hara, Consul O'Hara, please excuse me," he introduced himself. "It just isn't every day that three people, erm, such as yourselves, come to me talking about Gra'al ships."

      "Dead Gra'al," his father informed him. "Lots of dead Gra'al. There's a power struggle going on within the Gra'al. We all know it, and this was worth dying for."

      His father marched forward, the consul furrowing his brow at the approaching man before he placed the bassinet down on his desk. The consul pushed his chair back, slowly rising to his feet before peering over the top. His face remained stolid as Bruce cooed, staring up at him.

      "A baby?" he asked. "What does this have to do with anything?"

      "Sir." Drake cleared his throat. "This isn't just a baby. It's a Gra'al baby."

      "It's a Gra'al," he repeated. "I can see that much."

      "An entire ship of Gra'al died to protect this baby."

      "Are you sure that it was the baby and not something hidden inside of this?"

      "Oh." Drake shrugged. "I don't know."

      "Consul O'Hara," the captain began. "That is why we came to you. We work in salvage here on the fringes. We saw a ship in need, and we provided assistance. This is beyond what we're used to, and we know that things between our two people are... sensitive."

      "To say the least," the consul agreed, staring at Bruce.

      "There's also an alive Gra'al on our ship," Drake added.

      "What?"

      "There was a survivor, the one who pointed us toward Bruce."

      "Who's Bruce?" the consul asked.

      "Sorry." Drake gestured to the bassinet. "Him, the baby."

      "You named him?"

      "Well, yeah, it felt wrong to just keep calling him 'baby' or whatever. Everyone deserves a name, sir."

      "Uh-huh," the consul said, his eyes still fixated on Bruce. "And they don't know about the baby or this Gra'al being alive, correct?"

      "Well, I mean..." Drake started.

      "Not that we're aware of." Captain Vasquez interjected. "Although we were boarded by a ship—"

      "Boarded? By whom?"

      "Gra'al, sir," his father answered. "Loyalists, too."

      "To Jin'tu?"

      "No," he grunted. "To Giga."

      "And you somehow hid these two from them?"

      "Yes." Captain Vasquez inclined her head in affirmation. "We were lucky."

      "Luck doesn't begin to describe what you are." The consul shook his head. "With that, I wash my hands of this. Get this child and the other Gra'al far away from this station, and my name should not be brought up."

      "What?" the captain asked. "You've gotta be kidding me."

      "This meeting never happened, there is no official record of it, and any attempt to involve myself or this office will result in serious repercussions."

      "You've gotta be kidding me," his father repeated the captain’s sentiment.

      "I can assure you, I'm not joking around, Sergeant Rose."

      "So, what should we do?" Drake asked.

      "Take the child, take the Gra'al, and get far from here. Do not return with them."

      "What?" Drake stared at the man in disbelief.

      "We will not get involved in the Gra'al Ascendency struggle," he said. "This peace was forged on the thinnest of foundations. Any attempt to intercede, especially with an already-hostile Warlord Giga, could destroy this uneasy alliance."

      "I don't understand," Drake said. "What about the child?"

      "He doesn't care," the captain told him. "He's only worried about his career."

      "I'm worried about humanity," the consul argued. "I'm sure that Sergeant Rose can attest to the sheer power of the Gra'al in battle. Humanity's freedom is worth a few Gra'al lives, is it not?"

      "He wants us to kill them?" Drake asked, shocked.

      "C'mon, collect Bruce, and let's get out of here," the captain said.

      "They'll come for you," the consul warned. "They've made note of you; they'll find you. You got away with it once, but twice? Doubtful. You should've never come here."

      "You don't know that," his father argued.

      "They're Gra'al." He eyed Sergeant Rose directly. "They never forget."

      "Drake," the captain said, interrupting the standoff between the consul and his father. "Seal him up, we're leaving."

      He listened, crestfallen and unsure of what would happen to them. They knew it was a serious situation, serious enough for the captain to look to the Terran Republic for help, but that entire exchange indicated their complicated relationship with their home government. When presented with a problem, they'd rather turn away from people in need with the excuse of the greater good, although it felt more like this O'Hara keeping his hands clean.

      They shuffled out of the consulate's office and past the looming government building off toward the marketplace, the three of them not saying a word. Drake worried about Bruce, about what would happen to him, maybe even what would happen if he ended up staying with the crew. Bruce just being a temporary part of their lives had been a struggle from the get-go, but now the idea of him taking care of Bruce every day left Drake in a panic. Not that he didn't want to, just that he wasn't ready for such a responsibility.

      "I don't know about you," his father interrupted his internal thoughts, "but I need a fucking drink."

      "Yeah," the captain agreed.

      "What about Bruce?"

      "He'll be fine in there, right?" the captain asked.

      "I guess so," Drake replied.

      "It'll just be one drink. I'm sure Bec will be fine, too."

      "She wanted me to pick up some candy for her, too, so I guess we could do that."

      "Yeah, see," the captain encouraged. "We'll try to figure this complete mess out when we're back on the ship."

      Still solemn, they piled into the first bar that they saw, just a recessed area inside the marketplace with a few screens lining the wall. A bar stretched along the outside and a few broken-down old stools left their backs exposed. Drake placed Bruce's bassinet on the counter next to him while they ordered drinks, each one silent while they sat and stared off at the hectic station around them.

      "Maybe we should go to the Gra'al," Drake suggested, breaking the silence.

      "What do you mean?" the captain asked.

      "I mean, this concerns them. Wouldn't it make sense to get them involved?"

      "We don't know who they'd be loyal to," his father said. "Knowing our luck, they'd be loyal to Giga."

      "So what? We let them finish the job on our passengers?" the captain argued.

      "It's not our struggle," his father replied.

      "We made it our responsibility," she continued. "Giga doesn't like us, and this whole thing started because of his disagreement over the peace treaty, right? Who says they wouldn't just kill us there on the spot?"

      "Maybe they'd give us a reward," he said.

      "And what?” Drake asked. “Let them kill Bruce?"

      "If that consul is right, they might kill us anyway." His father waved him off. "Damned if we do, damned if we don't. I say we ditch them at the Gra'al's doorstep and get on with our lives."

      "You're warped." Drake stared at his father, incredulous. "You know that?"

      "You want to finish what we started before, kid?"

      "Enough." Captain Vasquez placed a hand on each of them. "You two need to listen and pay attention instead of locking horns like this. Look."

      "What?" Drake asked.

      "At the screen."

      A news report was playing about the death of Jin'tu and the power struggle that had spilled out into violence across Gra'al space and into the DMZ. Giga and his soldiers were searching high and low through the galaxy for Jin'tu loyalists and an heir that could question his ascendency.

      "Not much is known about this heir," the newscaster said, "just that Jin'tu had a son and kept him hidden in case of an uprising. Gra'al officials have refuted claims that there was an heir and that Giga's Warlord status has been secured."

      "You don't think that Bruce..." Drake trailed off.

      "No," said his father. "If he was the heir, he'd have been on a heavily armored vessel, not on some small, lightly armored cruiser."

      "Well, if I had to do it—"

      "You aren't a Gra'al." His dad cut him off. "You don't think like them; you don't know how they are. They don't take chances like this. They don't care for the clever ruses or tricks. Chances are, we have a father and son aboard our ship, and Giga just wants them routed out. End of story."

      "Your father is right," the captain agreed.

      "We don't know that for sure, though," Drake countered, near exasperated. "This could very well be Jin'tu's son."

      "Fine," she relented. "We'll go back. At least we know a bit more about this. Maybe we can find someone else to talk to, like the governor."

      After finishing their drinks, they picked themselves up and headed back toward the administrative building. People were rushing away from the structure in a panic, one man almost knocking Drake over. The closer they got, the more panic ensued, as injured people lay off to the side while medics attended to them.

      "What the blazes is going on?" the captain asked.

      "I don't like this." His father scanned their surroundings, drawing his blaster. "Stay close."

      Drake felt his stomach churning as he gripped Bruce's bassinet tightly; something very wrong was happening, and they were getting closer to it. His father sidled up against the wall of the hallway, peering around the corner while motioning for them to hang back. He cursed under his breath and flattened himself against the wall.

      "This isn't good," he said.

      "What?" Captain Vasquez asked.

      "Gra'al. There's about five of them. Heavily armed."

      "What?" Drake asked.

      "There are a few dead, I think, or at least badly injured. Something went down here."

      "Something’s happening now," the captain told them, "and we need to get back to the ship. Now."
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      The Gra'al weren't messing around—blaster bolts were flying indiscriminately as an act of sheer terror. They were clearly upset and looking for answers. One soldier emerged from the consulate's office, an explosion trailing behind him, sending a fireball shooting from the door, as the Gra'al continued casually walking. A few soldiers stood at attention, seeming to await orders from him.

      "Terrans," he growled, "let this be a warning: do not get involved in Warlord Giga's business ever again. We know that you have them in your possession. These attacks will continue until they have been returned to the Gra'al Empire—dead or alive, it matters not to us."

      "Is he talking about Bruce?" Drake asked, keeping his voice down.

      "Yes," the captain confirmed. "Yes, he very much is. We need to move now. Sergeant?"

      "We can turn around, look for an access hatch somewhere. We need to move out, though, quietly."

      The captain pressed Drake forward, pushing him away from the chaos and the ranting Gra'al, toward the bar, his father taking up the rear with his blaster at the ready. Drake's heart was pounding so hard he thought it would break free from the confines of his chest, his hands shaking and sweaty as he gripped onto the bassinet for dear life. The blasting started up again, the heat of a stray bolt burning just a few feet above Drake's head, making him stumble backward into the captain.

      "Just stay down," she shouted.

      Drake regained his balance, the screams and gunfire behind him making him jump each time he heard a blast. He refused to look back, afraid of what he might see, all while the captain and his father were behind him. Knowing his father, he was upset at how slowly Drake had been moving.

      "Hurry the fuck up." His dad's voice was frantic.

      Drake continued to push forward before his foot got snagged on something, and the world became momentarily weightless. The bassinet slipped from his wet palms while his surroundings slowed down to a crawl. He watched in horror as Bruce's container flew out of his hands and crashed onto the floor, Drake’s face smashed against the ground with a thud.

      "Drake!" the captain shouted.

      "Wait!" The Gra'al Captain's voice echoed through the chaos. "That box! Grab it!"

      Drake, though groggy, reached out for the bassinet, his fingertips scraping against the edge as violence erupted all around him. It was a cacophony of destruction, with bolts and debris flying everywhere as voices shouted, screaming in pain. Some were calling to him, but he couldn't tell where they were coming from. His mind was solely focused on Bruce and reaching him before anything could happen to him. He clawed himself forward until he had a firm grip around the bassinet.

      A pair of hands tugged at his ankle, his body sliding along the floor as explosions and impacts rang out all around him. Drake clenched the bassinet in his arms, the cold metal exterior pressed against his chest, while bolts of energy zipped by overhead. A jolt of pain ran through his body, as his back slammed against the wall, hard. His father came into view, crouched behind a few fallen crates, blasting and ducking, blasting, and ducking. The captain kneeled over him, her gun drawn.

      "C'mon, we've gotta go," she said. "Are you hit?"

      Drake stared up at her, the ringing in his ears making everything painful.

      "Drake, are you hit?"

      "No," he shouted, unable to hear his own voice inside of his head.

      The captain pushed him ahead again, this time into a small hatch near the ground, his weight propelling him forward and falling onto Bruce's sealed crate. The captain's shoulder rammed into him, pushing him further into the small access tunnel before Drake could regain his wits and start crawling on his own. They crawled until the explosions became more distant, then the captain nudged him around a corner.

      "Where are we going?" he shouted.

      "Down this hatch; it should lead to the hangars. The hatches are all marked. Go."

      "What about my dad?"

      "We're working on that," she said. "Just get back to the ship, get Bec to fire it up and be ready for us."

      Without another breath, he stumbled blindly, headlong into the dim hallway, ducking down so as to not hit his head. It must have been some kind of maintenance hallway used by the crew to keep things in order, but for now, it was solely to keep him and Bruce alive. He could hear sounds of war to his right. There was no way of knowing how many of Giga's men were on the station, or what to expect when he reached the end of the tunnel.

      His grip on the crate was ironclad, his eyes scanning for the sign for the hangar bay as he stumbled around, still shell-shocked, and unable to gain his composure. The captain and his father were battling a group of Gra'al while he was running away, cradling a baby alien in his arms. The surreal had overtaken his life in the past few days, and he wasn't sure what to make of it. The sign for the hangar bay glowed up ahead, and Drake ran shoulder-first into the door, only for it to push back. The access panels next to it glowed green. He fumbled with his free hand to open the door.

      The massive hangar bay was the very scene of stillness and serenity in contrast to what he had just ran from, a cavernous white space with bright lights and ships lining either side of the giant bay. With Bruce still in his clutches, he dashed toward the center, dwarfed by the hulking masses of the ships while trying to find the Trystero. There, four bays down, sat the beaten-up old Trystero, much to his relief. Before he could calm down, a cacophony of violence burst out from behind him, pursuing him like the last rat in an air-recycling duct. Drake dashed for the Trystero, impatiently slapping the controls on the ship for it to open. When the door squeezed open, Drake rushed inside, shouting at the top of his lungs.

      "Get the ship ready! Get the ship ready!"

      Without letting go of Bruce, he burst into the cockpit, still shouting. Bec was absently tapping her fingers on the instruments with a set of headphones on. Drake smacked them off of her head, sending them tumbling to the ground with a thud.

      "Hey!" she shouted.

      "Get the ship started! Gra'al! They're after us!"

      "What?" she asked, still in a daze.

      "The Gra'al, they were at the consulate, blew it up and—"

      "They blew it up?"

      "Yes! Get the ship ready," he repeated.

      "What about the captain and your dad?"

      "They're coming, I heard them behind me, but we've gotta be ready to go."

      "Oh." She punched the ignition sequence into the dashboard, pulling up a display on the cockpit holo screen of the back camera, only to see a bombardment of blaster bolts and explosions disturbing the peace of the hangar bay. "This is bad. This is very, very bad."

      "I know." Drake slid into the copilot's chair and buckled himself in, still gripping onto Bruce's bassinet tightly. "Maybe open the cargo bay door?"

      "Yeah, on it," she said, rotating the ship in toward the main throughway, the massive steel door directly underneath the cockpit lurching open. "There they are!"

      The captain and his father were perched behind a maintenance car while the Gra'al bombarded them with heavy blaster fire. From this distance, it was hard to tell if either one were injured or not. Drake felt helpless strapped into the chair, watching as they attempted to fend off the horde of vicious Gra'al out for blood.

      "What do we do?"

      "Grab the guns," she said, motioning toward the stick in front of him.

      "What?"

      "Shoot, damnit!"

      Drake took a hand off of Bruce's bassinet—it felt empty for once, almost free. Instead, he took hold of the rubberized, grimy stick, slowly lining up a shot toward the gang of Gra'al but hesitated before taking it. He could see his father and the captain valiantly fending off the aliens through the viewscreen. Right above them in the frame were the encroaching aliens. Closing his eyes, he clenched his teeth and pulled the trigger. Bec whooped next to him, slapping him on the shoulder.

      "Yeah! Fuck those Gra'al!" she shouted.

      Opening his eyes, he saw the Gra’al laid out on the ground, scrambling back to their feet as the captain and his father scurried toward the ship. The viewscreen above Bec's console revealed them running up the ramp to the bay. Bec slammed her palm on the door controls before the ship jerked up and throttled through the narrow throughway toward the exit. Drake could barely keep his composure, doing his best to hang onto Bruce's container, imagining what it was like down in the cargo hold for the captain and his father. The ship barreled toward the giant blast doors, bursting out into the reaches of space.

      "We're good?" Drake asked.

      "I don't know yet," she said. "Hey, Cap, Sarge, you okay down there?"

      "Yeah," his dad replied. "Just fine and fucking dandy."

      "Get up here," Becca said.

      "We clear?" the captain asked.

      "I don't know yet. I'm running a scan for Gra'al ships right now."

      Drake did his best to look around, even though he knew the ship's scanners were sending out signals into the abyss and waiting for pingbacks. He was still gripping onto the case tightly and trying to reconcile the violence of the day and where they went from there. The captain would come up with a plan, she always did, but they were most likely being hunted by the Gra'al now, which complicated their lives in a big way.

      "Any sign of a Gra'al battleship?" the captain asked, slipping into the side gunner's chair.

      "Nothing yet," Becca answered.

      "There were only a handful down there," his father said, climbing into the other chair. "I'd say a shuttle's worth. They shouldn't be far from here."

      "Wait.” Drake interjected. “Are you saying we go looking for them?"

      "Either we find them, or they find us," his father told him. "One of those ends poorly for us, the other for them."

      "I'm picking up a signal," Bec announced.

      "And?" the captain asked.

      "You're not gonna like this."

      "Gra'al battleship, eh?" his father surmised.

      "Yeah. A big one."

      "Great," his father grumbled under his breath.

      "You aren't serious, are you?" Drake asked. "This isn't a battleship. This is a freighter. We're barely armored. Do we even have torpedoes?"

      "This old bird has a few tricks up her sleeve," the captain said. "Just trust us, okay?"

      "I..."

      "Drake." Captain Vasquez turned toward him. "I'm gonna need you to put Bruce down for a minute and focus on the guns, okay?"

      His eyes widened. "Are you kidding me?"

      "You shot those Gra'al back there, right?"

      "Well, yeah, but—"

      "No buts, kid." She cut him off, no doubt trying to sound calm and collected. "That was a great shot. We need more of that, okay?"

      "Okay, I just..." He trailed off.

      "Just fucking do it," his father growled. "We need you to step up here."

      The Trystero was plummeting toward what felt like certain doom: a crew of four people up against a Gra'al battleship. The Trystero was equipped with blasters, but the chances of that doing much damage to a heavily armored Gra'al ship was next to nothing. Not that he didn't trust the captain and his father's instincts on this; it was just that they had too much faith in him being a part of such an assault. He grew up playing games like any other kid, knew his way around a simulator, but had no real combat training. That one lucky shot was just that: a lucky shot. Drake was an artist, damnit, not a warrior.

      "All right," the captain said, "we've got one shot at this. Bec, pull up the schematic, please."

      "Sure." The pilot enlarged a view of the Gra'al ship on the cockpit holo screen.

      "Where'd you get that?" Drake mumbled.

      "Don't ask," the captain said. "If we focus fire on two key locations, we can do some serious damage to this beast. Drake, you and your father concentrate on the engines here." She highlighted an area at the rear of the ship. "Bec and I will take out the forward missile bays. If we seal these up, they can't launch any of their heavy artillery at us."

      "This'll give 'em a fat lip and leave 'em immobilized," his father said. "This is the best we can do for now; you got that?"

      "Got it," they said in unison.

      "Good."

      With that, everyone had their plan in mind, knowing what they needed to do while their ship rushed at the Gra'al battleship. The lumbering giant didn't seem to notice their approach, or if they did, thought nothing of it. There was a peace agreement in place, even if Giga's crew were dead set on war again. Everyone inside was quiet during the approach. Drake's hands were sweating on the control stick—he was deathly afraid of misfiring or somehow doing something wrong.

      "Hold fire," the captain said. "On my mark."

      The Gra'al ship grew closer and closer still—it was the size of a small Terran station. If they meant to strike fear into the heart of anyone that would oppose them, then it worked. That was exactly what it was doing to Drake. He flexed his hand, clutching the control tightly. Closing his eyes, he saw the dead Gra'al on the ship reaching out to him again, a dark laugh dancing through his mind, only for the captain's order to pierce through his subconscious.

      "Fire!"

      Just like that, the sky lit up with explosions lining the side of the Gra'al ship. The vessel wasn't prepared for the assault, and his father laughed like a maniac while the bolts bombarded the alien battleship. Drake and his father focused on the engines, lighting them up with reckless abandon. Firing at a ship was a lot less unnerving than firing at living beings, especially knowing that they decreased the chances of someone dying at his hands through such an attack. The captain must've done that on purpose, considering he and his dad had a clearer shot to the front of the Gra'al ship. Their fire was crisscrossing in front of the Trystero.

      "Bec!” the captain cried. “Punch it."

      "Where to?"

      "I don't care, just get us out of here!"

      In a blink, the ship had jumped away from the fire.
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      The captain sat quietly in the cargo bay, legs crossed on top of a crate of supplies, sucking down a packet of apple-flavored rations, her fingers wrapped around the pages of an old, ragged paperback. It had been three days since they escaped the Gra'al battleship and were hiding in the orbit of a large asteroid in the DMZ just waiting for something, anything to happen. The captain was, for once, wracked with indecision, something that Drake had never seen before, nor had the rest of the crew.

      "Anything yet?" Drake asked, Bruce cradled in his arms. The boy had one of Drake's brushes in his hands, sucking on the tip while his fingers danced around the handle.

      "Oh, didn't hear you there," she said. "No. Just the same old."

      "So, what's the plan, Cap?"

      "You know, for once, I really don't know, Dray. We're in a rather fine mess here, you know that?"

      "Yeah, I guess. We're all okay, though, right?"

      She nodded. "I suppose so, yeah."

      "It'll be okay," he said, trying to reassure her. "Things always work out in the end."

      "I guess so, Dray. I just don't know. I feel like we've bitten off more than we can chew here."

      "Oh. Well, you always sorta get us out of these jams. I believe in you."

      "Thanks, Dray." She gave him a half-smile.

      "Hey, Cap." His father's voice boomed over the comm.

      "Yeah, Sarge."

      "You might wanna head to the med bay; the rockhead is waking up."

      "Copy. I'm bringing Drake with me."

      His father audibly sighed and said nothing in return. There were plenty of times when Drake questioned his decision to head out into the depths of space with his father instead of staying on Capital Station with his mother and fucking Ron. But never more than the present where he had a Gra'al baby in his arms and seemed like he begrudgingly earned his father's respect, only for that hard-earned respect to vanish in a heartbeat. That was how their relationship always was; it was foolish to think otherwise.

      The Gra'al was sitting up in the room, his father standing next to the bed with his hand hovering over the blaster on his hip. Bec was in there with them, which perhaps kept violence from erupting between the two. She was working to keep the Gra'al from jumping out of the bed while he struggled.

      "You Terrans do not understand," he said. "I need to find the container."

      "Hold on," Bec asserted. "You just woke up; you've been in a coma for days now."

      "My life is not what matters here; the ascendency is at stake!"

      "Whoa," the captain said, "slow down. I'm Captain Vasquez and this is my ship. We found you aboard that ship, we brought you aboard, and have cared for you—"

      "And the container?" He interrupted.

      "Is safe," she assured him.

      "I must see it at once, it's of the utmost—" He stopped midsentence and stood up, turning around to face Drake cradling the baby in his arms. "You opened the container?"

      "Yes," the captain told him. "It was my call. You were unconscious, and we needed to know what we were bringing aboard."

      "Give the child over," he said, pushing toward Drake. His father grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him back down to the bed. "Do not get in my way!"

      "Yeah?" His father postured in front of the Gra'al, both men face-to-face. "Let's settle this the old-fashioned way, then, you rockhead."

      "I'll crush your pathetic skull with one hand, you pig!"

      "Enough!" Drake shouted. "This is about Bruce, and I've been the one taking care of him. He's fine."

      "Bruce?" The Gra'al asked, a puzzled expression on his face.

      "That's the name I gave him," Drake said. "I didn't just want to call him the baby or Gra'al."

      "His name is of no importance to you," he said. "Now hand him over."

      "What's so special about this baby?" asked the captain.

      "If Giga finds him, then all is lost." He spoke slowly. "I swore a blood oath to Jin'tu to protect the child."

      "What about the rest of that ship?" his father asked.

      "They did as well. We are all loyal to Warlord Jin'tu."

      "You were, you mean," the captain corrected.

      "Were?"

      "You and Bruce were the only survivors. Everyone else on that ship is deader than dead."

      "Surely Giga has not grown this out of control," he said. "Spilling Gra'al blood was outlawed under Jin'tu after the peace agreement."

      "Yeah, well, he doesn't seem to be happy with that agreement," said the sergeant.

      "But it was a blood oath!"

      "Those seem to mean different things to different people," the captain said.

      "So, they are all dead?" He sat back down on the bed and rubbed his forehead. "All of them?"

      "All of them," the captain confirmed. "We found the ship afloat with no signs of life. We weren't expecting to find anyone left alive..."

      "Savages." He shook his head. "What were you after?"

      "We're a salvage team," she explained. " We thought the ship was abandoned."

      "So now what?"

      "Well," She paused, "we don't know anything about you."

      "I am Gentar, engineer of the Plunaris."

      "The ship?" Drake asked.

      "Yes, the ship."

      "And you were loyal to Jin'tu?" Captain Vasquez asked.

      He nodded. "I still am."

      "Then who is Bruce, and why is he important to you?" Drake asked.

      "He is no Bruce," Gentar corrected. "He's Jek'tu, the heir to Jin'tu's Warlord claim. He is the rightful ruler of the Gra'al."

      A moment of silence fell in the med bay. Drake stared down at the baby in his arms, seeing him in a new light. This wasn't just some poor, hapless baby, this was a warlord, whatever that meant. He was still the same child; there was just a destiny attached to him. Jek'tu hadn't chosen that destiny and had lost his family, which only made Drake feel more morose over the whole situation.

      "Gentar," the captain addressed him. "How can we help?"

      "I need to take the child and return him to Graa Prime."

      "Giga's men are already looking for the baby," the sergeant informed him. "They attacked us on Biztsoft Station."

      "Where?"

      "They bombed a Terran Consulate's office,” the captain said. “I don't know how many they killed, but there were a lot of bodies."

      "He's lost his damn mind," Gentar growled. "Jin'tu worked too hard for this peace for Giga to throw it all away like this. The insolent fool."

      "So, where do we go?" Captain Vasquez asked. "Who can we call on for help?"

      "Where are we?" he asked.

      "We're in the DMZ, just outside of Biztsoft space," Bec answered. "We had a little problem with a Gra'al battleship."

      "Show me the map," Gentar requested. "We were on our way to a rendezvous; they are awaiting Jek'tu there."
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      Contrary to Drake's belief, Gentar's awakening had no real impact on Bruce's daily life. Drake and the captain still split the time between them: Drake doing the lion's share of the work with the captain relieving him occasionally. Gentar was not at all interested in childcare or any relationship with the boy, although he spoke of him in reverence, which was odd considering he was still just a baby and soiling his diapers with no semblance of control. Still, he was royalty.

      "Are you gonna be a warlord, Bruce?" Drake asked the baby while feeding him in the kitchen. "I don't think so. I think you'll be an artist, like Uncle Drake."

      "So, Uncle Drake is a truth-teller?" Gentar asked, sitting his wide frame down on one of the small metal chairs bolted to the floor. It bowed under the weight of the large alien, although his demeanor didn't change revealing any concern for it.

      "Truth-teller?"

      "Yes." He inclined his head. "In our culture our truth-tellers are revered; we let them shine a light on both our triumphs and our failures. You do it in pictures?"

      "Yeah," he admitted with a shrug. "I'm a painter. Not that it's much use out here in the fringes."

      "You Terrans have interesting art. I've seen some of it."

      "Do you mean the ancient stuff? From before the Exodus?"

      "I do not know."

      "The stuff from before humans showed up in this galaxy, I mean. Not the stuff we do now."

      "Oh," Gentar said. "I do not really know. Most of what I have seen is very loud, obnoxious. Not what we would expect from our truth-tellers."

      "Yeah, that's what I thought. No, those aren't actually considered art, at least they shouldn't be. I mean, look, some of it is fine, but it's all paid for by these bigger corporations, it's all market-researched, and just a distillation of what they think we'll want."

      "You Terrans make little sense in these matters," Gentar said. "You would think that puny figures such as yourself would be better at such things, at least better than you are at war."

      "We weren't losing that badly, were we?"

      "Yes."

      "Really?" Drake wondered, his eyes widening.

      "Yes."

      "Does my dad know that?"

      "Your dad?"

      "Um, the gruff guy on board with the muscles."

      "I do not know," he said. "He seems to hate us, so I believe he knows."

      "Were we really that close to being wiped out?"

      "Jin'tu saw Terran survival as important; the Gra'al never looked to destroy you. Terrans were the aggressors from the second you arrived in our territory and spread like a disease."

      "So, wait, I thought you were with Jin'tu and wanted us to survive."

      "My desires are that of the Warlord's," he explained. "He was a wise man who knew what was best for the Gra'al. Apparently for you Terrans, as well."

      "So, he really thought you'd wipe us out?"

      "In three standard years, there would be only a negligible number left, yes."

      "That's crazy, there are almost ten billion of us now, three billion died in the war," Drake said. "Three years?"

      "Three." Gentar nodded.

      "That's pretty bad," he said. "So, he just... stopped? Because he didn't want to wipe us out?"

      "The Gra'al are warlike, yes, but rarely ever united like we were against you Terrans. He saw that there was a different way forward, for both sides. United Gra'al and united Terrans could coexist."

      "But why?"

      "For the betterment of the Gra'al, or perhaps for the betterment of the Terrans," he said. "I am unsure of the finer details."

      "I'm definitely keeping that one in my pocket for later," Drake told him.

      "Excuse me?"

      "Oh." Drake rubbed the back of his neck. "I mean, to use against my father if he gets on me about something. I figure telling him we were close to extinction and that it was one of you that made sure we all didn't die, and not the heroism of the Terran Marines alone that saved us."

      "Why would you do that?"

      "Because my dad is sort of a dick and deserves it."

      "I do not understand Terran familial relationships at all," he said.

      "Neither do I, don't worry."

      The Gra'al piled up rations onto the table, setting down no less than twenty packets of both freeze-dried food and the algae-based protein packs. They ate similar food to humans, but because of their body chemistry, they ate a lot more, as evidenced by his insatiable hunger since he'd woken up. He would have woken up earlier if they had increased his IV drip nutrients, which the machine had measured for a human of similar size. They had been starving him the whole time without knowing it. Carefully, he peeled back the packaging on each one, devouring them in a matter of seconds before discarding the packaging in an ever-burgeoning pile behind him.

      "You have grown close with the Warlord," Gentar said.

      "Jin'tu?" Drake asked, puzzled.

      "No, erm, Bruce, I think you call him?"

      "Ohhhh, Jek'tu, right?"

      "Correct. You have grown close with the boy. I am not sure that I have ever seen a Terran and Gra'al baby interact like that before."

      "You know, I'm not sure that anyone has ever been given the chance."

      "This is true. Are Terran babies... similar?"

      "You know, it's kinda nuts how similar they are, actually. Surprisingly, similar needs from the feeding to the pooping and the throwing up and everything else. It's uncanny, really."

      "Fascinating. Do your males usually provide the care for young ones?"

      "Um, well, not always. I know that mine didn't. If you mean biologically, no; it's the woman who carries the kid, incubates him, feeds him, all of that stuff."

      "Then why you?"

      "Why me what?"

      "Why are you caring for the Warlord?"

      "I guess it just felt like the right thing to do," Drake said. "You've seen this crew, haven't you? Could you imagine Bec with a baby? C'mon. Or my dad? He never even changed my diaper, never mind a Gra'al. The captain, she's all right, though."

      "Captain Vasquez has been quite accommodating."

      "Yeah, the captain is great. Anyway, where is it that we're going, again? Some sort of safe house?"

      "Nothing in Gra'al space is safe for us, not with Giga on the hunt."

      "That's... not good?"

      "No, not good at all. We are heading toward Grinlock—it is there that we should rendezvous with more of Jin'tu's faithful."

      "Do you think this would bother him?" Drake asked.

      "What?"

      "A Terran caring for his son?"

      "I am not sure what Jin'tu would say to that, nor am I sure that he would care, either. As long as you are caring for Jek'tu, he would approve."

      "That's something, right?"

      "I am not sure that I follow."

      "Me neither," Drake said, taking a deep sigh.

      "Gentar, Drake." Bec's voice broke through the comms. "Join us up here, will you?"

      "What's going on?"

      "Well, we really need Gentar for this, but you can come, too."

      "Is something wrong?" Gentar asked.

      "I don't see this Grinlock anywhere, just a massive collection of asteroids."

      "The coordinates I gave you were correct," he said. "You must be mistaken."

      "Just... get up here."
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      The Trystero rocked, an all-hands affair in the cockpit with every gun manned, blasting away at the asteroids and debris that were pummeling them. This was, to the best of Drake's understanding, the remnants of an entire planet that had not just vanished into the ether but saw an overwhelming military force (that Drake finally understood they never would've stood a chance against), completely obliterated. They were flying blind, their radar being assaulted by what felt like an infinite number of small objects, quickly leading them away from what was once Grinlock as safely as they could.

      "I do not understand," Gentar said, visibly shaken. "This was Grinlock, home of millions of Gra'al from House Grintuu."

      "Now they're from House Blown-up-u," the sergeant quipped.

      "Millions of lives lost, and you jest?"

      "Sergeant Rose," the captain scolded. "This is not the time nor the place for your misguided attempts at humor."

      "Yeah, well, I'm done here, anyway." He stormed out of the cockpit in a huff.

      "Gentar," the captain said, "I'm sorry that you had to see this, but do you know how it happened? Do the Gra'al have some sort of super weapon?"

      "Super weapon?" He scoffed. "No, just a fleet of battleships armed with nuclear devices. We had always suspected that an orbital barrage could do this sort of damage, just never thought I would live to see the day where a Gra'al did it to other Gra'al."

      "I understand this is tough for you."

      "Damn Giga!"

      "Gentar, was this the only place you could make your rendezvous?"

      "What?"

      "Was there anywhere else?" the captain asked. "Otherwise, we're back to square one. Do you remember your contact's name?"

      "Yes," he said, "not that it matters anymore. They have reduced her to dust along with the rest of House Grintuu."

      "Who was this contact?" Drake asked. "Maybe they had a group or something?"

      "It was Jek'tu's mother."

      "Oh," Drake said, taking a moment for it to sink in. "Oh. No."

      "Someone must have told Giga where the ship was heading, or he checked the navigation computers. Either way, he found her and destroyed a whole planet to ensure she didn't escape."

      "He sounds ruthless. I don't like this."

      "We don't have a choice," the captain said. "We have to find a way to get Jek to safety."

      "Bruce," Drake reminded her.

      "Whatever. He's important to the Gra'al, and he's important to us. We've seen what they can do to a planet. I can't imagine what they could do to us. There has to be somewhere we can go."

      "There is a place," Gentar said after a long pause. "It is distant, unprotected, and not even Giga would dare defile it."

      "Okay," Bec said. "How do we get there?"

      "Let me input the coordinates on your computer," Gentar replied.

      "You can just tell them to me, too," she said.

      "This place is not for Terrans."

      "You know," Bec raised an eyebrow, "we saved you, we saved Bruce, you gotta trust us at a certain point."

      "This is a holy place, perhaps the only place safe from Giga's grasp. It is for my people alone."

      "I understand," the captain said. "Bec, set a course and don't ask questions."

      Gentar sat in the co-pilot's seat, sullen and quiet while Bec reeled in her chair. Bec was proud, and it was usually Drake that pissed her off, writing it off like a little brother being obnoxious. Sure, her nostrils would flare like they were doing now, she'd protest, but it was just Drake. This time it was different, someone alien to all of them.

      The tension in the cockpit was too much for Drake to handle. He ducked away to get some rest inside of his room. Bruce was sleeping in his cradle in the kitchen, the brush he had been gnawing on in his grasp, somehow soundly sleeping through the hail of asteroids and gunfire they had just gone through. Drake wished he could see the world like he did, from the eyes of a baby and not knowing what the universe had planned for him long before he could even walk. Inside, remnants of the mural he had painted of the dead alien were still visible, as were the splashes of paint from when he tried to cover it up.

      His entire body felt heavy, weighed down by his newfound responsibilities and the sense of hopelessness that permeated the ship. His paints called to him, scraping at the painting on the wall while the chips fell to the floor. He didn't bother priming the somewhat-bare wall with white paint, he just started throwing paint against the wall, not worrying about pattern or form, just letting his mind guide his hand through each stroke. Before long, an image clarified in both his mind and on the wall: his own face with heavy, dark circles under his eyes, hair slicked back and stained with paint and blood splattered all over, both green and red.

      He was panting, his chest rising and falling in grand motions, trying to gain control of himself. His hands trembled before he dropped his brush on the floor. The image staring back at him was like a twisted mirror: a glimpse inside of what had become his chaotic mind. Drake sprang to his feet and mashed on the door control, the sudden urge for fresh air overcoming him. He ran his fingers through his hair, streaking the light-brown waves with red as he stomped out and took a huge breath of fresh air. Bruce was stirring, starting to cry out and Drake just had to walk away, deeper into the bowels of the ship where he could clear his mind. Descending the steps into the cargo hold, his mind was still swimming, the image of himself and the dead Gra'al reaching out to him flashing when he closed his eyes. The cavernous cargo hold greeted him coldly, only a few flickering lights overhead and the perfect space for him to just take a few deep breaths.

      “Shit!” he shouted into the abyss, screaming until he couldn't hold it any longer.

      "That was something," the captain said.

      "Oh, what? Damn." Drake turned around to see her leaning against a railing. "I'm sorry, Cap, I didn't know anyone else was down here."

      "You know better." She crossed her arms. "This is the place that I like to go when I need time away."

      "Yeah, I know," he said. "I'm just not thinking right now."

      "Dray, are you doing all right?"

      "I don't know."

      "You know you can talk to me, right?"

      "I know, I’m just not there right now, okay? I don't always know what's going on up there—it's just been a crazy few days, is all."

      "Yeah, well, I'm your captain, Drake. I need to know if you'll be able to handle what's coming for us, because I'm not sure it's gonna get better anytime soon. You saw what they did to that planet."

      "I did, it's just... why'd I choose this? Why'd I choose to come with him? He doesn't even want me here. He doesn't care that I'm here. I just did it because I wasn't sure I could survive on my own. Now I'm going to die with him, and he doesn't even want me."

      "Your father is a good man, Drake. I know he's an asshole and difficult, but he's loyal. He cares about you, just in his own way. For what it's worth, I'm glad you're here," she said. "This isn't just a crew, this is our family now, scars and all."

      "Yeah, I'm glad that I'm here, too," he said. "I just... I'm not ready for this."

      "For what?"

      "All of this." He motioned around the ship. "The Gra'al, Bruce, this mission, whatever the hell it is we're doing."

      "None of us are," she told him. "But we'll do it together, that's what matters."

      "I've never thought of dying like that," he joked. "Dying with family is better than dying alone, I guess, like that Gra'al."

      "Which Gra'al?"

      "The one from the ship we found Bruce on, the one that I can't shake."

      "You never get used to seeing dead people, Drake. At least you shouldn't. I think your father might be used to it, or at least pretends to be."

      "Who knows? He's a sociopath."

      "Sort of." She laughed. "Look, we just need to keep our heads down and work together and we can—"

      The ship shook, sending the both of them flying to grated metal ground, Drake's head bouncing off of his hands leaving the world ringing. The captain was on her feet first, reaching out for the railing before another quake shook the ship even harder. Drake's body skipped along the ground like a rock in a puddle. The entire world was spinning for Drake now, and he felt the captain's hands on his shoulders, picking him up to his feet.

      "C'mon," she urged. "We need to get to the bridge. Bec! What was that?"

      No response.

      “Damnit," she cursed. “They must have damaged the comms. Let's go, Drake."

      With a nod, they were off, the captain practically pushing him ahead of her, up the narrow stairway to the kitchen, where she scooped Bruce into her arms. She continued moving Drake forward as the ship rocked a few more times. There was shouting coming from the cockpit as they rounded the corner and up the stairs, where they found everyone up there on full alert.

      "What the hell is hitting my ship?" Captain Vasquez asked, the baby still in tow.

      "Captain," Bec shouted, momentarily glancing back to reveal a minor cut on her forehead. "They came out of nowhere."

      "Who did?"

      "The Gra'al," his father grumbled. "Rockheads hit us from behind; came in hot before the radar could even pick 'em up."

      "It's one of Giga's ships," Gentar said. "We are attempting to hold them off, but we're no match for their firepower."

      "Have they reached out to us at all?"

      "No, ma'am," Bec answered.

      "Open a comm channel. We can still do that, right?"

      "I think so." The pilot nodded, flicking a few switches. "Internal comms look down, but I can open up a channel outside."

      "Do it."

      "Okay," she told her. "You're on."

      "Gra'alian vessel, this is Captain Vasquez of the Trystero. Cease fire immediately. We surrender."

      "What?" his father spat. "Are you fucking kidding me?"

      "I repeat," she continued, ignoring his father, "this is the Trystero, we surrender."
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      Gra'al boots were beating along the narrow walkway once again. This time, they knew what they were after. The captain slowly walked down to greet them, with Bruce wrapped tightly inside of his blanket, nestled between her chest and arm. In her other arm she had her blaster out, ready for whatever the Gra'al might throw at them. Drake followed her, not wanting her to surrender Bruce over to them, or at least not to hide from them this time. Three large Gra'al were standing just inside the airlock, one in the center and one on either side with heavy blaster rifles primed and ready.

      "I'm Captain Vasquez. What's the meaning of this?"

      "You have invaded our sovereign territory and—what?” One of the Gra’al stepped forward as he spoke, likely the leader or highest ranking among the trio, and eyed the captain directly. “What is the meaning of this?"

      "Meaning of what?" she asked, blaster still by her side.

      "A Gra'al baby in Terran arms," he said. "What sort of game are you playing at, Terran?"

      "It's no game," the captain replied, stumbling slightly. They had sworn that they were there for the baby, not for border patrol. Especially with how they had been shooting at them. "We have a Gra'al crewmember, and this is his son."

      "Then why is he with you?"

      "Because he's sleeping and we all help out," she said. "Is this why you stopped me? To bug us about how we do business?"

      "You are in Gra'al space," he grunted. "Not many Terrans would dare do such a thing."

      "Like I said, we have a Gra'al crewmember, and we were trying to get him home, but ran into a problem."

      "I see no Gra'al here." He spread his arms wide and gazed around.

      "Hold on, then," the captain said. "I'd call to him, but all of that blaster fire damaged our internal comms. Drake, can you go find Gentar?"

      "Sure," Drake agreed.

      "Okay, move fast, all right?"

      "Yeah," Drake said, darting off toward the cockpit, through the kitchen, and running face-first into the large alien's chest, sending him crashing to the ground.

      "What is going on?" Gentar asked.

      "I was coming to get you," Drake panted, out of breath. "It's...they don't know who Bruce is."

      "I don't understand. They have to be Giga's men, otherwise..."

      "They want to talk to you. We told them he's your son, so...figure it out?"

      "Fine," Gentar agreed, marching toward the airlock door.

      "Here he is now.” Drake ushered him forward. “Gentar, please tell them this is your son."

      "Yes," he said. "That is my boy, erm, Bru...star."

      "See?” Captain Vasquez squared her shoulders. “Just like we told you."

      "Then why are you with these Terrans?" the leader asked.

      "This is my crew," Gentar responded. "They saved me from my old ship, and to repay my debt, I've promised my servitude to repair the ship."

      "Grrr." The leader appeared upset. "A debt of servitude, if you must. You know I cannot let the child be."

      “The debt is passed on; you know this,” Gentar protested.

      "Then kill yourself and end this charade," the leader growled, pushing forward and snatching Bruce from the captain's arms.

      "I'm not gonna let you do that," the captain said, whipping her blaster up in a flash. "I'm not gonna let you take one of mine like that."

      "Step aside, puny Terran." One of the Gra’al guards moved forward, smashing the captain with the back of his rifle, sending her crashing to the ground.

      Drake went to approach, only for the giant hand of Gentar to stop him. "What house do you belong to?" Gentar asked.

      "What does it matter to a ghost like you?" the leader grunted.

      "By my honor, I wish to know who cares for my legacy."

      "Vetru of House Lazaar."

      "Vetru." Gentar inclined his head. "Do your loyalties still lie with Jin'tu?"

      "I do not discuss Gra'al matters with ghosts," he snarled. "Be gone with you, wretched knave."

      "Aren't you promised to Jin'tu!" Gentar shouted. "Have you forsaken him for Giga?"

      "My allegiances are of no concern to you," the leader spat, disappearing through the airlock with his two guards in tow.

      "Damnit," Drake cursed. "We have to go after him!"

      "I have failed; they are correct.” Gentar hung his head. “I have failed in my duty."

      The airlock door cycled shut while the bridge rescinded back toward the Gra'al ship. The fear welling up inside of Drake was quickly replaced by anger. They had failed and Bruce had fallen into the hands of someone that didn't understand him or care about him. The captain picked herself up, looking at Drake, and without words, embraced him.

      "We'll get him back," she whispered into his ear.

      "I know," he said, fighting back tears. "We have to."

      "I don't know what all of that was about," she said to Gentar," but we're not letting go that easily."

      "He was correct in my failure," he repeated. "You do not understand our customs, our—"

      "I don't give two shits about your customs right now," the captain said, getting up in his face. "Tell me how we're going to get him back."

      "I..."

      "I refuse to say this is over. Not on my watch. Tell me about this House of Lazaar."

      "House Lazaar was loyal to the Warlord."

      "They didn't recognize his son?"

      "No one would," Gentar said. "Giga has likely broadcast that he's slain Jek'tu; they have no reason to search for him."

      "So what? What are they going to do with him?"

      "They will raise him as a warrior in House Lazaar," Gentar told them. "Strong warriors, a good line. He will be taken care of."

      "So just... that's it, then?" Drake gritted his teeth through the tears. "We're gonna let him go and be frigging Brustar of House Lazaar?"

      "The alternative is what?" Gentar raised his voice. "We tell them who he is and run the risk of Giga compromising House Lazaar and slaughtering him in his crib? Or we run some fool mission only to be swatted down like bugs ourselves? He's right; I'm already a ghost."

      "I don't care what you are." Drake fisted his hands at his sides. "I thought Gra'al were fearless warriors, not some simpering, ineffective sad sacks of shit!"

      "Drake," the captain snapped in warning. "Calm down."

      "I can't calm down, not with—"

      "I said calm down." She patted him on the chest. "I have a plan."
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      The five of them sat solemnly at the table in the kitchen, Drake unable to take his eyes off of Bruce's empty bassinet. He always knew that he'd need to say goodbye to the boy at some point, just not like that, not under those circumstances. While Gentar had been quiet and mostly kept to himself before, now that he had encountered other Gra'al he was an entirely different person, thoroughly shamed into subservience. He may have been bigger than Drake, more powerful and a better warrior, yet none of that mattered after a few words from someone of his own kind.

      "So, what's this plan?" his father barked. "I say good riddance, we dump Gentar here, and go home."

      "You know that isn't an option," the captain said. "Nor do I think that's what you really want."

      "We're getting Bruce back," Drake told him. "Unless you're scared of a few Gra'al?"

      "You know damned well that I'm not."

      Drake stared at his father. "Then stop grumbling."

      "Drake is right," the captain agreed. "We will find a way to get Bruce back. Gentar told us that House Lazaar was loyal to Jin'tu, so they may still be yet. We need to use that to our advantage."

      "Which means what?" Bec asked.

      "We're going to go to the Lazaar colony and talk some sense into them."

      "Whoa." Sergeant Rose lifted his hands. "Are you absolutely insane? We can't withstand an assault from any of those ships, never mind a whole planet."

      "That's why we made a plan." Captain Vasquez nodded.

      "What kind of plan is there? We go, we get killed.” Drake’s father shook his head. “I'm out."

      "Sit down, Terran." Gentar pounded his fist on the table.

      "Thank you, Gentar," the captain continued. "Like I said, we have a plan. The plan is that we approach someone from House Lazaar and claim that we found Gentar injured and wished to return him to someone friendly."

      "That's your plan?" The sergeant scoffed.

      "It's something," Drake said.

      "That's going to get us killed."

      "Then you come up with something, Dad. Instead of just being an asshole, do something for once. Stop feeling sorry for yourself all the time and taking it out on all of us."

      "I... okay," he said, nodding his head absently. "The boy has something on his mind here, doesn't he?"

      "This familial spat can wait," Bec said. "We need to iron out this plan already. So where is this colony?"

      "On the moon of Triinal," Gentar replied. "I can show you where to head. There should be Lazaar vessels patrolling nearby. They will find us quickly."

      "So then what?" his father asked. "We just say, 'oh, yeah, can we have the kid back?' That'll work."

      "No," the captain said. "We will then explain that we have a message from Jin'tu, which isn't exactly a lie. If he's still loyal, like Gentar believes, this should work."

      "I don't get you rockheads," his father grunted. "I don't get you at all."

      "Don't hurt your puny Terran brain trying to understand it."

      "I really can't wait until the day I can just..."

      "Dad, shut up already," Drake said.

      "All right, have it your way." He turned away, stomping off to his quarters.

      The plan wasn't an incredible one, but it was a plan, and they'd have to think on their feet to make sure it worked. They had to do something, though, that much was for sure. His father was being difficult, and Drake just hoped that when the time came, he'd spring into action like they needed him to do. Gentar walked off to continue working on the internal comms while the captain sat alone at the table, staring off into the distance.

      "Hey, Cap," Drake said.

      "Yeah? Oh, sorry, Dray, I was just thinking is all."

      "Thinking about what?"

      "About my father," she told him. "He's still alive—did you know that?"

      "No, I didn't. You don't talk much about your family."

      "I don't talk about them because they never mattered much to me. They didn't really care about me; I had to raise myself and that was really that. They were never a part of my life, just some distant memory. I know your dad is difficult sometimes, but you should really try to forge some sort of relationship with him. It's not too late, you know?"

      "I've already done everything that I could; it's up to him now."

      "Yeah. It sorta is."

      "Do you think we can pull this off?"

      "No," she said, rubbing at the cut above her eyebrow. "I don't know what's gonna happen. Maybe your father is right. I don't really know anymore. We've just gotta try."

      "We'll make it work; we always do."

      "Yeah. We do, don't we?"

      "I miss him," Drake said, staring down at the empty bassinet.

      "I know you do. We're gonna get him back, though. Somehow."

      "We're gonna try, at least."

      "Yeah, we are going to do everything that we can."

      "Although, I don't know," he said. "Maybe Gentar is right that this could be best for him? I'd feel really awful giving up, but at the same time, I just don't know."

      "It'll be fine, Drake. Trust me."
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      The crew sat quietly on the approach to Triinal. To say that things had not been going their way of late would be an understatement. The constant setbacks left them tired, worn down and afraid. Captain Vasquez was resolute in her plan to rescue Bruce from the Gra'al that had taken him, but even then, she looked worn out and ready to give up. She was spending more and more time isolated from the crew down in the cargo bay, Drake occasionally visiting her but words failing them. Something about the decision to salvage that Gra'al freighter seemed to haunt her, considering the chain of events it set off.

      "Anything yet?" the captain asked.

      "No," Bec answered. "Just static. I have a few pings on the long range but no replies to the canned message."

      "This is foolish," Gentar exclaimed. "They'll just shoot us down, anyway."

      "We have to hope that they won't," the captain said. "Hope that your life is important enough to them."

      "I am a ghost now," he said. "My life has lost its meaning."

      "Yeah, we heard that a few times already," Bec told him.

      Finding the tension too much to bear, Drake left the cockpit and slunk back to his room, leaving the door open while he flopped down face-first onto his bunk. The entire trip to Triinal felt like a death march, the silence of the crew a dirge for their still-unknown fates. His father had been keeping to himself, occasionally running laps around the cargo bay when he poked his head out; otherwise, he was in his bunk lifting his weights and cleaning his guns. He was single-minded, but that preparation seemed to make him feel comfortable. Drake didn't bother him the entire trip, the morose idea marinating in his mind that they could both perish on this mission without ever attempting to understand each other and Drake having made peace with that.

      The painting of his face stared down at him from the wall, screaming out in horror. Drake's usual desire to tear the whole thing down and start over wasn't there; instead, he found himself just staring at it in a trance. It was reaching out to him, beckoning him to finish what he started. In a fugue-like state he snatched up his brushes and uncovered his paints, dipping the brush and mixing madly, paint splashing against the wall and onto him in big, fluid motions. He was one with the paint and moving without emotion or foresight. After a few breathless moments, he sat back on his bed, panting heavily. His face was still there, but now the body of the Gra'al reaching out from beyond the grave had encompassed him completely, melding the two images together in perfect disharmony.

      Unable to stand the sight of it, he sprang from his bed and rushed out into the common area, looking frazzled and unstable. On autopilot, he punched in the code on the protein synthesizer for Bruce's formula, taking the bulb to the empty bassinet and staring for a long time, before he sighed and just drank it himself. The formula was sickly sweet with a strange tang to it. Somehow, after all of those feedings, this was the first time that he'd ever tasted the stuff. Now he understood why the kid sucked it right up almost immediately. That still didn't make him feel any better.

      "What the hell are you doing?" His father's voice boomed.

      "Huh?"

      "You're drinking that alien swill?"

      "It's formula, Dad," he said. "It's almost exactly like what we feed to our own babies."

      "What do you know about that? I've never even seen you with a woman."

      "What does that have to do with anything? What do you know about me, anyway? What do you even care?"

      "Oh, cut the shit," his dad said. "You're acting like a spoiled damned brat. I've let you mooch off of me for how long now? Almost ten fucking years. Not once have you said thank you, you just duck away in that room of yours, doing your insane scrawls on the wall."

      "You've never taken an interest in me," Drake said. "Why start now?"

      "That's why you're here, right? Because I had no interest in you?"

      "Insane scrawls, you just called my painting that."

      "I guess I did." His dad shrugged. "What of it? I don't understand a thing you do, never have, never will."

      "Well, you won't have to worry about that for long. We're all going to die on this mission, right?"

      "Probably," he said. "So, drink up your baby formula."

      Drake narrowed his eyes. "Fuck you."

      "Good talk, son."

      "At least I know why Mom left you," Drake said, feeling his anger boiling to the surface. "Nobody should have to deal with you for this long. You're a miserable prick who thinks that years in the military excuses you for treating everyone like shit."

      "Why you little—"

      His father reared back like he would punch Drake, his fist cocked only for Gentar to stomp into the room, dumping out a pile of rations onto the table. The sergeant retreated to his bunk in a huff without a word, Drake's heart pumping. The alien just sat and carefully unwrapped each ration, one by one, before tossing it into his maw and discarding the packaging. It now sat in a neat pile after there had been a series of complaints about his messes.

      "Is this how Terran fathers and sons coexist?"

      "What?"

      "Like you and the sergeant?" Gentar asked.

      "I don't know," Drake said. "That's just us. We don't get along. Never have."

      "This is why you've taken to Jek'tu, then?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "You love him like you wish to be loved."

      "I... maybe? I don't really know. I've never thought about it."

      "Terrans were more in touch with these feelings, I thought. That was what they taught us: appeal to their feelings, kill someone they fight near, and they will break. That was our training."

      "That's pretty fucked up."

      "It worked."

      "It's still really fucked up."

      "That's war."

      "Yeah, apparently. I know little about war."

      "You were not made for war," Gentar said, sucking down a packet of cherry-flavored slush. "Your father was; you were not."

      "I'm not made for much, at least not in his eyes."

      "You are a truth-teller. I believe we spoke of this."

      "Yeah, we did."

      "Hey, guys." Captain Vasquez emerged from the cargo bay. "What’s gotten into your father, Dray? He's stomping around down there and slamming things around."

      "We had an argument."

      "Is this just something you guys do before we all risk our asses out there or something? Just tear into each other? This never happened before."

      "Because I just let him treat me like shit," Drake told her. "I'm done with that."

      "Noted," she said, not pushing any further. "Bec says we should be within range any minute now. I was just heading up to the cockpit to get a glimpse of this Triinal. I've never seen a Gra'al planet up close before. You should come along."

      There's not much to see," Gentar said. "Triinal is harsh, cold, and just rocks. House Lazaar live in metal domes and mine for gems there."

      "Still, it's something new, c'mon."

      Drake followed her, happy to be moving and out of the way of his rampaging father. Up ahead was a dusky-looking planet pockmarked with shiny dots that he assumed were the metal domes that Gentar had told them about. There were a few ships in orbit but none of them seemed overly concerned with them, an alien ship, approaching. Bec was carefully working the controls, monitoring the radar, and looking focused for once.

      "Still nothing?" the captain asked.

      "Nothing," Becca replied.

      "Here, give me a live channel," the captain said, straightening herself out.

      "You're good to go."

      "This is Captain Vasquez of the Terran vessel Trystero. We're requesting aid from House Lazaar. We’ve picked up an injured Gra'al and are unsure of how to care for him. I repeat—"

      "This is Triinal Control." A voice boomed. "The Trystero is cleared for landing at bay fifteen. Deactivate your engines and let the tractor beam guide you in."

      "Oh," the captain said, seeming surprised. "Thank you, Triinal Control. Powering down."

      "What?" Bec asked. "Just like that?"

      "I don't know." The captain shrugged. "Gentar! Get up here."

      "What is happening?" Gentar grumbled.

      "Just... get up here." Captain Vasquez raised her voice over comms. "They're letting us land."

      The alien stood behind them, watching as the blue beam of energy encased the Trystero and carefully tugged them closer to Triinal. The planet, upon closer inspection, was filled with metal domes to the point of appearing spotted. House Lazaar had to be mining every part of the planet's surface. Drake couldn't help but feel a pit grow in his stomach, imagining what the other planet had been like before Giga's forces descended upon it and blew it to smithereens. A chill ran down his spine, envisioning all the dead.

      Those structures on the planet's surface had seemed small from orbit, but upon closer inspection, they were immense, each one able to house an entire city of Gra'al, beyond just mining operations. The population of Triinal had to be at least in the tens of millions. Gentar had snorted, recalling the place to be uninhabitable, yet it was laid bare, the sheer scope of the Gra'alian people extraordinary. Humans were far outnumbered, and this galaxy was definitely not their home, just the place that they discovered during the Exodus that contained planets that could sustain human life, along with that of the Gra’al.

      "I can't believe it," Drake muttered under his breath.

      "What? This?" Gentar asked, surprised.

      "This is amazing," he said.

      "This is a remote mining planet. If you believe that this is impressive, you will not believe Graa Prime."

      "Maybe someday I'll see it."

      The Gra'al merely laughed while they pulled the ship into the large blast doors inside a huge hangar. "No Terran has ever set foot on Graa Prime."

      "Yeah, well, no Terran has been here, either, I guess."

      "That I do not know," Gentar admitted. "You have hazarded a guess that only House Lazaar can answer."

      Cresting into the great dome, there was no turning back for the Trystero or its crew. They were deep into their plan now, like it or not. They all sat quietly, in awe of their surroundings while feeling the intense gravity tugging them down. They were in Gra'al territory now.

    



OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/trysterocollection1-3.jpg
FERaER AL S H

TRYSTERO

C O L L EjCRIREOIN

DAVE WALSH

SHATTERED
!

BOOKS GINNS = RS






