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Prologue
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Zechariah Jacobs, captain of the star ship Ghost Dancer, looked out from the bridge of his ship at a dozen warships from the Northwestern Galactic Empire, musing, It’s finally time to pay the piper.

The ship had just completed a faster than light jump, using an artificial wormhole to cross the light-years between stars, as produced by the ship’s FTL drive, only to have arrived in the middle of an ambush! Most of the bridge crew were suffering from the adverse effects of the jump, which ranged from head and body aches to nausea and general grogginess, though Zechariah had been lucky enough to acquire some resistance, while the pilot had been dosed with pain relievers and stimulants to keep him alert.

Though there were three different designs of ship arrayed against them, they all shared a polished, militant look, with green and gray paint that matched the day to day uniform of the empire’s military. They bristled with weaponry and their launch bays were open, ready to disgorge a veritable hail of support craft.

Zech, as his people tended to call him, was tall, with black hair, hazel eyes and a complexion that hinted at the middle-eastern origin of his ancestors. The gray cloth of his shipboard work uniform, which was more or less just a single-color, one-piece jumpsuit, marked him as part of the ship’s command crew.

He wasn’t just captain of the ship, but also a wizard, able to wield magic in addition to his talent for technology, though he normally didn’t wear his red wizard’s robe and pointed hat for day to day work. He normally preferred them when traveling by foot or meeting people for the first time, because it paid to advertise his magic, often garnering a measure of respect he wouldn’t otherwise have.

Zech hadn’t always been a wizard. That was the result of landing an escape pod on a supposedly unexplored planet, the surface of which was laced with the Mind Fire virus that had changed his body and given him the powers of a wizard.

The world had turned out to be a former colony his own government had disavowed and forgotten. Even worse, the government had nuked one of their own colonies to bury the truth about the Mind Fire virus. Those events had led the people of his world to fear the sky and their mythology had evolved around the idea that the Sky God had punished them for the mere existence of magic. For thousands of years, they’d looked to the sky for any and every sign of angels, with every intent of fighting to the death if messengers from the god they’d rejected returned.

Sitting on Zech’s shoulder was Ruth, his familiar and constant companion. She was a tiny humanoid about six inches tall, with blond hair and semi-transparent wings like a dragonfly. He’d made her out of magic while delirious with fevers caused by the virus and she was effectively a living spell. She wore a miniature gray jumpsuit much like the one Zech wore, though hers was open at the back to make room for her wings. Her body glowed slightly most of the time, unless she was exhausted, but since all of her energy came from Zech, that only happened when he over-taxed himself with magic. She could change the color and intensity of the light she produced with conscious effort, but it normally reflected her mood.

It had taken Zech more than a decade’s work to find enough buried technology on the primitive world he called home to get his people into space. From there, they’d visited a neighboring pirate outpost, where they were told their story was hardly unique, because it had happened hundreds, if not thousands of times, since there were variations of the virus randomly scattered around a large portion of the galaxy!

The existence of the Mind Fire virus had been the entire point of his ship’s journey two-thousand light-years into imperial space, to forcibly take command of a media hub for several hours. There, he’d met with the station commander, Zech’s own aunt, and managed to convince her to get the word out regarding the empire’s heinous sins.

Never once had Zech questioned his resolve to speak the truth, even knowing it might get his crew killed and his new home glassed from orbit with thermonuclear ordnance. On the contrary, for many years he’d carried a terrible burden of conscience, absolutely bothered by the need to reveal the awful truth to the common man of the empire, because their own government had been killing them for thousands of years, just to protect the status-quo. The thing that finally relieved him of that burden had been seeing the news feeds of the empire carry the message to its every corner, because his aunt had anonymously sent the evidence to every media hub in the empire and the juicy tale of corruption had been impossible for the reporters to ignore. As a result, nearly every media hub was currently down, by government order, but that had been too little, too late: the damage was done and everyone that had watched any of the news the day the story broke knew the truth.

The third officer of Ghost Dancer, Rachel Levine, a former intelligence operative of the empire who’d turned pirate, had warned Zech the military and the Imperial Intelligence Core would be out for blood, but even as Zech looked out at twelve of the empire’s warships, he wasn’t bothered by his choice, though he wondered how they were going to survive and get home.

The bridge of Ghost Dancer was rather large, with close to a hundred workstations, most of which were multipurpose and largely occupied by the ship’s gunners, though four of them were dedicated to a particular task. Every station was occupied, because Zech knew the precarious position their actions had placed them in.

The pilot and co-pilot stations had additional controls for guiding the ship and were situated at the front of the room, to give the pilots an unobstructed view of space.

The captain’s station was unique, because it was raised higher than the others on a small dais at the center of the back row and had extra screens, so whoever was in command could see everything that was going on with a quick glance.

Behind the other stations was the navigator’s station, appearing like a holographic conference table. The extra space and the three-dimensional display were a useful aid for plotting the ship’s course. It was also used during meetings of the ship’s command crew, because it was so convenient for the task.

Most of the stations were manned by dwarves, including the pilots, gunners and the first officer. Dwarves were a human off-shoot about a head shorter, though they seemed to make up for their height by being approximately one-third wider, a body frame seemingly designed for putting on muscle. Dwarves loved hard work of all sorts, but in modern times they were very eager to learn anything they could about technology. Dwarves tended to wear their beards extremely long and the women braided them in styles every bit as complicated as the hair styles women of other races favored.

The ship’s first officer, Winzon, sat to the right of Zech. He was the most muscular example of a dwarf Zech had ever seen, with a long, brown beard tinged with red that reached to his belt. He also wore gray.

Zech had met the dwarf in a village named Heart Forge; dwarves thought of the heart as a forge with a smith continually pounding away and Winzon had named his village for the concept. Zech had found new meaning in the name, because Heart Forge was a place that was re-forging the hearts of everyone it touched; old prejudice and hatred between the various races of the world had been discarded within its walls.

The other notable dwarf on the bridge was the pilot, Gimath, Winzon’s adult son, who looked much like his father, though not quite as muscular.

Some few of the stations were occupied by elves, another off-shoot of human from Zech’s world. They tended to be as tall as humans, but slender, with pointed ears and typically had blond hair. The sensor operator and communications specialist were both elves. There was also an elf lurking in one of the entrances to the bridge, dressed in the red uniform of a medic. The elves had started out rather quiet and shy among other races, but when they overcame that reclusiveness, they’d discovered a talent for science and medicine.

To Zech’s left was an elf named Jerala. He had short, blond hair and wore yellow, indicating his specialty was scientific in nature. His customary position was as sensor operator. Zech would never forget the day he’d met the elf in the woods, totally unable to speak the local language. They’d quickly become friends over the elf teaching him to survive by fishing.

Just one seat further was Kerah, Jerala’s wife, who despite having been an exceptionally shy woman the day Zech met her, had blossomed into a communications specialist. She wore blue to indicate her technical specialty and had long, blond hair, which Zech gathered she’d never cut, a common cultural habit for elf women. To keep it out of the way, it had been wrapped around the top of her head in a complicated mixture of french braids, a beehive and a bun at the back, because there was so much of it to go around. Zech sometimes wondered exactly how much extra weight the woman was carrying on top of her head in the form of hair, especially since elf hair tended to be very thick.

One of the stations was occupied by a goblin, which was a green-skinned, diminutive human off-shoot normally about four feet tall or a head shorter than dwarves, with sharp, pointy teeth and black hair. Goblins had been the race to change the most as a result of Zech’s influence.

Wild goblins tended to be primitive, violent, cave-dwelling, starving raiders, who stole anything that wasn’t nailed down and sometimes even what was, if they could break it free, though they weren’t very good at the raiding, to be honest.

Modern goblins, by comparison, had been taught by the dwarves and they embraced technology in a way no other race had: where the others modernized in a clumsy sort of way, goblins seemed to grasp technology, deep down in their bones, as if it were instinct. Their small hands and dark-adapted eyes made them invaluable as engineers, easily able to work in cramped spaces without flashlights. They often wore goggles that darkened in bright light, because they could easily be temporarily blinded by bright flashes.

The goblin to the right of Winzon was Scar, who happened to be the ship’s chief engineer. His blue jumpsuit was dirty and stained with grease. Zech had recently been keeping Scar on the bridge, because he wanted the goblin’s insight in combat; he had a keen eye for detail and could easily spot weaknesses in enemy ships that no one else would.

The whole forward wall of the bridge was a window into space made of a metal alloy that could selectively turn transparent or darken as needed to keep the eyes of the crew safe.

Above the bridge was an observation deck that consisted of little more than a railed catwalk, but a set of big screens hung down between the walkways, which were used for displaying data for the entire bridge crew to see. At the back of the room, to either side, were exits to the hallways linking the bridge to the rest of the ship.

From outside, Ghost Dancer was a large disc with weaponry all along the edges, bisected by a prominent, central ridge. The disc held the ship’s eight cargo bays, while the ridge contained the living spaces, using the cargo bays as an extra layer of protection for the most sensitive portions of the ship. The bridge of the ship was on the lowest deck of the ridge, facing forward, while the secondary bridge mirrored it, at the top. Sandwiched between them were a number of observation bays, while the aft portion of the ridge held the main engineering bay and a set of external electro-gravitic thrusters that gave the ship additional thrust. The design very much resembled the classic flying saucer, an intentional choice meant to confuse. The whole thing was coated in a layer of radiation-scattering paint that made her hard to track with sensors if power was minimized. Up close, the paint sparkled, but beyond a few feet, it was just black.
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Part 1

The Price of Truth
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Chapter 1

Paying the Piper
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Zech cursed and shouted, “Jump us back!”

The FTL drive charged and the vast energy dumped into it dissipated, but nothing happened!

Scar screamed, “We haven’t moved!”

Gimath panicked and tried again, with identical results!

“Scar, figure this out!” Zech commanded, then switched on the PA system, “All hands: to battle stations!”

That would get the secondary bridge manned by the third officer and the night shift, giving additional gunners, but it would take a little time. Out in the hall, Zech heard someone retching from moving too fast, too soon after the jump.

Kerah grunted, “We’re being hailed by the lead ship, audio and video.”

“Fine. Let’s draw this out while Scar fixes things and the secondary bridge is manned.”

The largest screen on the bridge lit up, showing a middle-aged man in a green and gray imperial military uniform. The insignia on his shoulder indicated he was a captain.

“Zechariah Jacobs, you and your crew have one chance to survive: surrender immediately!” He spoke with menace!

Zech glanced at the ship’s status indicators on one of his screens. The secondary bridge was almost fully crewed, giving plenty of gunners to keep all of the weapons independently manned.

He allowed a look of confusion to cover his face as he continued to stall, “For what crime? As far as I’m aware, we’ve done nothing wrong. We delivered a message to the media, that’s all.”

Since his aunt had likely sent off the data anonymously to protect herself, there should have been nothing linking them to her and therefore, no criminal activity should have been associated with the ship. It was a gamble, but he thought it might buy a little time.

“Treason and sedition against the emperor!”

He grinned as another time waster occurred to him, “Wait, then I’m still considered a citizen? I’ve been out of contact for more than ten years!”

The enemy captain turned irate as he demanded, “Stop stalling! Do you surrender or not?”

Zech turned and looked at Scar, who threw his hands in the air, signaling he had no solution.

“Very well,” Zech sighed and surreptitiously buckled himself into his seat, “open fire on the lead ship with everything we’ve got!”

The various gunners chimed in with, “Aye!” or “Aye, sir!”, while one chirped, “Ye got it!”

Every weapon on the ship came to life - Zzboosh! - twin lasers from the main cannons struck the lead ship, while missiles streaked through the void and smaller lasers danced over the surface of the other ship, cutting through various targets of opportunity!

The screen with the surprised enemy captain’s face went dark as the missiles struck home, resulting in an explosion that ripped his ship to pieces, but not before they’d launched missiles of their own!

“Evasive maneuvers!” Zech ordered, “Engage countermeasures!”

The ship rocked and twisted as they moved, while the area around them filled with a fine mist designed to confuse modern sensor arrays, including those of missiles! That was one of the ship’s recent upgrades, which they’d gotten from the pirates.

Zech turned to Scar, demanding, “What’s keeping us here?”

“Diagnostics show no damage!” Scar shrugged, “The drive’s in perfect, working order! It’s almost like the space we’re in has become too stable!”

Zech turned to Jerala, “Scan the FTL beacon. Is it operating?”

FTL travel required two things to be safe: an FTL drive in working order, plus a pair of FTL beacons at the origin and destination of the jump. The beacons did the job of softening space to make the ruptures easier to form, while the drive functioned to tear a hole in space. Without the beacons, an FTL jump was normally lethal, either exposing the crew to deadly radiation or worse, with possibilities ranging from a fraction of the mass of the ship turning into energy, with explosive results, or the wormhole could destabilize and pinch mid-transit, crushing the ship like an egg, resulting in nothing more than exploding wreckage coming through.

In that moment, an explosion rocked the ship!

“External engines are down!” Scar screamed!

Zech cursed again as their ability to maneuver was reduced, making further hits more likely!

Jerala shouted over the din of their own weapons fire, to be heard, “The beacon’s operating in reverse, making space more stable! We can’t jump like this!”

Zech got a nasty idea, “All gunners: sight and launch dumb-fire missiles, now!”

In addition to the fairly-standard guided missiles Ghost Dancer carried, they also had fire and forget missiles, which had bigger warheads and more importantly, mechanical detonators instead of electronics.

The ship rocked as launchers around the edge of Ghost Dancer fired at the same time!

“Activate the suppression field!” Zech ordered.

Another of the ship’s recent upgrades was the suppression field, which was a weapon designed to blanket the area outside the hull in an energy field that significantly slowed the flow of electricity in unshielded electronics. It had been a huge part of the way they captured the media hub.

Everything turned quiet for a few moments as Gimath dodged various missiles that were no longer able to guide themselves, because an impact could potentially still set them off, though it was less likely.

The enemy ships mostly continued on their original courses, momentarily confused about why none of their weapons would fire and their sensors weren’t working.

Ka-toom! - Explosive shock waves rocked the ship as their unguided, solid-fuel missiles struck various targets, crippling many of the ships in the opposing fleet! The sound of the debris that came after was like hail on a metal roof as small fragments struck the hull!

Zech shouted, “Get us out of here and find a good hiding place for repairs!”

They kept the suppression field active until they left the area.

When it was off, Jerala reported, “The enemy ships are mostly disabled. The few that aren’t are helping those that are. No pursuit.”

With a heavy heart, Zech asked, “How many ships did we kill?”

“Looks like three, including the lead.”

Winzon unbuckled himself and walked over, putting a hand on Zech’s shoulder, “Ye did the right thing. This is war and it was them or us. Given the choice, me picks ‘us’ every time.”

“He’s right.” Jerala added, “We need to survive and get home if we can, if not for our sake, then for the sake of family.”

Zech nodded, but he didn’t like the idea of killing people. He thought of the goblin raiders he’d once driven a truck over. That didn’t sit well with him either, but he knew it was a matter of survival in both cases.

“Either way, that trick won’t work again. Next time, they’ll be prepared for our favorite weapon. We need a new tactic.” He decided aloud.

With a few hours work, their pilot brought them into an asteroid field and parked the ship on the surface of one of the largest.

* * *
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Ghost Dancer spent the better part of two days on that asteroid as Scar’s engineers repaired the damaged external thrusters, replacing the wrecked components from their store of spare parts. With some hammering and welding work to restore the hull to the right shape and a fresh coat of radiation-scattering paint in the affected areas, they were back in business.

While they worked, Zech brought the sensor logs up on his station and examined the readings closely. He didn’t understand much of the science of FTL tech, but could see what someone had done to the beacon. It truly was putting out pulses to make space nearly impossible to rupture with a wormhole, a clever trick. According to the logs, the beacon had operated normally until the lead ship from the enemy fleet signaled.

He tried to formulate a plan, closing his eyes to clear his mind of distractions.

“Are there any other FTL beacons in this system,” he asked, “or just the one?”

“Just the one.” Jerala spoke gravely.

Zech shook his head and sarcastically muttered, “Joy of joys.”

Somehow, they had to get that beacon operating normally.

“What’s housing the beacon?” He asked.

“A small fuel station.”

“Patrolled by the fleet, right?”

“Yes.”

They needed to capture that beacon or make their own and they didn’t have the rare elements required for that on board...

An extremely crazy idea occurred to him. He hated it, but it really was the only option. He opened his eyes.

He told Gimath, “When we’re ready to depart, take us away from the beacon and toward the outer edge of the system. Take us far enough out that the beacon will have no influence on our FTL drive.”

“Aye.”

He left the bridge and spent the rest of the day reading and re-reading everything they had on hand that could tell him anything about FTL drives and how they worked. He spent much of his time with a manual supplied by the pirates to fill the gaps in their knowledge of the subject.

He was reminded of all-night cram sessions in school. His head hurt quite a lot, but for the first time, he started to grasp the theory behind the artificial wormholes and spatial fractures an FTL drive used.

He took some pain killers and went to bed with Ruth eyeing him as though she were concerned.

* * *
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It was morning and Zech was back on the bridge, ready for an experiment. After discussing his plan with Gimath and Jerala, he got to work.

He closed his eyes and visualized a pin-point source of just the right kind of radiation ahead of the ship.

“Anything?” He asked.

Jerala replied, “Gamma rays.”

Not quite right. Zech adjusted his mind and tried again, imagining a spatial tear forming in the space in front of the ship.

“Closer. Raise the frequency.”

He refocused and redoubled his efforts. His head was starting to ache and he was exhausted.

“Good. Make it stronger.”

“I can’t.” Zech felt defeated, “That was everything I had.”

Maeldoon, who he hadn’t realized was watching, spoke, “Regretting your lack of consistent practice as a wizard, eh?”

Maeldoon was a fellow wizard, another human, but unlike Zech, he was from the world they both called home and had little understanding of technology. He often wore a blue robe and pointed hat to gain a measure of respect. His short, blond hair was very curly.

“Yes, actually.” Zech chuckled in a mirthless way.

Maeldoon grabbed Zech’s hand, closed his eyes and said, “I’ll give you everything I can. Get Ruth to help, too.”

At the younger wizard’s touch, Zech suddenly felt energized like never before and his headache was gone. He didn’t know how Maeldoon did it, but it must have been something like healing magic, giving his energy to Zech.

“Ruth, help me with this.” Zech instructed.

She landed on the captain’s workstation, closed her eyes and took a deep breath, mimicking her master’s meditation technique, even folding her legs the way he’d done during his initial training with Maeldoon. Zech closed his eyes and focused again, visualizing a spatial tear forming ahead of the ship.

He poured everything he had into the effort and heard a little grunt from Ruth. He concentrated until the sounds of the bridge faded away, putting all of his effort into the task at hand, to the point of shutting out his own senses.

His concentration was interrupted by the sudden wave of pain as the FTL drive released its energies. The ship briefly shook, because the wormhole started to shut prematurely due to his lapse in concentration, but their transit was quick enough to avoid damage to the ship. When he opened his eyes, he saw they’d moved to the next system in their planned route.

Maeldoon was on his knees, dealing with the side effects of the jump, while Ruth lay flat on her back, breathing heavily. She looked up at her master and weakly smiled, upside-down from his perspective, giving a little thumbs-up. For once, she wasn’t glowing at all. She relaxed, closed her eyes and as far as he could tell, lost consciousness. That was a rather rare sight, because she normally didn’t sleep.

Fortunately, the system they were in was practically deserted. According to the sensors, they were near a small fuel station in orbit of a yellow planet with a toxic atmosphere filled with sulfur compounds and a few small civilian craft. Without being ordered, Gimath quickly got the ship out of sight, flying around to the other side of the planet.

From then on, Zech made it part of his daily routine to practice his magic; he wanted to be ready for the next time.

Within a few days, he tried the technique again, but without Maeldoon and just Ruth’s assistance. He nearly passed out from exhaustion, but was able to handle it.

Unsatisfied, he practiced harder, determined to be a better wizard.
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Chapter 2

Paid in Blood
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In another few days, after the completion of another jump, the crew of Ghost Dancer found themselves in the middle of a trap, another fleet of military ships in front of them.

Zech gave Jerala a questioning look, to which the elf nodded, confirming the beacon had been set to block their exit.

The elf added, “We’re also surrounded.”

The enemy didn’t bother with hailing them, instead launching a barrage of missiles!

“All gunners on point defense! Shoot those missiles down!” Zech commanded, “Maeldoon! Start blasting them, too! Evasive action and countermeasures!”

Zzckoom! Zzckoom! Zzckoom! - It became quite noisy as the gunners did their work, the ship bobbing and weaving through the swarm of missiles! With each wave of his hand, Maeldoon created sweeping swaths of flame in space, prematurely detonating the missiles!

Zech focused his mind and closed his eyes, directing his thoughts toward one of the ships in front of them. Using past knowledge from having worked as an electrical engineer, including reactor maintenance, he imagined the interior of the reactor on the other ship. He focused on the safety systems and imagined all of them failing simultaneously, with the nuclear reaction running out of control. He focused on it, hard, willing it to happen!

An incredibly bright flash briefly darkened the window as the ship he’d focused on exploded like a nuclear bomb - Ka-toom! - the shock wave rolled past Ghost Dancer, briefly disrupting the artificial gravity system!

“Heavy gamma rays,” Jerala reported, “but we should be safe at this distance.”

Zech focused on another ship and did the same - Ka-toom! - he started to tire.

“Open an audio channel, don’t close it until I say so.” He ordered.

“Channel open, sir.” The voice of the male elf on sensors was mildly jarring to Zech, because he’d expected the voice of Kerah.

“I just remotely detonated the reactors in two of your ships!” He angrily declared, “Stand down immediately or I’ll continue through your fleet until there’s no one left!”

He caught Winzon’s eye, who stared with a mixture of awe, respect and possibly a hint of horror.

When the enemy continued shooting, Zech focused on a third and fourth ship, managing two near-simultaneous detonations! - Ka-toom-toom! Sweat poured from his head, soaking his clothes. He couldn’t do more than maybe one or two more and that would definitely knock him unconscious, because his whole body ached with exhaustion! He didn’t give it much thought, but an unexpected wash of endorphins flooded his system, leaving him feeling mildly buzzed, the addictive consequence of casting spells in anger. It was a fact Zech wasn’t aware of, because Maeldoon hadn’t told him out of worry Zech might seek greater power through rage magic.

“Two more of your ships are down!” He raged, “Shall I continue?”

The missiles streaming toward them exploded of their own accord before they could strike the ship and all was quiet.

The communications specialist reported, “We just got a few dozen text transmissions: unconditional surrender.”

Zech declared, “I’m glad we could come to an arrangement and your surrender is accepted. All we want is to be left alone as we depart the area. End transmission.” He rubbed his aching head and grunted, “Get us hidden somewhere.”

As they left the battle area, a medic ran onto the bridge, “Jerala! Your wife is hurt! Come quickly!”

Zech nodded to his friend, “Go see to your wife.”

Winzon adjusted his station to take command of the sensors as the elf hurried down the hall.

* * *
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One of the gunners on the bridge of the ship closest to Ghost Dancer fumed with murderous rage, because his twin brother had been aboard one of the destroyed ships!

The two of them had come up through the ranks side by side, always competing to see who would reach their next goal first. They’d been family, friends and rivals, all in one, and their superiors had noticed, which was why they’d been assigned to different ships, though they were kept in the same regiment. They’d been inseparable and always spent their off hours together, whenever they could.

It makes me sick to see the captain capitulate to the enemy after the way my brother’s ship flashed into a nuclear blaze!

Seeing the hated ship pass within just a few hundred feet of the starboard bow, the gunner disobeyed orders by flipping the safety covers off his control stick, to fire a missile, screaming, “For my brother!”

The captain cried with fear, “No!”

Several others scrambled to tackle him out of his seat, but even as they bore him to the floor, he watched the missile on his targeting scanners streak toward his hated nemesis! If they lived, he’d surely be court-marshaled and executed for disobeying orders, but he had no regrets!

* * *
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Kazerk! Kazerk! Kazerk! - An alarm sounded as a missile lock and launch were detected by the computer! Gimath scrambled to avoid it, but they were passing right next to the responsible ship!

Ka-boosh! - The missile impacted the airlock in the right side of the lower half of the ship’s ridge!

Whoosh! - Air rushed past the bridge crew to escape through the hull breach, while emergency alarms sounded - Ronk! Ronk! - and bulkheads slammed closed after a few seconds!

Zech stepped over to Winzon, revenge on his mind, “Show me which ship!”

“Aye.” An unforgiving and grim expression on his face, Winzon showed his captain exactly where to vent his rage.

Zech waited a few moments to get to a safe distance, then detonated the offending ship’s reactor!

He wobbled under the onslaught of endorphin-induced pleasure mixed with extreme exhaustion, losing his balance! All he could manage before losing consciousness was to sit down heavily on the floor and he was out long before his head hit the deck!

* * *
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Jerala and the medic stepped off the bridge, headed for the elevator. Jerala impatiently reached for the button to summon it, worried about his wife. Kerah had gone to the infirmary early that morning feeling sick and he worried her illness had taken a turn for the worse.

Kazerk! Kazerk! Kazerk! - Jerala immediately recognized the echo of the missile lock alarm, since he’d recently heard it so many times.

Just as Jerala pushed the button to summon the elevator, the most violent explosion he’d ever experienced rocked the ship and fragments of metal struck his body! Before he even had time to register the pain of his injuries, a rush of wind dragged him off his feet and he tumbled down the hall, barely able to get hold of one of the window railings, while the medic clung to the edge of the elevator!

Jerala’s grip was tenuous at best and he slid down the hall, edging ever closer to the hull breach! He screamed, but his voice was carried out of the ship, rather than further in!

When Jerala spotted the emergency bulkhead sliding down through the small divide between some of the wall supports at high speed, he knew he was doomed, trapped on the wrong side! In that moment of certain hopelessness, he lost his grip and the rushing air currents pushed him out of the ship!

He tumbled through space, forever lost among the stars he’d long ago gazed up at with trepidation and fear, before he’d met Zech.
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Chapter 3

Friendship and Grief
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Zech woke in his quarters, not sure how he’d gotten there, sick from spell-casting and every part of his body ached. He also felt hungover, which was a result of the massive endorphin rush that had partly been responsible for knocking him out.

Despite the fact she had her own small home, complete with a bed and other furniture sitting a few feet away on a shelf, Ruth sat on his chest, staring into his eyes. She cocked her head to one side, an expression of worry on her face.

The captain’s quarters were sparsely decorated, holding a shelf of keepsakes that included Ruth’s dollhouse-sized home and a small, handheld industrial fabricator that Zech had fond memories of. The main door led out to one of the most central decks of the ship, while the one to the right of it led to Zech’s private bathroom, including a shower. To one side of that was a section of the wall that could fold out into a small kitchenette, below a large screen for communications and entertainment. An archway in the opposite wall led to an empty room Zech hadn’t found a purpose for, though it was the right size to become a study. The bed frame and the shelf on the wall were made of metal that showed every sign of age, because they were both original to Ghost Dancer and very old.

He moved to get up and Ruth thumped his chest with a tiny fist! He’d never seen her act that way before and it was quite a shock!

“What?” He asked.

Unable to speak words, she mimed laying down and falling asleep, indicating she wanted him to take it easy for a little while.

Realizing she had a point, Zech relaxed, but requested, “If you go for Winzon, I promise I’ll stay in bed.”

Ten minutes later, the dwarf was at his bedside, a grave, sad expression on his face.

“What’s the news?” Zech asked.

“We’re safe, for now. Me took command and got us hidden away, but we lost an airlock. The goblins say it will take at least a week to fix, even with the ship’s fabricators going all day and night. They’re shaping new hull panels as we speak and manufacturing a new hatch. It’s fortunate we have so many supplies on hand.”

Zech got the sense his friend was telling him about all the peripheral details, to avoid saying something big and unpleasant. Winzon was like an open book to Zech, since they’d been friends for so many years.

“Tell me what you’re avoiding saying.”

Winzon looked shocked Zech could read his face so well, which became a mask of grief as tears rolled down his cheeks, a sight Zech had never seen before, shaking him to his core!

“It’s Jerala. We lost him!” Winzon wailed, “Out the hole!” The dwarf sat on the floor, sobbing and wailing, “Me oldest friend!”

Zech felt like he’d been punched in the gut! He couldn’t breathe and when he did, out came a racking sob! He couldn’t speak or even think!

Ruth landed on Winzon’s head and brushed his hair. She sang, her bell-like voice somber and subdued, for once. It was a forlorn tune of grieving, but it gave them both some small comfort. Zech cried until she sang him to sleep.

* * *
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When next Zech woke, Rachel was at his side, stroking his hair. He sat up in bed.

Rachel’s brown hair was in curls and she wore an eye patch to cover a fairly nasty scar. The patch was also a functional, prosthetic eye, replacing the one she’d lost. Her remaining eye was green. Rachel had joined the crew for their mission at the last minute, despite the pirates considering it crazy suicide. She was a very talented woman, with top-notch piloting skills and was an able officer on the ship, having been a ship captain in the past.

As part of the command crew, she wore gray, but as was her way, she wore her old pirate uniform coat over that, which was gray, with decorative, black stitching. Zech suspected she still wore the coat because she still bore the rank of captain among the pirates and it brought her respect from the crew.

Her particular Mind Fire gift, as granted by a variant of the virus from a different world, was the ability to experience flashes of the future and her presence had turned out to be necessary for the success of their mission.

On top of it all, Rachel and Zech were in a romantic relationship, having grown very close in the past month and a half, despite the fact she was ten years older.

In those first few moments of confused wakefulness, Zech had forgotten recent events. When he remembered, the grief stung like a badly infected wound!

“What happened to Jerala’s wife?” Zech asked, concerned, “She was hurt and he was going to her.”

Rachel reassured him, “She’ll be okay. She hit her head during the battle. It looked worse than it actually was, just a mild concussion. There was a lot of blood, but you know head wounds: even a small cut bleeds a lot. She’s pretty upset, as you might expect. I’ve relieved her of duty, to give her time to work through it.”

“Good call.” Zech nodded, “That’s what I would have done.”

“We’ll be having a wake tomorrow. The dwarves insisted on it.” Rachel added, then asked, “How are you doing?”

He sighed and tried to hold back a fresh torrent of tears, “Not great. Jerala was the first friend I made after I landed on their planet. He helped me survive, taught me to fish and hunt, taught me the language and introduced me to Winzon. I’ll never forget his kindness.”

He couldn’t hold back the tears anymore, because thinking of his lost friend brought him too much grief.

Rachel hugged him, “I’ll look after the crew for a while. Take care of yourself, okay?”

He nodded through the tears and held on tight.

When he’d settled down again, she excused herself to get back to her duties.

* * *
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The wake was a mixed experience of grief and joy. Most of the crew gathered in and around the ship’s farm bay, which kept them from digging into their stored rations. Three kegs of ale were opened and consumed mostly by the dwarves, who sang songs to honor their fallen friend.

To start with, Winzon raised his mug and shouted for quiet.

When the room settled down, he began, “Jerala was me closest friend. Me’ll never forget the way he introduced himself, because me’s never seen such a brazen elf! He walked right up to me and boldly offered his hand! How many times do ye see an elf do that?”

There were many of murmurs of, “Never.”

“Aye, he was a rare one that will be sorely missed. He brought us all together, one way or another.”

Everyone took turns telling stories of their experiences with the elf, some amusing, some serious and emotional and some touching beyond belief, because Jerala had been kind to all. The crew laughed, cried grieved together.

When Zech’s turn came, he told his favorite story, “The day I met Jerala, I was standing beside a river, trying to figure out how to catch a fish without a fishing pole. Since we didn’t speak the same language, he waded out into the water and caught a fish with his bare hands, using it as a visual aid to learn my word for fish. Once I pointed and excitedly spoke the word, he tossed it over his shoulder, because he was done with it, while I stared with naked desire to eat it!” Everyone laughed, even Zech, before he went on, “He spent the whole rest of the day teaching me to fish the way he did. He didn’t have to teach me that, but that’s who he was: if someone was in need, he took care of them.”

Toward the end of the wake, Winzon stood and called for attention, then looked Kerah in the eyes, declaring, “Ye are me family now, Kerah. Me can’t make up for the loss of yer husband, but surely ye can welcome a brother in yer life. Ye will always be welcome in me home and at me dinner table. Whenever ye are lonely, please come and join us for a meal or just a moment to talk.”

He sat down and Kerah smiled, still crying.

Winzon’s wife was next, her words and gravelly voice somewhat in conflict, “Aye, ye also have a new sister-in-law for the girl talk!” She winked.

“And a nephew!” Gimath called out!

It took quite a while, but every dwarf on the ship vowed to treat her as family from that day forward and with each that spoke, Kerah appeared more touched by their outpouring of love and friendship.

At the end of the wake, Kerah hugged the dwarves and individually thanked them for their kindness.

Zech couldn’t admit it to his friends, but that day he felt more isolated and alone than he had after he landed on their planet and that was just the beginning of what he was feeling. The wake helped with the grief and loss, reminding him he could count on his friends for help, but there was a gnawing hole in the depths of his heart.

It was born of his rage with the empire, but there was nothing he could do, leaving him feeling completely powerless and just looking to make someone pay for what they’d done to his friend!
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Chapter 4

Three Blind Mice
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The evening of the day after the wake, Zech invited Rachel and Winzon to his quarters to discuss how to get home.

Zech began, “I’m sick of being hunted and playing the mouse, while the empire comes at us like a cat. It’s time we turned the tables.”

“Aye,” Winzon nodded, “ye’re right about that.”

“What did you have in mind?” Rachel asked, looking skeptical.

Zech continued, “So far, we’ve been defending ourselves and seeking to avoid conflict. It’s caught us nothing but trouble, so we’re going to start striking at military targets. My goal is to cause so much confusion they’ll have to stop chasing us and look after their bases, instead. I want them on defense.”

Rachel walked to the wall and tapped the large touch screen mounted in the wall, bringing it to life. She pulled up a map of the local region of the galaxy, highlighting all of the military bases and outposts they were aware of, based on triangulating encrypted transmissions on military frequencies. So far, they’d been using the data to skirt around military bases, as if they were hornet nests.

She got a grim look of concentration on her face, “There’s some military communication relays within easy reach. If we hit all of them in one day, then the local ships shouldn’t be able to coordinate very well. I imagine that’s how they’ve been ambushing us; probably watching for sightings of our ship and then projecting likely courses.”

Winzon shook his head, “No. That will tell them where we are, just as surely. We have to mix in other targets, to keep them guessing.”

“Agreed.” Zech responded, “We’ll have to make it look like the communication relays are secondary.”

Rachel pointed at a spot on the map and reluctantly suggested, “There should be a shipyard here, with a few relays within easy reach. We could hit one relay a day to create confusion, then hit the shipyard. After that, I suggest we jump as many times as we can in a row, to get some distance. That should misdirect them about our intentions.”

“I like it.” Zech agreed, “Winzon, what do you think?”

“We’re just one ship. We need to attack on two sides.” He commented, bringing another issue to light.

They sat quietly for a long moment, until Zech broke the silence, “Rachel, you still have friends back at Harmony One, right?”

Harmony One was the space station Rachel had been in command of the day they met.

“Of course.”

“Does anyone owe you a favor?”

“Yes, lots of them, actually.” She gave him an odd look, “I’ve never really been one to collect on favors, but I made sure plenty of people owed me, so they’d be more friendly around the station.”

Zech explained, “I imagine the empire is turning into a political mess about now. The public knows the government’s dirty secret and we know the press has been blocked, so it’s not much of a stretch to assume martial law has been declared. I doubt the empire’s neighbors are unaware, so there’s soon going to be border troubles.

“Do you think you could mobilize the pirates to attack outlying regions of the empire? It doesn’t have to be much, just hit-and-run assaults.”

“I see what you mean and I like it.” She laughed, “Start the trouble on the borders early, get the ships hunting us to run out to the frontier, then hit them here, deep inside their territory. After that, we leave them confused and run for it.”

“Aye. That’s what was missing from the plan!” Winzon grinned evilly.

Zech nodded, “Get to it, but try not to give away our location.”

“I’ll use an encrypted burst transmission.” Rachel nodded, “It will be difficult to triangulate our position with such a short signal. I’ll also use code phrases only the crew of the station would understand, just in case someone can crack the encryption.”

She hurried out of the room.

In the mean time, they monitored military channels. They couldn’t decrypt the messages, but were able to track how many transmissions there were. Within a day, military chatter tripled. After another, it was five times normal.

* * *
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The communications relay was a small station in interstellar space, bristling with antennas and dishes. Zech was a little reluctant to kill the crew, since they’d done nothing to deserve it, but he reminded himself, This is war.

There was a small scout vessel docked, likely dropping off or picking up supplies on a routine patrol.

Moments after they arrived, the scout ship cut loose and headed away.

Winzon was manning the sensors, laughing at what he saw, “We got ‘em so scared, they red-lined their reactors for a little extra speed!”

Zech was about to give the order to blast the small ship to pieces when it vanished into the glow of a wormhole produced by their FTL drive.

He turned his attention back to the station, “All gunners, scrap that station!”

In less than a minute, the relay station became a debris field. They’d just destroyed the only FTL beacon in the area and it would take months for the empire to replace it.

Zech got to work with Ruth’s help, magically producing the effect of a beacon, finding it much easier than in the past.

The next two relays were also in interstellar space and easy pickings, with no ships to guard them.

* * *
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The FTL jump to the shipyard brought an unexpected view: that of a small fuel station in orbit of a swirly-green gas giant, instead of the shipyard. The space around them was fairly clear, which was an odd thing for a military post.

“Scan for the target.” Zech ordered.

Winzon declared, “Not too far away. It’s in low orbit of the giant.”

He relayed a heading to Rachel, who was piloting for the operation, and she pivoted the ship to face it. The space-borne construction facility was quite a sight to behold and Zech used his workstation to get a magnified view. It appeared as a central, cylindrical space station surrounded by a re-configurable, extensible scaffolding system, able to handle just about any size of ship imaginable. It was in the process of building a large carrier for small fighters, which was little more than the skeleton of a ship, and several medium-sized destroyers, each larger than Ghost Dancer.

Ghost Dancer was ten minutes out at maximum acceleration.

Zech felt a strange feeling of exhilaration and realized he wanted to fight. It was slightly disconcerting.

“All hands: to battle stations!” He commanded, “Even numbered gunners on point defense, all others: prepare for attack run.” To Rachel, he added, “Bring us closer to our target, maximum acceleration.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Winzon, are the ships they’re building a threat?” He asked.

The dwarf spent a few minutes on the analysis and reported, “The carrier is nothing but a frame with engines and minimal power. It might could move, but slow. The destroyers could be trouble, because each is bigger than us and they’ve some weapons.”

“Okay, gunners, focus on those destroyers. I want to make sure they’re disabled as fast as we can. After that, wreck the shipyard.”

The anticipation of an upcoming battle was thick in the air. As they approached their target, one of the destroyers broke free of its dock, turned about and headed straight at them!

Smiling evilly, Zech concentrated on it, seeking to force its reactors to go critical just as he’d done in the past, but nothing happened!

He turned to Winzon, “Scan that ship for a reactor!”

“Me sees no reactor.” The dwarf shrugged, “Looks like they’re on to yer new spell.”

“Then how are they powering it?”

Winzon put his hands in the air, confused. Scar left his station and joined him.

After a few moments of staring over the dwarf’s shoulder, the goblin announced, “They replaced all the reactor cores with energy banks!”

“Scar, are you telling me that ship is running entirely on rechargeable power cells?”

“Yes!” He replied as he headed back to his own seat.

Zech swore and grumbled inside his own mind, This isn’t going to be as easy as I hoped!

Winzon reminded him, “We’re no match for that brute!”

“Scan the entire area,” Zech demanded, “and find me a reactor! There must be one somewhere!”

They entered weapons range and their gunners laid into the other ship with everything they had! Hundreds of missiles streaked in either directions and lasers danced across the hulls of both ships, seeking the smaller targets! Each ship jockeyed for position, trying to line up their largest weapons without exposing themselves to the same; Rachel managed an early direct hit with their main cannons - Zzboosh!

The ship danced and twirled though near-constant explosions as their gunners shot down missiles!

“Aye, me found what ye need!” Winzon shouted over the din of the weapons, “The shipyard has several small ones!”

“Send the locations to my station!”

Zech poured through the data as quickly as he could, then focused his mind and tried to ignore the rest of the battle. To his relief, there was a distant detonation and all lights in what was left of the station went dark!

As he was about to detonate another reactor, the large carrier stirred in the scaffolding, tearing itself free under its own power and several of the destroyers did the same! In one notable case, the scaffolding stayed attached to the ship, but parted from the station, leaving an open, rectangular shell around it.

Zech finished the job, detonating another two reactors, hoping to catch the fleeing ships in the blasts! Being little more than a frame, the carrier was best able to avoid damage as the explosive force was directed through the ship, instead of impacting the hull it didn’t have. The unlucky destroyers absorbed the blasts and were crushed like eggs!

Disregarding the carrier as no threat, that left just the ship in front of them, with no easy solution and Zech concluded they’d have to run.

Ka-toom-toom! Ka-toom! - Several explosions rocked the ship as missiles impacted hull!

“Our FTL drive is down!” Scar shouted!

Zech cursed their luck, because the damage took running off the table!

He got an evil idea, “Maeldoon! Can you fill their bridge with fire?”

“I don’t know where it is!” The wizard complained.

“Winzon, show him!” Zech shouted!

Ka-toom! - They were struck again, followed by Scar shouting, “A few more like that and we’ll come apart!”

Pop! - Maeldoon used his magic to teleport from one side of the bridge to the other, appearing fairly close to Winzon! He wasn’t able to get a proper hold on the workstation and rolled backward as the ship rocked in another explosion! - Ka-toom!

Scar screamed, “Direct hit on the farm bay! We’re venting atmosphere and cargo!”

Maeldoon struggled to regain his feet in the chaos of the fight between the gravity system and constant changes in direction. Zech focused his mind on helping him, imagining someone standing beside him to steady and help him up.

What he was amazed to see was the image of a human-sized woman similar in appearance to Ruth, dressed exactly the same as his familiar, appearing very briefly to take Maeldoon’s hand! He had a shocked expression on his face, because he clearly saw the same thing Zech did. Zech quickly glanced at his shoulder, verifying Ruth was still there.

When the larger version of her was no longer required, she smiled and vanished, fading into the background, until she was gone. She nodded her head in Zech’s direction before she fully faded.

Having finally gained a handhold, Maeldoon looked at Winzon’s screens.

“I need to see it with my eyes!” He yelled.

Rachel nodded and dutifully worked the request into the mixture of tasks she was performing. In that brief moment, she reminded Zech of the conductor of an orchestra, subtly feeling the room and the performance of the musicians, adjusting the pacing for the most pleasing effect.

Still spinning and dancing through the explosions all around it, Ghost Dancer lived up to her name, nimbly twisting until their opponent was dead ahead! Maeldoon waved his free hand in the direction of the other ship and by the look on his face, it was clear he put everything he had into a spell! Zech also focused and did the same, giving his all to that burst of magic! - Zzboosh! - having lined up the perfect shot, Rachel fired the main cannons!

The combined effect of magic and cannon fire caused an entire section of the enemy ship to explode, centered on the bridge!

The destroyer was clearly dead and adrift. It was possible someone on board might be able to get it moving again, but for the moment, they were out of the fight.

Zech heard Winzon scream, “Target incoming on collision course! It’s that skeleton of a carrier!”

Maeldoon collapsed to the floor, completely spent!

Rachel gunned the engines, despite the fact it would take them straight into the on-coming wall of missiles!

Zech strained to stay awake and shouted, “Concentrate forward fire! Shoot those missiles!”

Every gunner able to do so focused their fire ahead, while Rachel avoided the carrier’s suicide run! Ka-toom-toom-toom! - In the haste to avoid what was coming, they were struck from both sides by several missiles!

Exhaustion took Zech and he lost consciousness!

* * *
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Zech woke in his quarters again, with Ruth on his chest and staring seriously.

Out in the hall, the PA system was blaring something about repairs in Scar’s voice.

He considered getting up, but Ruth got an angry look on her face and shook her head.

“Okay. I’m staying put, but get someone to come tell me what happened.”

She nodded and took flight. While he waited, he listened to Scar’s calling out locations for damage control teams.

His reverie was interrupted as Rachel entered and greeted him, having seemingly been dragged into the room by Ruth, who clutched one of the woman’s fingers and pulled her along.

He sat up and Ruth landed on his head.

“How are we doing?” He asked.

Rachel chuckled, mirthlessly, “Better than our enemies, but not by much. We took the liberty of taking out the fuel station, including the FTL beacon. This whole star system is cut off and it would take months, if not years, for them to get us, plenty of time for repairs.

“The ship is badly damaged, but the FTL drive is back online. We lost the farm and our fresh food reserves through the hull breach. Fortunately, we’ve got more than six months of military rations. Sadly, that means our meals are going to be less interesting.

“There’s hull damage all over the place. Winzon and some of the dwarves that used to be smiths are working as an extra repair crew, doing most of the manual labor. Scar says we’ll be back to merely beat up in two weeks time. Full repairs will require more supplies than we have on hand, so Winzon is considering staying long-term for some asteroid mining. Several other systems need repairs, another week of work, and even then, it’ll be with everyone pitching in where they can.”

Zech sighed, “So we’re stuck here for three weeks, minimum?”

Rachel nodded.

“Any more trouble from that carrier or the destroyer?”

She shook her head, “Once the missiles were taken care of, we scrapped the destroyer.” She looked uncomfortable as she continued, “There was someone in a vacc suit on the carrier, but he was exposed to enough radiation to kill him five times over when you set off the first reactor. He tried to ram us, because he knew he was already a dead man. He asked, so one of our medical staff overdosed him on painkillers. I’m not sure if that was the right thing or not, but I’m certain letting him die slow and alone out in space would have been worse.”

Zech nodded, “That’s always a tough call, but I think that was the right way to handle it.”

Rachel took a deep breath, as though preparing herself for something even more difficult.

When she finally spoke, she started to cry, “I think you’re losing yourself in your desire for revenge. Since we lost Jerala, you’ve been cold and distant. I thought you needed time to grieve in your own way, so I was trying to give you space. We all miss him, but it hit you and Winzon harder than most. I know Winzon is talking about it. I’ve overheard he and his wife several times, but you’re starting to scare me.”

Her words were like a slap in the face to Zech and he was so angry! How dare she accuse me of that! He thought in that brief moment, but the anger soon washed away, leaving him ashamed he’d even momentarily lost his temper.

He stared at Rachel in silence and shock, thinking through his words before responding in a soft tone, “I’m sorry and you’re right.”

They talked for several hours and he told her everything he’d been feeling. When they were done talking, his anger was totally gone. His friend was still dead, but he felt like he could finally cope with it. He knew he would see Jerala in the afterlife someday, but for the time being, he had to look after the living. Revenge wasn’t the answer.

Mostly for Zech’s sake, the two of them worked closely together for the next few weeks as they repaired the ship. He spoke of Jerala often, seeking to work through the grief and they mourned together.

* * *
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“Status?” Zech entered the bridge and looked over at Winzon as he sat down.

The dwarf reported, “Most systems are in reasonable shape, though the hull is still badly damaged.”

Zech sighed, “In this state, the empire will be able to pick us off, easy. We won’t be able to fight.”

“Aye, but what can we do? We’ll have to keep a low profile on the way home.”

“We’ve already tried that,” Zech grumbled and spoke bitterly, “and it cost us Jerala.”

“Aye.” Winzon stared at the floor, a sad expression on his face.
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