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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Colby.” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm,” I hummed absentmindedly as I poured over the data on my hand-held, Almort-designed screen.  
 
    “Colby,” Omni repeated.  
 
    “Yeah, uh-huh, sounds good, buddy,” I mumbled. I squinted at a line of estimated numbers and grumbled under my breath when my math didn’t check out.  
 
    “Colby Tower,” the AI persisted, nearly incessant. His synthetic voice was also rising in volume, and I spared half a glance at the bedroom door, worried about waking Neka and Akela. After the feast last night, we had all retired to the same bedroom and spent a few hours making ourselves good and exhausted in a very fun way.  
 
    When we were finished, we had all piled into bed together and fell asleep wrapped up in each other, like we had the night before. Slipping out of bed this morning had been harder than all the Almort’s trials put together, but kissing their sleeping faces as I left had almost made it worth it.  
 
    I sat back with a sigh and rubbed at my tired eyes.  
 
    “What is it, O?” I muttered. “I’m a little busy.” 
 
    ‘Little’ was an understatement. I was currently up to my eyeballs in research. Profit margins and expenditure estimates, timelines and deadlines. Yesterday, I had won the Akornath and Chief U’eh’s favor. He would negotiate with me now. However, that meant I needed a detailed game plan to present to the stern Almort male, which is why I barely slept last night, even after the feast and its revelry.  
 
    I had started the framework of a plan during our week long journey through hyperspace as we had made our way to Proxima V, but I had little to no knowledge of this planet and its people before we landed. There were things I hadn’t taken into account, their technology being a prime example. The Almort screen and system that I was using weren’t as advanced as Omni or anything we had on the Lacuna Noctis, but they were more developed than anything I had first assumed the Almort would have.  
 
    This actually worked in my favor because, as I discovered this morning with a little finagling, the Almort’s technology was compatible with Omni’s, which I guess was a double-edged sword. It meant that Omni could theoretically operate any and all Almort tech, and I could import files from the ship to look at and work from, but it also meant the AI could hack and hijack any tech that I was currently working on whenever he so chose.  
 
    Case in point, the screen before me went blank, all my data and numbers blinked into nothing. I sighed. I knew Omni hadn’t actually deleted anything, but it was still a little irritating to be interrupted.  
 
    “Okay, O,” I said as I leaned back against the silver cushions that surrounded me in the central living area of our guest pod. I set down the hand-held screen, careful to make sure it didn’t slide off into the midnight-dark pool that I sat beside. “I’m all ears. What is it?” 
 
    “Thank you for your consideration, Colby,” Omni intoned dryly. I rued the day I deleted his sarcasm and humor dampener.  
 
    “Anytime,” I quipped back as I tried to stifle a yawn. I had learned my lesson from the Opalks feast and made sure to take it easy on the alien liquor last night, but I was still tired as all hell. “But seriously, O, what’s up? Please don’t tell me another giant sea creature is attacking the ship.” 
 
    “Worse,” Omni replied, and I immediately sat up because what could be worse than a gargantuan, murderous squid with dozens of eyes and even more razor-sharp teeth? 
 
    “It’s Arden Warrick,” the AI continued. “He’s… done something.” 
 
    A drop of cold fear slid down my spine. “Is the ship okay?” I asked. If Warrick had laid even a single one of his slimy, greedy fingers on the Lacuna Noctis… 
 
    “The ship’s fine,” Omni assured me, “but there’s something you need to see.” 
 
    A moment later, the screen I had set beside me flickered back on. I picked it up, but instead of the spreadsheets of data and other research I had been looking at, a video played.  
 
    “What is this?” I asked, but I got my answer an instant later when a message scrolled across the screen.  
 
    “Attention Galactic Corporations,” I read aloud, “let it be known that the former Terra-Nebula broker known as Colby Tower has hereby been declared an outlaw, a tyrant, and an enemy to the state of our union. He has conquered the peaceful people of Proxima V, known as the Almort, against all Corporate regulations and Galactic Law. He has imposed himself as the ruler of this planet and now seeks to claim ownership of the rest of the Icarius star system and the interconnected network of wormholes therein.” 
 
    The written text was then replaced by the video clip I had first seen when the screen turned on. It was an aerial shot, probably taken from a cloaked, low-flying drone, but the resolution was crystal clear. It showed a courtyard of dirt and stone, ringed by a crowd of Almort, and in the center stood me. I was dirty, and my face was speckled with bright blue blood, and across from me crouched K’lox, bleeding freely into the dirt. There was a spear in my hand, and an ugly snarl twisted my face. As I watched, the me in the video darted forward with a fierce yet silent scream. It was a strange, out-of-body experience to see my face and body twisted in such violent emotion. I watched myself slide into K’lox’s feet, watched as he flipped over my body and I wrenched the spear out of his six-fingered hand. I vaulted back to my feet, and then the video seemed to slow down a fraction as I hauled back the spear and sent it rocketing down toward K’lox’s head. However, instead of showing how I embedded the spear tip into the ground, the video cut off, freezing on a close-up image of K’lox’s terrified face.  
 
    The video then switched back to text, and I found myself numbly reading the last words out loud.  
 
    “By the authority of the Terra-Nebula Corporation, and on behalf of all Galactic Corporations and the people of Proxima V, Colby Tower is now declared a wanted criminal. Terra-Nebula has assumed the duty of bringing their former employee to justice and now seeks to liberate Proxima V and the Almort from Tower’s control.” 
 
    I sat there and gaped at the screen as the message loop restarted, the words “Attention Galactic Corporations” once more rolling across the screen. 
 
    This was a Corporate broadcast, something that was only ever done for PR purposes. I should know, I had sent a few of them out myself, usually after a deal had been brokered, to boast of Terra-Nebula’s growing empire and vast wealth of resources, tech, and power. The broadcast went out to all Corporations, Mega and lesser. It went out to Corporate vessels, Corporate colonized planets, basically anything that was Corporate owned or even affiliated, which was about every damn thing in the known universe.  
 
    This message was going out to billions, and even if he hadn’t signed it, this had Warrick’s name written all over it.  
 
    “H-he fucking declared war on me,” I stuttered in disbelief. The video clip had started up again, and I tossed the screen away from me in disgust.  
 
    “You knew he was planning something,” Omni pointed out.  
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t think he was insane enough to attack a peaceful planet,” I groaned as I dragged my fingers through my hair and down my face. 
 
    I sat there with my face in my palms and took a deep breath.  
 
    Alright, so Warrick had made the first move. He’d declared me public enemy number one. It was actually a brilliant plan, the bastard.  
 
    According to Corporate regulations and Galactic Law, Corporate interference of non-colonized planets is illegal. An agreement must be reached, and a contract signed between the native people of a planet and a Corporation before any work or allocation of resources is performed.  
 
    Terra-Nebula and every other Mega Corporation out there desperately wanted Proxima V and the Icarius wormhole system. Whoever could colonize this planet and gain control of the wormholes would be the number one Corporation in all the galaxies. The potential profit was unimaginable. However, since Chief U’eh and the Almort had denied the Corporations and their contracts, they had no legal standing to take Proxima V.  
 
    But this system was too significant to lose, especially with the way the tensions between the various Corporations was ratcheting up. Terra-Nebula needed to control this planet and this system, and so they’d decided to bend the rules a little, the hypocrites.  
 
    They couldn’t technically invade the planet as a colonizing force, but if they tweaked the facts a bit, just blurred the truth a fraction, and were instead a liberating force, that was a whole different story.  
 
    A story in which Terra-Nebula were the heroes, I was the villain, and the Almort were a species in distress.  
 
    Coupled with the fact that the Almort had no means of interstellar communication and as such couldn’t tell anyone that Terra-Nebula was, in fact, lying, it really was a fucking brilliant plan.  
 
    So what was I going to do about it? 
 
    Before I could give much thought to my countermoves, I heard a quiet click and hiss of hydraulics echo throughout the living room. I looked up just in time to see Neka and Akela step out of the bedroom, and the sight of the two women made my mouth go dry.  
 
    If it was any other day and if my life weren’t a perpetual series of emergency situations, I would take my assistant and mechanic by the hand, drag them both back into the bedroom, and not leave for several days except to get water and sustenance.  
 
    However, as I was too poignantly aware, I didn’t always get what I wanted, so I had to settle for trying not to drool as Neka and Akela padded across the room to me.  
 
    “What’re doing up, CT?” Neka yawned. She rubbed at her eye with a closed fist and was all around adorable, but I had a hard time dragging my eyes up from where the fabric of my t-shirt ended on her slight frame and where the skin of her bare thighs began.  
 
    “Don’t tell me there’s a bonus trial,” Akela joked, her amethyst eyes bright even though she had just woken up. The mechanic wore a tank top of her own, but the tight black shirt paired with a pair of illegally small, black spandex sleep shorts did little to calm my racing heart.  
 
    All I wanted was a quiet morning, where we could eat breakfast and joke around, but I knew there was no time for that.  
 
    “I wish,” I responded to the silver-haired woman, and something in my tone caused Neka to freeze mid-yawn and Akela’s smile to slide off her face.  
 
    “What is it?” Akela asked right as Neka said, “What’s wrong, CT?” 
 
    Instead of replying, I picked up the screen from where I discarded it earlier and held it out silently to them. Neka looked afraid, but Akela stepped forward and took the hand-held device.  
 
    The two women were silent as they read and watched the broadcast, but I could read the emotions that skittered across their faces like an open book. Disbelief, fear, uncertainty, anger.  
 
    When the broadcast finished and looped back to the start again, Akela lifted her gaze to mine.  
 
    “That fucking prick,” she seethed, her violet eyes sharp as glass again. “Warrick did this, didn’t he? As payback for when you showed him up at the second trial.” 
 
    At the mention of the other broker’s name, Neka’s eyes narrowed into slits, and she bared her fangs in a hiss.  
 
    “You should have punched him in the face again,” my assistant grumbled, and I couldn’t stop myself from grinning at the feisty cat-girl.  
 
    “As satisfying as that would have been, the end result would probably have been the same,” I reasoned. “Warrick most likely had something like this planned from the start. He’s a two-faced bastard like that.” 
 
    “So what are we going to do?” Akela asked, straight to the point as always. 
 
    And that was the billion credit question. What were we going to do now? 
 
    If it was only Warrick I had to deal with, I might have simply punched him in the face and been done with it. This message, however, changed the game. Now, any actions I took were going to be slanted and skewed to fit my new tyrant image. If I dragged this fight out, more Corporations would come, vultures circling a battlefield ready to pick the carcass of Proxima V clean. 
 
    So, no matter how much I wanted to hop into the Lacuna Noctis and blast Warrick out of the sky, I couldn’t. I had to be smart about this, and the more I thought about it, the more only one solution made sense.  
 
    I had to recruit the Almort.  
 
    I didn’t want to. I thought about Cy’lass, Slal’ops, and Sef’sla. I thought of all the things I had learned this week about this indigenous population. They were a peaceful people, like Warrick had said in his carefully crafted message. They were healers and farmers, and they had coexisted on this impossible-seeming planet for centuries, undisturbed. They knew nothing of warfare, and the scope of a galactic war probably wouldn’t even translate for them. In this way, they were primitive, naïve, and I envied them this fact. I wanted nothing more than to protect this innocence and keep the Almort away from the darkness of war and greed that humanity had spread amongst the stars.  
 
    However, that ship had sailed now. The Almort were part of this war, whether they wanted to be or not, whether they were prepared for it or not. The Corporations were coming for Proxima V, and we had to work together if we were going to stop them.  
 
    “I have to speak with Chief U’eh,” I said aloud in response to Akela’s question. “We need to prepare for Terra-Nebula’s arrival, and the Almort have to help us do it.” 
 
    “Why?” Neka asked, her head cocked to the side and her tail twitching anxiously. “What are you planning, CT?” 
 
    “Warrick’s messaged called me a tyrant,” I explained, “so any actions I take will be seen as a tyrant’s actions. If we went to war alone, other than the fact that we’re outnumbered and would most definitely lose, it would look like I was fighting to maintain possession of my prize. But if the Almort fought alongside us, they’d be defending their home from an invading force. I’m sure Warrick’s put up atmospheric interference so we can’t broadcast our own message, but if we can figure out a way to get around that and show the universe what Terra-Nebula is really doing--” 
 
    “Then their lie will be revealed,” Akela finished for me as understanding dawned in her eyes. “And if their lie were revealed, the other Corporations would have to execute sanctions against Terra-Nebula or risk galactic upheaval and the dissolution of galactic law. It would be anarchy.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a grim smile.  
 
    “But,” Neka started, and her eyes were round and scared and lipid, “CT, the Almort don’t have any weapons.” 
 
    “We’ll give them some,” I replied. “Hell, we’ll build them some. Akela rebuilt an entire space station in under a week. This will be a piece of cake.” 
 
    The mechanic sighed at my oversimplification, but I could see a faint hint of pride in her eyes.  
 
    “Okay,” Neka conceded, “but that doesn’t change the fact that they can’t fight. I don’t think they’ve ever really been to war. They live peacefully and consider all life precious as we’ve found out. War is the opposite of all their values. War is… is…” 
 
    She trailed off and looked at me helplessly.  
 
    “War is hell,” I said in agreement. “And if I had my way, the Almort would never have to experience it. But war is coming either way, and if we don’t fight, if we don’t convince the Almort to fight, Terra-Nebula is going to seize control of this planet and drain it dry, like our ancestors did to Earth.” 
 
    I looked over to Akela. “Like T-N did to Oevis and Theron. They won’t stop until they’ve taken everything they can from Proxima V and then they’ll abandon the Almort here to die. We can’t let that happen.” 
 
    Akela clenched her jaw as she remembered all the suffering that had been brought to her home station because of Corporate greed. “We have to stop them,” she agreed. “Whatever it takes.” 
 
    I turned to Neka, and the cat-girl nodded. She still looked frightened, but my assistant knew the horrors Terra-Nebula could wreak.  
 
    “Whatever it takes,” Neka said resolutely, and a flicker of anger flared in her yellow eyes. “We’ll make them pay for everything they’ve ever done to us, and make sure they can’t do the same to the Almort.” 
 
    I was a little surprised at the malice in the cat-girl’s voice, but then I recalled the brothel I had found her in was secretly owned and operated by a subsidiary of Terra-Nebula.  
 
    My blood burned all the hotter.  
 
    I stood up and took the handheld screen from Akela’s clenched fist before I tossed it on the cushions behind me.  
 
    I couldn’t stop myself from reaching out to scratch behind Neka’s ears and run my fingers across Akela’s smooth cheek. More than the Almort, however selfish it was, I wanted to keep these two women safe no matter the cost. I would do anything to keep them from being hurt.  
 
    “Let’s get dressed,” I said to them firmly. “We have a war council to convene.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    After we had dressed, we exited our pod, and I asked the guard turned diplomatic envoy and errand boy if he could contact Prince Cy’lass because I wanted to speak with his father, Chief U’eh.  
 
    The Almort male blinked at me in surprise. “The chief and his son already expect you,” he said as he gestured up to the tower that loomed over us. “I was to take you to them when you awoke.” 
 
    I spared a worried glance at Neka and Akela. Did Chief U’eh already know? Had Warrick somehow sent them the broadcast? 
 
    I kept all these questions to myself. “Lead the way,” I said instead to the Almort.  
 
    The male dipped his chin in deference, and we headed toward the tower. Along the way, several Almort raised their hands in greeting to us. I merely nodded as we passed. Neka waved at them every time. Akela seemed to be lost in her own head, her eyes glazed and her faced pinched with concentration. I wanted to pause and ask if she was alright, but we reached the tower too quickly, and before I knew it, we were ascending the winding staircase.  
 
    When we entered the room at the peak of the tower, Chief U’eh, Prince Cy’lass, Advisor Slal’ops, and Princess Sef’sla were waiting for us. The chief and his son stood before the large table that took up the center of the room. They seemed to be caught up in discussing something that was spread out over the tabletop and didn’t turn to address us the moment we walked in the room.  
 
    Advisor Slal’ops and Princess Sef’sla stood off to the left. The chief’s advisor listened intently to U’eh and Cy’lass’s conversation. Sef’sla, on the other hand, had been staring out the window when we’d entered. The sight of the princess made my heart skip a beat as I recalled the Opalks feast and the sting of her biting kiss. We hadn’t had much interaction since then, seeing as I had the trials to get through, but I felt uncertain standing before her now.  
 
    As if she sensed my unease, Sef’sla turned in our direction. When she caught my eye, a smile spread across her face, full of razor-sharp teeth and otherworldly beauty. The blood rushed to my face and I berated myself. I had two beautiful women already on my arms, and here I was blushing over a third. I reminded myself it never paid to be greedy.  
 
    “CccT,” Cy’lass suddenly clicked as he caught sight of us. I turned back to the prince to find him striding across the room toward me.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said as I extended my hand with a nod. Cy’lass grasped it with a grin, and I blinked at the easy expression on his face. He looked… happy almost, relaxed even. Actually, he looked exactly as he did when I had left him last night after the feast, full of Malog and liquor, lounging contentedly by the fire surrounded by Slal’ops and a group of Almort females.  
 
    I cut a glance over to U’eh, but the chief looked as stern as always, which didn’t help me read the temperature of the room. I looked at last to Slal’ops, but the advisor simply smiled at me softly and dipped his chin, deferential, polite, and kind.  
 
    Realization struck me then.  
 
    They didn’t know.  
 
    They had no idea about Warrick, the message, any of it.  
 
    But then why had they been waiting for me? 
 
    I was pulled out of my thoughts as Cy’lass released my hand and clapped me on the shoulder.  
 
    “I trust you slept well, friend?” the prince asked me, and I nearly winced at the new endearment. He had started it up last night after the first few rounds of drinks, claiming loudly that I had proved myself a friend to the Almort, so that was what he was going to call me.  
 
    I had been grateful at the time and happy to see a more relaxed side of the Almort prince. He was a good person. I respected him greatly, and in our short time together, I had come to like him a great deal as well.  
 
    That was why it felt so terrible to bring him this news.  
 
    “I did,” I replied with a weak smile, a little white lie that hurt no one. “I hope you did as well?” 
 
    Cy’lass clicked and thumped a fist against his chest and scales flashed along his arms and face. “With a full stomach and an even fuller heart,” he boasted with another grin, and it felt like he was twisting the knife embedded in my sternum.  
 
    Unable to continue with that conversation, I changed the subject.  
 
    “I was told you and U’eh were expecting me?” I asked as I glanced behind the prince to his father again. The chief’s expression still had not changed.  
 
    “Yes,” Cy’lass hissed, “we--” 
 
    “We are expecting the terms of this contract you spoke of,” U’eh suddenly cut in. Cy’lass winced as we both turned to face his father more fully.  
 
    U’eh had stepped away from the table he and Cy’lass had been pouring over. He stood a few meters away now, his arms clasped behind his back, his chin raised high. He was every bit the picture of a prideful king, one who had been bested and now sought to put up the appearance of graceful concession. However, I could see it in his eyes. He may have a new found respect for me, I may have even proven myself to have a degree of honor, but U’eh still didn’t fully trust me. I was still a starman, still an outsider. He was waiting for the catch, for the other shoe to drop, for his deep dark suspicions to have some merit.  
 
    I hated to prove him right.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” I started, unsure of the best way to broach the subject. After some thought, I decided it was best to get straight to the point. U’eh would probably view my tact and clever conversation maneuvering as deception.  
 
    “I did have a draft that I was working on this morning,” I took a deep breath to fortify myself, “but there is a matter that we must attend to first.” 
 
    I saw the look in U’eh’s eyes goes sharp. “And what is that?” he hissed.  
 
    “Arden Warrick,” I nearly growled, “and Terra-Nebula have made their first countermove. They were not happy to have been refused by you, and my confrontation with Warrick at the second trial seems to have exacerbated things.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cy’lass asked as he came to stand more in front of me. The easy, carefree expression had evaporated from his features.  
 
    “It’s better if I show you, then explain,” I said, and I gestured to Akela.  
 
    The mechanic stepped up from where she and Neka had been hovering a few meters behind me. She silently passed me the hand-held screen, and I tapped at the smooth surface.  
 
    “Bring up the broadcast, O,” I instructed the AI.  
 
    “Yes, Colby,” he responded, “I’ve also translated the text into the Almort’s written language using data from their system. It might take a few more seconds to render.”  
 
    A moment later, the scrolling text appeared once again, but this time in a series of loops, curves, and slashes that I didn’t recognize. I handed the screen over to Cy’lass, and Slal’ops and Sef’sla quietly padded over to watch the broadcast with their chief and prince.  
 
    The same emotions that I had seen on Neka and Akela’s faces flickered across the Almorts, but the overriding one for the Almort was confusion.  
 
    When the video had finished and looped back to the start again, Cy’lass looked up, his scaled brow furrowed over his dark blue eyes.  
 
    “I… don’t understand,” he said. “This is… a lie. You have not conquered us.” 
 
    “The only three parties that know that fact are you, me, and Terra-Nebula,” I responded, “and the truth doesn’t work much in T-N’s favor.” I nodded to the screen in Cy’lass’s hand. “However, that lie does.” 
 
    “But why?” U’eh hissed. Confusion and anger warred in his large, flat eyes. “How is this to the starmen’s advantage?” 
 
    “Because of the contracts,” I explained, “both the one they offered and you refused, and the one that they’ve deduced I have offered. According to Galactic Law, Corporations must come to an agreement and gain consent from the native population of a planet to colonize. Since you’ve refused them, they have no legal standing to claim this planet.” 
 
    I held up a finger when U’eh opened his mouth to speak. “However,” I went on, “with this story that they’ve constructed, they’ve done two things. One, they’ve invalidated any offer or contract I could present to you. With the whole universe seeing me as a criminal, no agreement we would come to would be viewed as valid. And two, they’ve given themselves probable cause to invade the planet under the guise of liberation and rescue. They’re coming to take your planet now, regardless of any rules or laws.” 
 
    I subsided into silence and waited for the onslaught of questions.  
 
    It appeared, however, that I had stunned the Almort into silence. Slal’ops looked to his prince, but Cy’lass was too busy frowning at his feet to notice. U’eh turned and strode back to the table he had been attending to before. The chief’s spine was ramrod straight, and I could see his fists clenched tightly in the small of his back.  
 
    Sef’sla was the only one to turn to me. Her strangely beautiful face was conflicted. I could see in her eyes that she did not understand all the machinations that surrounded this situation, that she was confused about how it had come to be. However, I also saw a fire of fury begin to burn in the depths of her deep blue eyes, a fire that reminded me of her father. She might not understand the whys and hows, but Sef’sla did seem to understand one thing: the starmen were coming, and they were coming to steal her home away. 
 
    “What are we to do?” the Almort princess suddenly asked me. As I watched, her face slowly steeled with resolve.  
 
    Cy’lass and U’eh turned to the Almort female, both their mouths open to answer, but Sef’sla looked only to me.  
 
    I swallowed tightly and hoped they’d listen.  
 
    “We have to fight,” I said firmly. I made eye contact with all the Almort and clarified, “You have to fight. I can provide you with weaponry, technology, battle tactics, anything you need. Of course, I’ll also be on the front lines with you, but you, all of you, every single tribe, must be the ones to defend your home in order to show all the Corporations, and the universe, that Terra-Nebula is lying, that they are here without your consent, and what they are doing is illegal and one of the highest crimes under Galactic Law.” 
 
    “How can you expect us to fight against these starmen?” U’eh hissed. The chief stepped toward me again angrily, and his scales flashed, light reflecting menacingly off his flat, dark eyes. “They have the greater number, greater weapons, greater technology. They could fly down and destroy us all with the press of a button, couldn’t they?” 
 
    “They won’t do that,” I assured the Almort chief with a shake of my head. “They want this planet whole and intact so they can carve and take as much as they can from it once it is under their control. It wouldn’t be profitable to turn Proxima V into a nuclear wasteland and, besides, killing you and your people would be bad publicity, which is exactly what Terra-Nebula is trying to avoid.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” U’eh snapped. Under the anger, I could see it now. The chief was afraid, afraid of starmen with cannons that could turn even the great Opalks into pink mist.  
 
    “I know how they think,” I replied. “I spent years thinking the same way. Look, I know I’m still an outsider.” I turned to Cy’lass, Slal’ops, and Sef’sla, and I hoped they could see the sincerity in my face. “I know I haven’t been here long, and you don’t know much about me, but you have to trust me. I told you yesterday at the end of the third trial that I seek only to help you, not harm you. I meant that when I said it. I have seen too many planets and peoples succumb to Terra-Nebula’s greed. All I want is to stop that from ever happening here.” 
 
    “I trust you, CT,” Cy’lass responded instantly with a firm dip of his chin, “but… my father is right.” He looked to me with a lost expression. “How can we fight such a great, unstoppable force?” 
 
    “Terra-Nebula might seem like an unstoppable force, but what they never realized is that I am the epitome of an immovable object,” I said fiercely, and a wicked smile started to spread across my face as a plan grew steadily more detailed in my brain.  
 
    “We gather all Almort able to fight and bring them here, to Ka’le,” I started, “This is where Terra-Nebula will strike, but we can focus the main battle in the grasslands away from the city. T-N will need at least a week to get any troops into this system. Without the wormholes, they’ll have to use hyperspace like everybody else. More than that, it’ll also take them a few weeks to get all their ducks in a row. T-N might be run by ruthless tyrants, but they still wear the guise of bureaucracy, which means they have a lot of red tape to deal with. It’s going to take some time. I’d say we’re looking at about a month.” 
 
    I turned and gestured to Akela and Neka. “During that time, my crew and I will help you with preparations and fortifications. Akela and my AI can upgrade and adapt some of your technology into weaponry. We also have a small arsenal aboard my ship that we will share, and the ship, as the Opalks found out, is a lethal weapon in and of itself. We get everything prepared for war, as much as we can in the time we have, but I plan to keep the actual fighting and loss of life to a minimum. Just enough so that we can get some footage to make a broadcast of our own, showing the universe what Terra-Nebula is really doing.” 
 
    I panted slightly as I finished, and I realized I had barely taken a breath through that whole speech. I looked to U’eh first because I knew his opinion of my plan mattered most of all. It would make or break us.  
 
    The chief of the Almort was never easy to read, and this time was no exception. He stood before his table, head held high, arms clasped behind him. His dark, blue eyes scrutinized me from head to toe, and I had a vague sense of déjà vu from the first time we had met, and he took a moment to size me up. After what felt like an endless, silent minute, U’eh clicked his tongue, and the sound echoed throughout the room.  
 
    I held my breath. 
 
    “I would agree to your plan, but I cannot,” Chief U’eh intoned. The air rushed out of me like a deflated balloon.  
 
    “Sir, I think you should really reconsider…” I started to argue, but U’eh held up a hand to stop me.  
 
    “I cannot agree,” he explained, “because I do not have the power to do so. In matters that concern all Almort, all the chieftains of every tribe must come to an accord. If things had gone as planned and you had given me your contract today, I would have met with them to discuss the terms.” 
 
    U’eh exhaled harshly, and his gills flared. “It seems, however,” he hissed, “I will be meeting with them either way, if on a slightly different matter. I cannot commit my people to a war alone, starman, but if you can convince the other chieftains as you have convinced me, then we will have our agreement, and you can begin your preparations.”  
 
    I gritted my teeth and cursed internally. Every second we wasted was giving Terra-Nebula that much more of an advantage. We didn’t have the time to argue with four other, I’m assuming, hard headed, stubborn Almort leaders.  
 
    However, this was how the Almort were organized. This was their culture, their tradition, their rules. I refused to be like Terra-Nebula and strip them of these essential qualities.  
 
    “Okay,” I agreed, albeit a bit reluctantly. “I’ll meet with the other chieftains. Just tell me where they are, and my crew and I will take our ship to meet with them today.” 
 
    U’eh clicked and gestured for me to step forward and join him at the table. I crossed the few meters between us, and when I looked down, I saw that a very detailed, digital map took up the entire surface of the table top, which turned out to be a screen made of X’ebril and glass like the small hand-held device that Cy’lass still clutched uselessly.  
 
    The map showed an enormous, single continent that spread for thousands of kilometers in every direction. It was vaguely round which made sense given that Proxima V was an eyeball planet. This continent was its pupil, a single mass of connected land created and sustained by the crazy laws of gravity that ruled this star system.  
 
    Ka’le was clearly marked almost dead center in the middle of the landmass, a large, bright blue circle. To its north was the bay that we had originally landed on, this large inlet of water that split the northwest nearly in two. Two thin peninsulas ran up from either side of the bay and continued out into the ocean. In fact, there were multiple peninsulas across the continent, one in almost every corner of the map, these long fingers of land stretching into the endless sea.  
 
    Along the northwest peninsula, on the other side of the bay from Ka’le, the land was colored in dark greens and browns. There was another dot in the middle there, designating a city or town, but I couldn’t read the Almort writing.  
 
    This is the location that U’eh pointed to first.  
 
    “The tribe of the marshlands is our closest ally and the nearest tribe,” he explained as he tapped at the map. The image zoomed in closer on the swath of green and brown land. “Their city is called Sin’mot and Kot’ep is their chieftain.” 
 
    U’eh zoomed the map out again and then moved it to the northeast, across the bay, across the second peninsula, all the way across to a range of mountains that spanned the entire northern quarter of the continent. In the heart of the mountain range lay another dot, this one in bright silver.  
 
    “This is Ac’sok, the city of the Mountain Tribe. Soh’e leads them,” the chief detailed, and then the map was moving to the south, where the mountains gently faded into hill country that hung above a vast and empty seeming desert.  
 
    “Cex’ath and his Hill Tribe will be slightly difficult to find,” U’eh hissed as he traced along the several major rivers that wound through the hills. “They are a nomadic people, with no one place they call home. However, they can typically be found along one of these waterways.” 
 
    Finally, the map swung back to the west, but further south this time. Directly southwest of Ka’le, on the other side of another bay that stretched up north from the southern coast, there lay a golden speck. U’eh chittered quietly to himself, too quiet for my translator to pick up, as he tapped at the final city. It might have been nothing, but I thought I saw a shadow pass over his face.  
 
    “Za’ec is the last of the chieftains,” U’eh went on, “and he and his tribe call the city of Oe’huk home. I believe he will be the hardest to convince of your plan. He tends to be the most… volatile of the chieftains.”  
 
    It seemed the Desert Tribe had the smallest territory out of the five, a small pocket of dry, hot land that was hemmed in from the east by a great bay of water, from the north by marshlands, the west coast was another mass of mountain ranges, and to the south was the sea. I thought I could guess why someone who lived in such an inhospitable environment would be a little angry.  
 
    I nodded in understanding to U’eh and filed away all the information he had given me for later.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to the chief, “we will leave as soon as we are able.” 
 
    “And I will be going with you,” U’eh added simply.  
 
    I blinked at the Almort male. My eyes darted over to Cy’lass, but even the prince looked surprised.  
 
    Before I could open my mouth to argue, U’eh held up his hand. “You cannot go alone. News has spread of your Akornath, but the other chieftains will not trust a starman, especially not with the news you bring them. They will see it as a threat, and you will waste your time fighting with them.” 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek. He had a point there.  
 
    “Alright,” I acquiesced, “but we--” 
 
    “I would like to accompany you as well,” Sef’sla suddenly chimed in. The princess had walked over to stand at her father’s side. U’eh looked ready to refuse, but Sef’sla continued before he could.  
 
    “Kot’ep will come around faster if I am there, you know he will,” she said to U’eh, referencing the chieftain of the Marsh Tribe. I tucked away the curious bit of information for a later time. The Almort princess’s face was determined and full of that inner fire that had burned so brightly in her eyes before. “The others will listen quicker if there are more of us to defend CT. Cy’lass would be better, but I know he must stay here to care for the people in Ka’le. Please, let me come. I want to help.” 
 
    U’eh snorted and flared his gills, but Sef’sla had a point, too, one that he couldn’t find fault with. I could tell he wasn’t happy with it, but finally, he conceded.  
 
    “If the starman is agreeable,” he hissed, “you may come, daughter.” 
 
    Sef’sla turned then to me, and I shrugged.  
 
    “I’d love for you to come,” I said, and Sef’sla broke out into a grin. I found myself smiling in return.  
 
    “When do we leave?” U’eh asked abruptly, tearing my attention away from his daughter.  
 
    “As soon as possible,” I replied, but then backtracked and revised as my thoughts morphed and mutated as we went along. “Scratch that. If you and Sef’sla are joining us, U’eh, I think I should amend my plan.”  
 
    I turned to Akela. “How long do you think it will take you to do some major upgrades?” 
 
    The mechanic cocked her head at me. “For each tribe?” she asked as she tapped her foot in thought. “I could do some real damage in a week, as you well know.” 
 
    I did some quick math and then looked back to U’eh. “Even though we have a buffer window of time, I still would like to begin preparations as soon as possible. If it is agreeable to you, and to the other chieftains as well, once each tribe has agreed to join our coalition, I’d like to start work right then. I want things to be well underway with one tribe before we go on to the next. Are you okay with being out of Ka’le for a few weeks at least?” 
 
    U’eh considered the question for a moment but ultimately dipped his chin in consent. “If it means saving my people, I will do whatever it takes,” he intoned solemnly.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said earnestly. “Your presence will be a tremendous help in uniting the other tribes.” I looked around to my crew and the others in the room. “I say we spend the next three days getting our affairs in order here. We need large quantities of X’ebril that we can turn into weapons or vehicles for the battle. I’m going to download Omni into your systems at the refinery and basically any computer that can hold him. He can help with construction, design, anything really, but we need as much of that metallic ore as you can spare. Once production is well underway, we can head off to prepare the other tribes.” 
 
    U’eh inclined his head. “We will work the forges night and day,” he said. 
 
     I snapped my fingers. “Oh! I also forgot to mention,” I grinned as I looked around the room, “in regard to the city of Ka’le itself, and the protection of its citizens, I’ve spoken with Omni, and we believe he can erect a shield around the city, much like the one we use on the Lacuna Noctis.” 
 
    U’eh blinked in surprise, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Akela gape at me, also floored by this news. I turned to her with an apologetic smile. 
 
    “Sorry,” I told the mechanic, “you and Neka we’re getting dressed this morning when this thought occurred to me. I hashed out a sketch of a plan with O, and he thinks with a little of your input, we could have a functional design in a few days. The worker drones can do most of the construction, and once he gets the design finished, we’ll send the drones to the Sin’mot, Ac’sok, and Oe’huk tribes to build shields there, too.”  
 
    I looked back to U’eh and added, “Obviously, the chieftains have to agree first, but once they do, we’ll have everything ready. I believe Warrick is going to be focused on me during this campaign, but I don’t want to leave any of the other tribes or vulnerable on the off chance.” 
 
    “You’re really thinking of everything here,” Akela chuckled with a shake of her head. 
 
    “You should see me play chess,” I grinned in response. “Anyway, after everything is set up here under and Omni’s and Cy’lass’s supervision, we’ll head straight to the ship to meet with our first tribe.” 
 
    “Would it not be faster to bring the ship to the city?” Cy’lass proposed, but I shook my head.  
 
    “I don’t want to draw attention here. I’m sure Warrick is watching. We’ll take the vehicles back to the beach. Omni and Akela can rig up a quick cloaking mechanism for them, right?” I asked as I turned to the mechanic.  
 
    The silver-haired woman blinked in surprise at being addressed again but nodded her head. “Shouldn’t be too hard,” she replied as her eyes darted from me to the Almort and back again. “The Lacuna has a state-of-the-art cloaking shield. I fiddled with it a bit on the journey here. I bet I could duplicate it on a smaller scale for the trucks.” 
 
    “Great, thank you,” I said sincerely, and Akela tapped two fingers to her temple in a small salute.  
 
    “We will have the vehicles prepared by the time you leave,” Cy’lass promised.  
 
    I nodded to the prince in gratitude before I turned back to U’eh.  
 
    “I’d also like some more specifics on each tribe so I can better plan what improvements we can make during our preparations. But, before we get to that, is there anything I can do to prepare with meeting these chieftains?” I asked him. “Anything you think I could say to convince them?” 
 
    U’eh clicked his tongue and looked back to the map on the table. He studied the glass screen for a long moment.  
 
    “Be honest, as you have been,” he advised me at length. “The others will recognize it in you. However, some of these chieftains have never met a starman. They will not understand this threat that looms above us. Perhaps if you have something you can show them, something to demonstrate how these… Corporationssss, as you call them, have hurt other worlds and their peoples in the past.” 
 
    I felt a very wicked grin split my face.  
 
    If the Almort wanted me to air out all of Terra-Nebula’s dirty laundry, who was I to argue? 
 
    “I think I can do that,” I said smugly, and a deep, visceral satisfaction began to take root in my chest. 
 
    Terra-Nebula wouldn’t know what hit them.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The next day I met with Chief U’eh and his son Cy’lass to begin planning the city’s fortifications. Neka was getting a more in-depth tour of Ka’le from U’eh’s daughter, Sef’sla, and Akela and Omni planned to go to the refinery to work on the technical schematics, like the power source, materials, etcetera. However, my job, along with the Almort chieftain and prince, was to go out and plot exactly where the shield was physically going to be built. So, after I ate a quick breakfast and enjoyed a session of lovemaking with my assistant and mechanic, I walked over to the tower in the center of Ka’le.  
 
    U’eh and Cy’lass were already waiting for me in the plaza around the tower. The Almort prince grinned when he saw me, but his father was as stern-faced as ever.  
 
    “I trust you slept well, CccT” Cy’lass hissed as he reached out to clap me on the shoulder.  
 
    I flashed him a smile in return. “Well enough,” I replied as I clapped my hands together. “Ready to get to work now, though.” 
 
    “Where would you like to begin?” the Almort prince asked me.  
 
    I shook my head. “It doesn’t really matter where we start,” I responded, “just that we circle the whole perimeter of the city so that we can see if there will be any issues or impediments once Omni and his drones start construction of the shield.” 
 
    “We’ll start north of the city then,” Chief U’eh clicked definitively, and he turned without another word to march toward the truck that was parked a few meters away.  
 
    I looked to Cy’lass with raised eyebrows, and the Almort prince winced.  
 
    “Forgive my father,” he hissed with an apologetic expression. “Your news of the starmen’s plans has made him anxious.” 
 
    “Once Akela and Omni finalize designs and we get the ball rolling, it will take care of some of those anxieties,” I assured him. “The shield will protect the city from both firepower and an invasion force.” 
 
    The Almort prince frowned. “And in the meantime?” he questioned. “What will keep the starmen from attacking before the shield is completed.” 
 
    “Well, like I said yesterday,” I began, “it will take some time for Terra-Nebula to get here. First, they’ll have to get all the paperwork together to cover their asses. Then, they’ll have to assemble a tactical force and physically get them here. And since they’re traveling via hyperspace, it’ll take them weeks to reach the planet.” 
 
    Cy’lass had been following along fine until I said ‘hyperspace’ and then I saw confusion cloud his eyes. I smiled and explained, “They have to take the long way around. Until they get here, it’s only Warrick up there, and he’s just one man.” 
 
    The Almort prince looked slightly reassured, but there was still a furrow in his brow. “Do you think this Warrick will wait for the other starmen?” he hissed. His dark blue eyes flicked skyward as if at any moment, ships were going to start dropping from the stars.  
 
    I opened my mouth to reply but then I hesitated. If it were any other broker in orbit right now, I would say yes, without a doubt, they’ll wait from T-N’s reinforcements. However, this was Arden Warrick. The blond bastard always had a bone to pick with me because I was better, and then I went and humiliated him in front of the Almort. If I knew Warrick, and I really did, the broadcast yesterday was only the first part of his retaliation. There was more coming, and I had to be ready for it.  
 
    I took a deep breath and flashed Cy’lass an encouraging smile. “I can’t guarantee that Warrick will wait,” I said, “but I can promise that I can handle whatever he throws my way.” 
 
    That seemed to be what the Almort prince needed to hear because his brow smoothed out, and he smiled at me in return. “I believe you,” he clicked with a respectful nod of his head. “And thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” I asked with a frown.  
 
    “For standing with my people,” the Almort male replied as he looked me in the eye. “For helping us to fight these would-be-invaders.” 
 
    “Cy’lass believe me when I tell you,” I laughed, “there is nothing I’d rather be doing than fighting Terra-Nebula.” 
 
    We joined Chief U’eh at the truck then, but not before I stepped to the side and tapped at my earwig.  
 
    “Hey, O?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, Colby?” my AI immediately responded.  
 
    “I’m going to need one of your aerial drones,” I replied as I lifted my eyes to the sky.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” Omni asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m only being careful,” I said. “Have the drone lock onto the GPS signal in my suit but send it to do some flyovers over and around the city.” 
 
    “On it,” the AI replied. “Akela and I have also made it to the refinery. We are beginning work on the shield designs now.” 
 
    “Keep up the great work then,” I chuckled. “I’ll check in with you once we’ve finished the perimeter check.” 
 
    “Stay safe, Colby,” Omni said in lieu of signing off.  
 
    “I always do,” I replied with a smile.  
 
    Once Chief U’eh, Cy’lass, and I were loaded up in the truck, we headed north. While the Almort prince drove, he pointed things out to me about the city. Since I was in the back, and U’eh stood stoically looking out the passenger side window, I had to lean over Cy’lass’s shoulder a few times to see what he was pointing to.  
 
    “That road,” he said as he gestured to the left, “leads to the artisan shops. They are typically closed during the mornings since many craftsmen work late into the night to finish their projects.” 
 
    I thought of Akela with a smile, and though some would argue engineering wasn’t an art, they clearly had never seen the silver-haired woman work with nothing but a wrench and a little bit of grease.  
 
    “Artists tend to be like that,” I replied to the Almort prince with a chuckle. “Actually, I’m curious, what do your people consider art?” 
 
    “Many things,” Cy’lass shrugged. “Jewelry, metalwork, clothing. My sister would know better. I can ask her when we return.” 
 
    My neck grew warm at the mention of Sef’sla and was thankful the two Almort males were facing forward. “It’s okay,” I evaded quickly. “We’ll be pretty busy soon enough, anyway.” 
 
    The Almort prince glanced at me out of the corner of his eyes, but he didn’t say anything.  
 
    We spent the rest of the morning and early afternoon driving around the city. We regularly stopped to take measurements, discuss how the shield would affect the various waterways that ran in and out of the city, and the best way to inform the Almort’s about the inherent dangers that came with an energy force field. It was important work, but tedious and tiring, and by the afternoon my stomach was growling for food.  
 
    “I think we’ve got everything,” I finally said as we came to one of our last stops.  
 
    Chief U’eh frowned and turned to me. “We still have a kilometer left of the perimeter,” he argued.  
 
    I gave him my best cajoling smile. “We got ninety-five percent of the way,” I said. “Omni can work out the last few dimensions for the information we already have.” 
 
    The Almort chieftain looked like he wanted to argue but, before he could, static crackled in my ear.  
 
    “Colby,” Omni intoned.  
 
    I rolled my eyes because I thought the AI was going to complain about me skipping the last kilometer, but then he added, “There’s something you need to see.” 
 
    My brow furrowed as the data pad in my pocket buzzed. I withdrew it to see a bunch of numbers and projections fly past the screen.  
 
    “What am I looking at buddy?” I asked. The information was moving too fast for me to process. 
 
    “There is currently an incoming projectile headed toward your location,” the AI informed me.  
 
    I felt my heart drop. “Missiles?” I asked. I spun around, looked up into the sky, and sure enough, out from over the fields came a burning orange ball of fire streaked right toward us. But why would Warrick bombard a city, and a planet, he was trying to buy? 
 
    There was another burst of static, and then Omni replied, “Negative. My scans show the object is made up of a combination of dense rock and metallic ores.” 
 
    I blinked as I thought of what met those specifications. “Wait,” I said, “are you saying a damn meteor is heading toward the city?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the AI responded.  
 
    “You got to be freaking kidding me,” I muttered as I ran a hand through my hair. What are the goddamn odds? 
 
    Chief U’eh and Cy’lass had turned to me with expressions of confusion. They hadn’t heard my conversation with Omni yet, and they were facing away from the rapidly approaching meteor. I flashed them a thin smile, held up a finger for them to wait one moment, and lowered my voice.  
 
    “How much time do we have before impact?” I asked as I snapped into action.  
 
    “Under three minutes,” Omni said. “The projectile entered the atmosphere from low orbit and has quickly gained velocity.” 
 
    “Of course it has,” I sighed. “And the estimated scale of damage?” 
 
    “It will take out the nearest three to five city blocks.” 
 
    “Of course it will,” I chuckled dryly. “Alright, O, where is that drone I asked you to send for flyovers?” 
 
    “Currently half a kilometer due east of your current position,” the AI informed me.  
 
    “Perfect,” I responded. “I want you to send it to intercept the meteor before it gets too close to the city. Shoot it down.” 
 
    “This specific drone is not equipped with a weapons system,” Omni replied.  
 
    “Of course it isn’t,” I said as I rubbed at my eyes. “Well, we’ll simply have to sacrifice the drone then. Akela can throw together a replacement later. Set the drone on a collision course, O.” 
 
    “Setting the course now,” the Ai said.  
 
    A moment later, a high-pitched whining filled the air. Chief U’eh and his son had begun to look around with fear, and they finally caught sight of the great ball of flame that rocketed toward us.  
 
    “CT!” the Almort prince cried as he spun around to face me. However, just as he did, the high-pitched whining reached a crescendo, and a moment later, Omni’s aerial drone shot over our heads and streaked away from the city, across the plains, and up into the sky.  
 
    “What is happening?” Chief U’eh demanded as he looked from me to the approaching projectile with fear.  
 
    “Just a little meteor which is basically a piece of space rock,” I explained. “It’s nothing to worry about. Most meteors break up in the atmosphere, but this one seems to be a bit larger. It’s alright though. My AI and I are taking care of it.” 
 
    The Almort chieftain looked like he wanted to say something more but, before he could, the drone and the meteor collided about a kilometer outside of the city. U’eh and Cy’lass whirled around to watch the grand explosion as fire bloomed white hot in the air before molten orange pieces of rock and metal fell to the plains below. A moment later, the sound of the crash reached us, like thunder rolling over the fields. The ground vibrated beneath my feet for a moment, and then all was still and quiet.  
 
    “Nice job, O,” I complimented.  
 
    “Thank you, Colby,” the AI responded.  
 
    There was another burst of static in my ear as someone else jumped on the comm system.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” Akela yelled.  
 
    I felt a grin slide onto my face and I slipped my hands into my pockets. “Meteor,” I replied casually.  
 
    “… did you just say a freaking meteor?” the mechanic echoed after a shocked moment of silence.  
 
    “I did indeed,” I chuckled, “but don’t worry, I took care of it.” 
 
    There was a sound like a mechanic clearing of a throat, and I rolled my eyes and added, “Alright, Omni and I took care of it.” 
 
    “How the hell did you manage that?” Akela demanded, but I could hear an edge of laughter to her voice.  
 
    “With astonishingly grand intelligence and lightning-fast reflexes,” I bragged, and when the mechanic didn’t respond, and when I couldn’t take the judging silence anymore, I added, “And Omni crashed a drone into it.” 
 
    “Wait, one of my drones?” Akela asked, and by her tone, I knew I was in trouble.  
 
    “I needed it to save the city?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I could practically see the mechanic roll her eyes.  
 
    “Who’s going to build this shield that I spent all day designing if you destroy all the drones?” she asked, and I imagined her standing with her hands on her hips.  
 
    “It was only one,” I protested.  
 
    “Yeah, only one high-tech, very expensive, finely calibrated drone,” Akela grumbled. “Are there at least any salvageable parts?” 
 
    I looked back toward the smoldering crash site a kilometer away. “I don’t think so, but I can go check,” I offered to placate the mechanic.  
 
    “Thank you,” the silver-haired womanly replied. “Try not to hurt yourself, alright? And hurry back already. Neka and I are getting hungry.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” I responded, and then the transmission cut out.  
 
    I turned back to Chief U’eh and his son, who still looked stunned.  
 
    “Do you mind taking a quick detour out there before we head back?” I asked casually as if a huge hunk of space rock didn’t almost obliterate the city.  
 
    Chief U’eh finally nodded, and Cy’lass could only blink at me.  
 
    When we arrived at the crash site, I quickly realized two things. One, Akela wasn’t getting much back in the way of working parts, but there was still some salvageable metal material. Two, there was a lot more metal in the debris then there should have been for the small drone.  
 
    Most of the fires from the explosion had already burned out, but the metal pieces still smoldered, so I was careful as I kicked a great metallic sheet over.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I hissed out.  
 
    Right there on the metal piece was a corner of Terra-Nebula’s logo, a logo I knew for a fact I no longer had on my drones. I took a few steps back and surveyed the wreckage. There was a fair bit of molten rock strewn about, so Omni had been right saying the projectile was a meteor. However, then I thought about how the AI said it had entered the atmosphere from low orbit.  
 
    “This was Warrick,” I said with a disgusted shake of my head.  
 
    Chief U’eh turned to me with a scowl. “I thought you said it was merely a rock from the stars,” he said.  
 
    “It technically was, which is the sinister, genius part,” I muttered. “Warrick must have collected one from somewhere in the star system and then brought it back here. He strapped a rocket to it and somehow was able to lock on to my location. If he had succeeded, he would have taken me out, and it would have looked like an unfortunate accident, a rock that happened to fall from the sky.” 
 
    “Will he try again?” Chief U’eh asked as his eyes flicked up to the stars.  
 
    I shook my head. “Maybe,” I replied. “But I don't think he’s stupid enough to make the same mistake twice. Besides, now I know two things.” 
 
    “And what are those?” the Almort prince asked as he stepped up beside me.  
 
    I held up a finger. “One,” I said, “I need to talk to Akela about adjusting our shield to account for physical objects, on the off-chance Warrick does try something like this again. Most modern energy fields only stop energy, not matter, from crossing them.” 
 
    “And the second thing?” Chief U’eh hissed.  
 
    I felt a smile cross my face. “Warrick’s getting desperate, and desperation breeds mistakes.” 
 
    And I was going to take advantage of every single one.  
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 4 
 
    Three days after Warrick’s broadcast, and two after the thinly disguised assassination attempt, I was rudely awakened by a sharp pounding on the front door of our guest pod. I shot up into a seated position and blearily glanced around. Neka’s orange head popped up from the silver cushions beside me.  
 
    “What’s happenin’?” she yawned as she rubbed her eyes. She looked as exhausted as I felt. I don’t know what time we stumbled in the front door last night or was it this morning, but we had been so dead-tired we didn’t even make it to the bedroom. We just collapsed on the cushions that surrounded the small pond that took up the center of the living room and gone straight to sleep.  
 
    The loud pounding echoed throughout the room again.  
 
    “It sounds like someone’s knocking on the front door,” I muttered as I scrubbed a hand over my face.  
 
    Neka moaned and flopped back down, pulling a pillow over her face. “I swear we’ve slept less than an hour,” the cat-girl grumbled into the cushion.  
 
    “You’re being a little generous,” I chuckled dryly as I pulled myself to my feet. Every joint in my body cracked, and I let out a groan.  
 
    The last three days had been pretty hectic, to put it mildly. Between the fiasco with the meteor, getting Omni set up in the refinery, figuring out the specifics of the city’s shield, and meeting with U’eh to plan out the month we had before Terra-Nebula got here, I hadn’t been getting much sleep. None of us were, really, and Akela even less.  
 
    I shuddered as I remembered trying to pry the mechanic from her lab back at the refinery last night when I begged her to rest for a few hours. The silver-haired woman had slowly turned to me with bloodshot eyes, grease smeared on her cheeks, and a tool that I couldn’t identify but that looked rather sharp clenched in her fist. She didn’t even have to say a word. I knew when I was beat, and Neka and I had retreated to the guest pod. 
 
    As I limped toward the front door and rubbed at a kink in my lower back, whoever was outside began their incessant knocking again.  
 
    “I’m coming, I’m coming,” I called and slapped my hand on the keypad beside the door.  
 
    The panel slid back, and Sef’sla’s grinning face greeted me.  
 
    “Good morning,” the Almort princess hissed as she dipped her chin. “I have brought you and your tribe breakfast.” 
 
    Sef’sla extended her arm between us, laden with three plates of what looked like pickled fish, fresh bread, and bright purple fruit, sliced into quarters.  
 
    I blinked at the princess's offering, my brain still struggling to wake up.  
 
    “T-thank you,” I finally stuttered. I reached out and took the plates from her and, not wanting to be rude, stepped to the side. “Come in. Neka and I were just waking up.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sef'sla gasped as her brow furrowed. “I did not mean to wake you.” 
 
    I waved off her concern as we crossed the threshold into the living room. “It's fine,” I reassured her. “We probably needed to get up, anyway.” 
 
    “I could have done with a little more sleep,” Neka pouted as she sat back up in her nest of cushions. Her hair was in a wild, adorable disarray around her head, and I had a strong urge to kiss her.  
 
    So, I did.  
 
    “Would some breakfast help?” I teased as I leaned down, set the plate in her lap, and smacked a kiss against her cheek.  
 
    Neka tried to keep pouting, but her twitching tail and ears gave her away. “Maybe,” she added, with her face turned away. I pretended I was going to take the plate back, and the cat-girl whirled around. “No! Mine.” She snatched up the plate, curled over it protectively, and bared her cute little fangs.  
 
    I held up my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, you win,” I chuckled and reached down to ruffle her hair.  
 
    I looked back to Sef'sla. “Please excuse my assistant. She can be a little testy when tired and hungry,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Sef'sla smiled back before she turned to Neka. “It sounds like we are very similar,” the Almort princess hissed as she chittered her own laugh. 
 
    Neka had already taken a bite out of everything on her plate, and she looked up with her cheeks full and her eyes bright. “This tastes amazing!” she mumbled around a full mouth. Her eyes crinkled with happiness. “Thanks, Sef'sla!” 
 
    “You are quite welcome,” the princess replied, but then she glanced around with a confused expression. “Is your machine-healer not yet awake? I have brought food for her as well.” 
 
    “She's still at the refinery,” I said with a wince. “Akela can get a little… passionate about her work. Sleep and food kind of take a backseat when she gets in the zone. I was planning on checking up on her soon if you'd like to accompany us.” 
 
    Sef'sla nodded, her eyes bright with anticipation and eagerness. “Yes,” she hissed. “I am interested to see how much progress has been made. When my brother and I visited the refinery yesterday, we almost did not recognize it.” 
 
    “That’s Akela for you,” I said with a chuckle. “You should have seen what she did on her home station, Theron. It was like she rebuilt the place from the ground up.” 
 
    “I do not doubt it,” Sef’sla replied with a grin, “but don’t let me keep you. Sit. Eat.” She gestured to the cushions that Neka reclined on, only to pause in shock when she saw that the cat-girl’s plate was already picked clean.  
 
    I rolled my eyes good-naturedly at my assistant’s insatiable hunger. “Don’t think you’re getting any of mine,” I teased with a wag of my finger at her.  
 
    Neka crossed her arms and pouted again, but the effect was ruined by the deep belch that exploded out of her small frame. Her eyes went wide, and she clapped her hands over her mouth.  
 
    “Oops,” she giggled. “Excuse me.” 
 
    Sef’sla threw back her head and laughed again. Neka echoed her, and Warmth bloomed throughout my chest at the beautiful harmony they created.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, fed and freshly dressed, I followed Neka and Sef’sla out of our guest pod and headed off to the refinery. The two females walked side by side, chatting quietly amongst themselves. Neka, as always, was a wealth of questions.  
 
    “What is that building?” she asked excitedly, pointing at yet another single story structure. Before Sef’sla could even answer, the cat-girl’s attention had darted away. “Ooh! Where does that road go? I think I smell food down that way!” 
 
    Sef’sla did not seem to mind the endless barrage of questions. She even seemed to welcome them, explaining the sights of her city in endless detail, pride and happiness shining brightly in her eyes. I was content to simply stroll behind them and listen in.  
 
    Around us, Ka’le seemed to run and bustle as usual. Almort walked to and fro, headed to the marketplace, or to the school, or to a hundred other places to complete a hundred other tasks I had not yet witnessed. A sort of whimsical mood filled me as I watched these people slip past me, some with curious glances, some with shy smiles, some who didn’t even see me, absorbed in their own daily life. It was an emotion I had become quite familiar with though not until I left Proto behind and began to explore the vast and endless reaches of space. The feeling had nagged me for so long that I had even mentioned it to Omni, not long after I had made the AI into what he was today. Of course, the omniscient machine had an answer for me right off the bat.  
 
    The emotion that I found myself struck with every time I landed on a new planet was called ‘sonder,’ which is the overwhelming realization that each random passerby had a life of their own, as vivid and complex as mine, filled with ambitions and tragedies, worries and joys, an epic story that I only barely brush past.  
 
    Sonder was always humbling, but I had never felt it as strongly as I did now, here, in Ka’le. The Almort were a grand and noble civilization and, as individuals, they were intelligent, honorable, strong, funny, and kind. They had history and traditions and a culture I was only now getting the privilege to delve into. As I walked through their capital city, following their princess and my assistant, I was struck by how much I wanted to preserve their way of life, how strongly I wanted to protect them.  
 
    As I was ruminating on this, Neka’s gasp pulled me from my thoughts. I glanced up to find that she and Sef’sla had stopped a few meters ahead of me, both their heads craned back to look up into the sky. My heart skipped a beat for a moment before I realized it was awe in their faces, not fear. I followed their gaze and spotted one of Omni’s winged worker drones skating low the rooftops to our right. The small, agile, wasp-shaped machine bobbed through the air under the weight of its cargo, which was a metallic satellite dish about three meters wide. We watched the drone fly off to the west until we lost sight of it behind one of the buildings.  
 
    Sef’sla clicked her tongue and shook her head, making her hair slide across her shoulders. “I am still not used to seeing the flying-machines,” she hissed with a slightly embarrassed smile. “They surprise me every time.” 
 
    “Wait until the shield actually comes online,” I chuckled in response. “It’ll make the drones seem like toys.” 
 
    The Almort princess looked off in the direction that the drone had disappeared and her brow furrowed. “I… still don’t quite understand how this shield will work,” she admitted. Her eyes flicked back to mine hesitantly. “Could you explain it to me again?” 
 
    We started walking again, albeit a little slower and all abreast, with me in the middle. “I’m not an engineering expert,” I said with a small shrug. “I really only know the basics. Omni and Akela worked out the specifics.” 
 
    “That is fine,” Sef’sla hissed with a smile. “I do not think I would be able to understand your machine-healer’s specificssss.” 
 
    “Welcome to the club,” I laughed as we came to an intersection in the road and turned left. We were close to the refinery now, so close we could see its rooftop, billowing smoke. However, something else arrested our attention.  
 
    “Well, that’s a good a place to start as any,” I said as I gestured to the brand-new structure that pierced the skyline directly ahead of us, one of twenty identical structures that now encircled the Ka’le.  
 
    “The towers,” Sef’sla clarified with a dip of her chin. “Yes, what exactly is their function?” 
 
    “They’re technically called pylons,” I corrected her gently. “Their job is to conduct the power for the electromagnetic field that makes up the shield.” 
 
    Sef’sla’s eyes narrowed, and I realized I had lost her, so I backtracked a little.  
 
    “Okay,” I started again. “Think about how electricity works. It’s a stream of power that has to be harnessed, directed, and conducted, right? That’s what the shield is, a wall of powerful charge and electricity. The pylons, or towers, are being erected all around the city using our worker drones.”  
 
    We had drawn close enough to the pylon in front of us that we could see the small swarm of worker drones that buzzed around its peak and scurried around its base. The pylons were made of X’ebril, which apparently was a fantastic electromagnetic conductor. Each one of them stretched at least fifteen meters into the sky and were a handsome matte gray, streaked with burnished silver. 
 
    “Once construction is completed,” I continued as I gestured at the drones, “Omni, using a power cell from our ship that he’s running through the refinery, will stream energy to each of the pylons, which will conduct the power upward and outward through the satellite dishes affixed on top. I think there’s a little calibration involved, to get all electrical currents from each pylon to line up, but when they intersect, the shield will form over the city, like a bubble.” 
 
    Sef’sla’s brow was furrowed in concentration, but she nodded along in understanding. “And this shield will protect Ka’le?” she asked, her tone serious. It was fun to witness all the construction and improvements until we remembered exactly what they were for. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded firmly. “The energy cell from our ship is state-of-the-art. The shield it will produce will be powerful. Powerful enough to disrupt and disperse any energy weapon, save a direct hit from a military class battle cruiser, fired from orbit but, again, Terra-Nebula won’t be using such destructive measures. They want to keep this planet as intact as possible. The shield will also stop any physical objects, like ships or troops, from entering the city, so you don’t have to worry about Warrick landing in the plaza again or hurtling rocks, or anything else for that matter, at us from space. That actually took a little finagling, too, since most shield systems used nowadays aren’t even calibrated to deflect physical objects anymore.” 
 
    “My father will be pleased to hear that,” Sef’sla hissed. Her dark blue eyes went flat and angry as she thought of the other broker.  
 
    “That makes two of us,” I muttered but then shook my head, banishing all thoughts of that blond prick. “Anyway, that’s as much as I know about the shielding. For anything more detailed, you’ll have to ask Akela, which you can do in a few moments.” 
 
    We had barely arrived at the refinery where dozens of Almort and drones bustled back and forth, their arms laden with carts of X’ebril.  
 
    Sef’sla stepped out of the way of a pair of Almort males, who inclined their heads to her as they passed. “I think I understand now,” the princess said in reply to me and then added with a small smile, “mostly.” 
 
    “It’ll make more sense when it comes online and you can see it,” I reassured her.  
 
    “I look forward to it.” Sef’sla grinned.  
 
    “Me too,” Neka piped up beside us, “but can we get inside and see Akela now? If we wait any longer, I might accidentally eat her breakfast.” 
 
    I turned to my assistant to see her frowning down at the plate of food she had been diligently carrying for our mechanic. I chuckled and reached out to scratch behind her ears.  
 
    “You’ve been so good,” I cajoled her. “Only a few minutes more.” 
 
    Neka nodded sadly and wrapped her tail around my wrist as we followed Sef’sla into the refinery.  
 
    We found Akela right where we had left her. She was hunched over a lab table, scribbling furiously on a data pad. Wires, circuits, spare drone parts, and shavings of X’ebril were scattered in disarray around the mechanic who didn’t seem to notice us at first, even though the door had hissed when we’d entered. I cleared my throat when the silver-haired woman began to mutter and curse under her breath.  
 
    “Good morning,” I called out brightly if a bit hesitantly. I glanced around our immediate vicinity to make sure nothing sharp was in arms reach. “We brought you breakfast.” 
 
    Akela paused and glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes were glassy, bloodshot, and dazed. “Not hungry,” she mumbled before she turned back to her screen.  
 
    “Nuh uh,” I argued and strode to grab the back of her… chair?  
 
    “Wait, what are you even sitting on?” I asked in bewilderment as I looked at the stack of metal and wires and… “Is that an arm?” 
 
    “There are always spare drone parts, and the Almort aren’t big on chairs,” the mechanic muttered as she waved her arm weakly to ward me off. “Now leave me alone. I’m trying to figure this out.” 
 
    I peeked over her shoulder. “Figure what out?” I asked.  
 
    “Something kind of important, unless you want to fight Terra-Nebula off with your bare damn hands,” Akela snapped. She paused and took a deep breath before exhaling slowly.  
 
    “Well, now that you mention it, I do have a hell of a right cross,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Sorry,” she apologized, “the weapon designs are eluding me, and it’s frustrating. I’m having trouble figuring out how we’re going to mass produce laser weapons with the limited amount of power cells we have. Most of them are going toward the shields, anyway.” 
 
    The beginnings of an idea sparked in my head, but I filed it away for later. First things first, I needed to get my mechanic to eat.  
 
    “Maybe that’s because you haven’t slept in three days,” I offered as I gently set my hands on her shoulders and slowly turned her to the side, where Neka stood dutifully at the ready, plate in hand. “Maybe you should take a break and eat something.” 
 
    Face to face with fresh food, the mechanic’s resolve wavered. “Okay, maybe for a few minutes,” she muttered. She slumped out of her ‘chair,’ took the plate from Neka with a tired but grateful half-smile, walked a few steps to a clear and empty space, and sunk to the floor as she sat down cross-legged.  
 
    She took a careful bite of the bright purple fruit first, but the instant the juice burst on her tongue I saw hunger flare in her eyes. She went for the bread next and tore off a ravenous chunk.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said around a full mouth to the room at large. I saw her struggle to swallow, but before I could say a word, Sef’sla folded her legs to sit beside the mechanic and offered her a canteen of water from her hip.  
 
    “Perhaps I should have brought two plates,” the princess said with a smile, and Akela snorted as she took gulped down food and water together.  
 
    “I could probably eat a whole Malog on my own right now,” the silver-haired woman said dryly and then she blushed. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.” 
 
    The plate in her lap was nearly empty after only a few, albeit large, bites.  
 
    “I’ll make sure to bring you something more soon,” I said to her, “but I’m serious about you needing to sleep. I don’t want you hurting yourself.” 
 
    Akela waved a hand dismissively at me as she polished off her plate. “I’m fine for a few more hours at least,” she argued before she clapped her hands together. “Anyway, you’re here for an update, right? You want the grand tour?” 
 
    I sighed and relented. The mechanic was an unstoppable force when she set her mind to something. “Don’t think you’re off the hook,” I said as I wagged my finger at her, “but yes, if you would please, we’d like an update.” 
 
    Akela’s eyes gleamed as she hopped to her feet, more energetic now that she was fueled and hydrated. “Step right up then to the best seat in the house,” she intoned grandly as she gestured to our the right and out past the wall of windows to the factory floor of the refinery.  
 
    “So, as a general baseline,” Akela started as we reached the windows, “with Omni’s introduction into the refinery’s computer system and the upgrades that came along with that, production refined X’ebril is up by eighty percent.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed as I rocked back on my heels. “Seriously? That’s fantastic.” 
 
    “It will be better once we know what to do with it,” Akela grumbled, mostly to herself. “For now, we are just stockpiling vast quantities of X’ebril ingots in storage.” 
 
    I reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “You’ll figure it out,” I assured her with a confident smile. “You always do. I have the utmost faith in you.” 
 
    Akela blushed and averted her eyes out the window, but she reached up and laid her hand on mine to squeeze my fingers in return.  
 
    “So how does this whole refining process work?” Neka asked from my other side. The cat-girl pressed her hands and nearly her face against the glass as she tried to see every corner of the factory floor.  
 
    “There’s a bit of Almort chemistry involved that I’m still not one hundred percent sure of, but the rest of it is a basic smelting operation,” Akela replied with a shrug. She pointed to the far right corner of the room, which glowed a bright, molten orange. “That’s where the furnaces are. They, like the rest of the refinery and the rest of the city, are powered by the hydroelectricity generated by the different channels and culverts of water that run through Ka’le.” 
 
    Akela’s slim finger shifted a degree to the left as she continued, “Those huge vats are filled with X’ebril and then placed on the furnaces.”  
 
    My gaze followed her finger to a dozen huge, metal vats, at least five meters tall and twice as wide. Below them, a network of grating shimmed red with heat as the electric furnaces burned beneath.  
 
    Neka’s nose was definitely pressed against the glass now. The cat-girl was enraptured with the mechanic’s tutorial. I did my best to suppress a grin. 
 
    “Once the X’ebril reaches its melting point,” Akela went on, “all the impurities, like lesser metallic ores or plain stone and debris, float to the top. That’s called the ‘slag,’ and it gets skimmed off and disposed of. When only the pure, molten X’ebril remains, the vats are tipped over and poured into those channels.” 
 
    She gestured to the slightly elevated culverts that started right below the vats at a downward angle. “The main channels, as you can see, are then diverted into the smaller, side ones, which then end in individual mold casts,” she finished as she gestured to the small end tables where Almort stood, presumably, to wait for the completed X’ebril to cool.  
 
    “Where does the X’ebril come from?” Neka asked excitedly as she bounced on the balls of her feet.  
 
    “I’m told it comes from the northern mountains,” Akela said as she looked to Sef’sla for confirmation. The princess nodded mutely as she continued to gawk out the window.  
 
    “There was already a good supply of raw X’ebril here in the refinery though,” Akela added. “A recent shipment from the north I guess. However, it wasn’t a grand amount. I know we’re going to the Mountain Tribe soon and everything, but I wanted to have as much as possible here since this is going to be our base of operations. So, with the chief’s approval and everything, I’ve commissioned all non-essential stuff, like old equipment or even old hand-held weapons, to be melted down as well.” 
 
    “And what do the molds look like?” Neka replied, a never-ending font of curiosity. 
 
    Akela sighed and rubbed at the bridge of her nose and, suddenly, I could see the exhaustion creep back into her face, overriding her enthusiasm for her work. “Well, right now, they’re being molded into ingots,” she said, and she pointed to an Almort who pushed a cart laden with silver-gray bricks across the factory floor. I could see the frustration in the mechanic’s face, so I leaned over and brushed my shoulder against hers as I gave her an encouraging smile.  
 
    The tired but always beautiful silver-haired woman pushed back with her own shoulder, and I saw a small smile tug at the corner of her mouth. “But when,” she said, emphasizing the ‘when’ as she made eye contact with me, “I figure out the designs for the weapons and other tech, I can basically make molds for anything. X’ebril is crazy versatile. We already used it to make those pylons and all the other components for the shield. Oh, I guess I did make those molds. We broke most of them down, but the pieces are stacked in that corner now.” 
 
    She pointed to the opposite end of the factory, near the loading bay doors, where huge shapes of metal towered in the corner. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Neka breathed with a grin as her tail lashed back and forth. 
 
    Akela shrugged bashfully and motioned to Sef’sla. “It’s their tech,” she said, “I’m only helping to improve it.” 
 
    “But the improvements you have made already are remarkable, machine-healer,” Sef’sla replied with a disbelieving shake of her head. Her eyes went back to the factory floor, and the hundreds of kilos being processed, and there was nothing but awe in her face.  
 
    “You can call me Akela you know,” the mechanic said with a chuckle.  
 
    The Almort princess grinned. “Ak’ela,” she echoed, her pronunciation in a little sharper but somehow entirely endearing. “Between you and the speaking-machine, I do not know who to be more impressed with.” 
 
    “Akela,” I, Neka, and even Omni, who had previously been silent and preoccupied today, chimed simultaneously. 
 
    “She’s the one you should be impressed with,” I emphasized.  
 
    The mechanic blushed and rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Speak of the devil.” I laughed at my AI. “How are things faring, buddy? I was just about to ask for an update, if we’re done here,” I added with a glance at Akela.  
 
    She gave me a thumbs up. 
 
    “Okay, go ahead, O.” I gave Omni the all clear. 
 
    “I am progressing very smoothly, Colby,” the AI responded. “The drones have completed construction of the pylons around Ka’le. I will be testing the shield shortly.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I crowed and looked around with a wide smile that all three women copied. My heart fluttered with exhilaration. Things were starting to fall into place. “You really are a miracle worker, O. Right after Akela.” I couldn’t help but tack that on, simply to see that pink glow in the mechanic’s cheeks a little longer. 
 
    “I know,” Omni replied a little smugly. “I’m going to run a final systems check on the shield now. Do you wish to speak to U’eh in the meantime?” 
 
    I blinked and looked to Sef’sla, who inclined her head with bright, eager eyes. “Sure,” I responded. “Is he busy?”  
 
    Instead of responding, a video screen that sat above Akela’s work table, which had not been there three days ago, flickered to life. We all turned to face it, and a moment later, Omni patched us through to U’eh’s tower office. The display was black and silent for a moment, but then it came into focus, and I nearly snorted at the close-up of U’eh’s eye and cheek.  
 
    “Hello?” U’eh half-yelled into the comm.  
 
    I winced and Omni down the volume. “You don’t have to shout, Chief U’eh,” I replied, “and you don’t have to sit so close to the screen.” 
 
    U’eh leaned back and frowned at the camera from where he stood beside the table. “Is this better?” he hissed, his voice at a more acceptable decibel level.  
 
    “Perfect,” I said with a nod. “I’m here at the refinery with my crew and Sef’sla. Things are running phenomenally. Akela said production is up eighty percent.” 
 
    The Almort chief nodded. “Cy’lass reported the same to me,” he clicked, and I didn’t think I imagined the impressed tone of his voice.  
 
    “I also spoke to Omni,” I added, “and he said the shield has been completed, and he will be testing it soon.” 
 
    U’eh inclined his chin and crossed his arms over his chest. “The machine informed me as well,” the chief replied. “I spoke to the people of Ka’le this morning. They know to expect something… strange and to be cautious.” 
 
    “It will only be like a bubble of light over the city,” I reassured him. “However, make sure to emphasize to not touch it. It is a very strong electrical field of energy. It will hurt.” 
 
    “I have instructed them to stay within the confines of the city and to avoid any starman machinery, to be safe,” he hissed as he rubbed at his brow. It was one of a few human gestures I had witnessed from the chief, and I knew it was a testament to how exhausted he was as well. None of us were getting much sleep.  
 
    “That should do the trick then,” I said with a sympathetic and tired smile. “Once the shield is fully operational, we can take the designs and molds with us to each of the tribes and chieftains and offer them the same protection.” 
 
    U’eh frowned. “Are you certain we shouldn’t simply bring the tribes to Ka’le? To keep everyone safe, together?” he questioned.  
 
    In our discussions over the last three days, as U’eh told me about the different tribes and their chieftains, we had also gone over dozens of plans and contingency plans. As we contemplated the notion of evacuations and emergencies, the chief had been reticent at first to the idea of opening the metaphorical doors of his city to an influx of population. Then, when he had again looked at the data of Terra-Nebula, their ships, and their weapons, he suddenly wanted every single Almort on Proxima V under Ka’le’s roof. The looming danger had started to weigh heavily on the chief.  
 
    I shook my head in response to his question. “Once the shield is operational in Ka’le, we will send drones to build ones over Sin’mot, Ac’sok, and Oe’huk. They will be protected. Besides, it would be too dangerous to move that many people over that large a distance. Warrick would be sure to take advantage, and I wouldn’t put it past the bastard to attack innocent civilians.” 
 
    U’eh frowned but couldn’t find fault with my reasoning. “Is there anything more I can do then?” he asked.  
 
    I knew the chief was a little frustrated since the bulk of the hands-on work in Ka’le was being done by Omni and his drones. “You are doing more than enough, Chief U’eh,” I assured him. “We’ll take care of all the technical aspects, you just continue to see to the needs of your people. Perhaps hold another public address at the tower base or in the market. Something to assuage fears and reassure the Almort that we are doing everything in our power to prepare for this oncoming storm.” 
 
    Before U’eh could respond, there was a burst of static interference across our connection, and behind the chief’s shoulder, I saw a flash of purple outside the tower’s window. U’eh glanced off camera and out the window opposite him. I saw his eyes go wide with wonder and I couldn’t help but chuckle as realization dawned on me.  
 
    “Looks like the shield’s online,” I said.  
 
    “You are correct, Colby,” Omni responded a millisecond later. “Power levels are stabilized, and the electromagnetic barrier is absolute. It’s a closed and strong circuit.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the joyous laugh the bubbled out of my chest. “Amazing job, buddy,” I crowed, and I could feel a knot of tension release in my chest. With the shields up, Ka’le and its people were now protected, no matter what Warrick threw at us, metaphorically or literally. Only three more cities to go.  
 
    U’eh looked back into the camera, his expression still dazed. “I will go and address the people once again,” he murmured.  
 
    “We’ll come join you,” I replied with a grin. “We will meet you at the tower’s base.” 
 
    The Almort chief inclined in his once more and then Omni cut the transmission.  
 
    I looked to Neka, Akela, and Sef’sla. “Who wants to see that shield in person?” I asked. 
 
    Neka and Akela’s hands shot up into the air, startling the Almort princess. Neka glanced at Sef’sla and excitedly motioned for her to pick her hand up, too. Hesitantly, she lifted her slim, blue arm into the air and Neka cheered.  
 
    “It’s unanimous,” my assistant exclaimed.  
 
    She extended both her hands to Akela and Sef’sla. The mechanic joined her without hesitation, and then they both turned to the Almort princess with encouraging smiles. Almost shyly, Sef’sla slipped her hand into the cat-girl’s, a soft smile stretching across her face.  
 
    “What about me?” I fake pouted at my assistant, her enthusiasm and joy infectious. Neka rolled her eyes at me and curled her tail around my wrist, the weight warm and familiar.  
 
    “Let’s go!” she chirped and, before any of us had a chance to get a word in, the slight cat-girl was hauling all three of us out of the lab and the refinery.  
 
    The four of us stumbled outside, breathless and laughing, and as we looked up, my heart swelled with pride and elation. Around me, Neka and Sef’sla gasped, and Akela made a contented hum that only came after a job well done. 
 
    Above us, the perpetual night sky was purple. However, it was a different purple than its usual fare. It was brighter, electric, almost neon. It was the shield, perfect and absolute, a protective bubble. My eyes traced over the translucent, electromagnetic field of energy that now extended over the city and a surge of confidence and determination filled me.  
 
    The shield was complete. Ka’le’s refinery was churning out X’ebril at an unprecedented rate. Now, all I had to do was convince the four other chieftains to join us.  
 
    And in the glow of our first major accomplishment in our campaign against Terra-Nebula, anything felt possible.  
 
    “Watch out, Warrick,” I muttered to the sky. “I’m coming for you.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “What is that?” Sef’sla asked for the thousandth time as she pointed to yet another switch on my control panel. She leaned over the back of my pilot’s chair to indicate more directly what she referred to, and her slick hair tickled my shoulder and ear. As always, she smelled of salt and the sea.  
 
    “That controls the communication system,” I explained as a smile tugged at my mouth. “I can broadcast messages with it, either to the crew on the ship or to nearby vessels, even planets.” 
 
    In the brief time since we had boarded the Lacuna Noctis, Sef’sla had already learned about the thrusters, gravity and atmosphere control for the interior, and shields for the exterior. I couldn’t help but recall the first time I'd walked onto a spaceship, and the awe I had felt then. Sef’sla’s wonder was tenfold that since she’d never been aboard something that flew. 
 
    The Almort princess nodded at my explanation and clicked quietly to herself, but I could tell she was still confused, so I reached out, flicked the switch, and typed in the code to page the cargo hold.  
 
    “Yeah?” Akela answered a moment later, and her voice echoed around the bridge. She sounded slightly out of breath.  
 
    “Just wanted to check how inventory is going,” I said with a grin as Sef’sla turned to look around the room for the silver-haired mechanic.  
 
    Akela sighed. “You couldn’t ask Omni?” she muttered.  
 
    “Well if I asked Omni, I wouldn’t get to hear your voice,” I crooned. In her chair to my right, Neka giggled, and even Sef’sla smiled at me.  
 
    The mechanic didn’t respond for a moment, and I imagined the blush that was more than likely creeping up her neck.  
 
    “Inventory is coming along,” she eventually answered as she changed the subject. My grin widened. She was probably crimson. “The drones and I are nearly done pulling all the medical supplies to the front of the cargo bay. I’m not sure how to prioritize them though. Since I don’t really know what ailments the Almort suffer from, I don’t know how much of this stuff will be useful.” 
 
    “I can help with that,” Sef’sla hissed quietly in my ear, and then loudly she shouted, “I can help you, machine-healer.” 
 
    I winced and chuckled as I turned in my chair to face her more fully. “You don’t have to yell,” I explained to Sef’sla. “She can hear you even if you speak quietly.” 
 
    “Oh,” the princess said as she blinked her two sets of eyelids. “I apologize.” I might have been imagining things, but the smooth blue-green skin of her cheeks almost looked darker all of a sudden.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I replied with a soft smile before I went on. “Can you really help Akela, though, because that would be great?” 
 
    Yesterday, the shield over Ka’le had been completed. As we left this morning and U’eh had directed us to fly to the marshlands first, where their medical tribe lived, I had asked him what I could give to their chieftain as a gift since we had tons of medical supplies. However, the chief had simply shrugged and said anything would suffice before he had moved to the front of the bridge where he still stood now, caught up in his thoughts as he stared at his planet passing below him through the viewport.  
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla agreed, “I am well versed in the medicine and needs of my people. As a youth, I apprenticed with Kot’ep in the wetlands.” 
 
    She dipped her chin, and as her hair slid over her shoulders, I noticed she had woven bits of white shell into the wavy blue strands. They offset nicely the pearly sheen her bioluminescent scales took under the ship’s fluorescent lights.  
 
    I mentally shook myself and focused back on what she said instead of the sharp curve of her jaw.  
 
    “Wait, so are you a doctor?” I asked in surprise. “I thought only those of the Marsh Tribe dealt in medicine.” 
 
    The way it had been explained to me, it seemed like the Almort were structured in a type of caste system. Each tribe had their certain occupations and allotments. 
 
    “They do,” Sef’sla responded with a short series of clicks. She hesitated for a moment, and her eyes flickered to her father’s silhouette at the viewport, but she eventually added, “My mother was of the marshlands, so when I came of age, I was given the choice to apprentice in either Ka’le or Sin’mot. Cy’lass was already training to be chief one day. I wanted to have a purpose, too.” 
 
    I felt slightly guilty about it, but before this moment, I had never given any thought to her and Cy’lass’s mother. Missing parental figures were kind of my norm, so the lack of a female Almort at U’eh’s side hadn’t even computed for me. However, the way she had said her mother was from the marshlands, past-tense, was a little more familiar to me. I knew that tone, the too-aloof cadence, like the fact that her mother was dead no longer fazed her. I had perfected that tone.  
 
    “And a very noble and impressive purpose at that,” I told the Almort princess as I smiled kindly at her.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said graciously. She gave me a shy smile of her own and flashed her opalescent teeth. 
 
    “No, thank you,” I replied. “I appreciate you helping us, and I know Akela will, too.”  
 
    “Yup,” the mechanic chimed in, and I realized I hadn’t cut the transmission to the cargo hold. “I could definitely use a knowledgeable and practiced eye down here. Wouldn’t mind the company either, no offense, O.” 
 
    “None taken,” the AI added. 
 
    “I can take you there,” Neka chirped as she bounded out of her chair. Her tail and ears flicked happily, and she held her hand out to Sef’sla, exactly as she had to Akela over a month ago now. My beautiful, carefree assistant, always on the hunt for new friends.  
 
    Sef’sla looked from Neka to me then to her father’s back. U’eh was still lost in his head though, and he did not turn. Sef’sla turned back to Neka and dipped her chin as she took the cat-girl’s hand.  
 
    As the two women walked off the bridge, Omni announced, “We will be reaching our destination in half an hour.” 
 
    “Thanks, O,” I said and then sat back in my chair with a sigh. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. My heart thrummed a steady beat beneath my sternum, and my lungs expanded and deflated with ease.  
 
    I knew I should probably feel nervous, and I did a little, but if I got nervous before every life-endangering or life-changing event, I’d always be a useless, anxious wreck. I had learned long ago to roll with the punches, to always keep moving. I was never more in my element than when I had a plan of action, however detailed, and was taking steps to bring it to fruition.  
 
    My Terra-Nebula mentor had called me a resilient and ambitious son of a bitch.  
 
    He had no idea.  
 
    I opened my eyes, and my gaze immediately slid over to U’eh. The Almort chief looked as stern and stiff as ever, with his hands clasped behind his back and his feet shoulder-width apart. I quietly slipped out of my chair and walked across the bridge to stand beside him at the viewport.  
 
    Below us, Proxima V glided by in swaths of blues and greens, too fast for any real details to form. We flew as close to the ground as possible, without disturbing wild or plant life, to avoid Warrick’s radar. The ship was cloaked, but you could never be too careful.  
 
    We were currently skirting to the west of the large bay which the Almort called Ua’mek, that we had first landed on and that hung north of Ka’le. Omni said flying over the bay would have been faster, but U’eh warned us of creatures in the water, like the Opalks, that had been known to leap or lash out at birds that flew overhead, so we took the long way around.  
 
    “Tell me,” U’eh said abruptly after we had stood there for a few silent minutes, and watched his planet fly by. “Have these starmen ever been defeated?” 
 
    It took me a moment before I realized that he was talking about Terra-Nebula. I bit my lip and considered how to answer but, as always with the Almort, the truth was the best course of action. 
 
    “No,” I admitted, “not in the way that we are going to. There have been smaller rebellions in the past, stations or asteroid belts going rogue, but none have truly succeeded.” 
 
    “How will this be any different?” the chief asked me, point-blank. He finally turned away from the viewport to face me, and his dark eyes were troubled.  
 
    “Because all those other rebellions didn’t have one thing,” I replied.  
 
    “And what’s that?” U’eh asked as his gills flared.  
 
    “Me,” I said sincerely, and when U’eh looked unconvinced, I continued, “I’m serious. I know I don’t seem like much, I’m only one man with a two-woman crew and a snarky computer, but please try to believe me when I say, I know how Terra-Nebula thinks. I know how they will act and react and what they won’t see coming. I spent ten years with those starmen. I know all their weaknesses, and we are going to use every single one of them to our advantage.” 
 
    U’eh considered me and the resolve in my face. “Let us hope it will be enough,” he said at last before he turned back to the viewport. I saw him fiddle with something at his wrist almost absentmindedly. I had never noticed it before, but U’eh wore a band of woven dark green fibers at the base of his hand, and as his six fingers played with the bracelet, I saw a small, fine gemstone of darkest blue at its center. The face was multifaceted and seemed to be iridescent as it caught the light, flashing in greens and blues and purples, much like the Almort’s scales. It was a beautiful piece, and I wondered why he wore it.  
 
    The question irrelevant to our current situation, I left U’eh standing there and made my way back to my captain’s chair to go over my speech for the Marsh Tribe chieftain. As I sat down, U’eh’s words echoed through my head, “Let us hope it will be enough.” 
 
    It had to be enough.  
 
    It just had to be.  
 
    About half an hour later, Omni came back on the ship’s PA system.  
 
    “We are approaching the city of Sin’mot, Colby,” the AI informed me, “and the crew has finished cataloging the medical supplies in the cargo bay. How do you want to proceed?” 
 
    I turned to U’eh, who had finally left his post at the viewport. “How should we play this? Where would be the best place to land?” 
 
    Omni pulled up a holographic map of the landscape below us and projected it down in the space between U’eh and me. The Almort chief looked startled for a moment but regained his composure enough to point to a small patch of land a few clicks to the west.  
 
    “If your ship can withstand the water, you can land here,” he instructed. “Kot’ep and his tribe do not grow anything in this field, and it is far enough from Sin’mot that you will not disturb its residents.” 
 
    “Got that, O?” I asked the AI.  
 
    “Got it, Colby,” he responded. “We will land in three minutes.” 
 
    U’eh and I made our way to join the rest of our group. The chief was quiet and preoccupied the whole walk through the ship, and I recalled how Sef’sla’s mother had been from this tribe. I wondered at the history there and hoped it wouldn’t be an issue.  
 
    Neka, Akela, and Sef’sla were waiting for us when we entered the cargo hold. Neka was perched, as always, on a stack of boxes that the drones had loaded onto a hover-lift, and Akela had her shoulder leaned against the stack beside Neka’s kicking feet. The two women seemed to be absorbed in something Sef’sla was enthusiastically describing.  
 
    “Everything work out all right?” I asked the three women.  
 
    They all turned toward me, Sef’sla paused mid-sentence, but it was Akela who answered.  
 
    “Perfect,” she replied as she patted the stack of boxes Neka sat on. “After Sef’sla walked me through what they needed and could use, it was a simple matter of packing.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I smiled at Akela before turning and addressing my next question at Sef’sla. “What was useful?” 
 
    The Almort princess opened her mouth to answer me, but then the ship lurched beneath us, and Omni belatedly announced, “We have landed, Colby.” 
 
    “Thanks, O,” I grumbled as I held Akela upright from where she had pitched forward against me. Sef’sla and U’eh had been fine with the jostle since the microscopic spines on the soles of their feet helped to anchor them to whatever surface they stood on. Neka, on the other hand, had nearly pitched off the stack of the boxes, and she yowled in discontent.  
 
    “Sorry, Neka,” the AI apologized, then added, “Colby, I am detecting small naval vehicles approaching our location.” 
 
    “Boats?” I asked and then turned to U’eh. “They won’t attack us, right?” 
 
    The chief clicked and shook his head. “Not unless you attack first,” he responded. “They are merely coming to assess who and what you are.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to help Neka down from the boxes. I wrapped my hands around her slight waist, lifted, and then set her gently on the floor.  
 
    “You ready?” I asked her quietly.  
 
    Neka laid her hands softly on my chest. “Yup,” she chirped brightly, but I could still see the flicker of apprehension in her yellow eyes. I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her forehead. She sighed and purred against my neck, and I gave myself a moment to breathe her in before I turned to Akela. I extended my hand toward her, and she took it without hesitation, her slight but strong fingers squeezing mine in comfort and support.  
 
    “Let’s get going,” the mechanic said, and then an evil smile spread across her face. “I’m eager to start Operation Destroy Arden Warrick’s Fucking Life.” 
 
    I laughed and squeezed her hand back before I let it go. “We might need to come up with a catchier op name,” I teased.  
 
    The silver-haired woman shrugged. “I’ll work on it.” 
 
    “Colby,” Omni cut in again, “the boats are within one hundred and fifty meters now. Should I go ahead and lower the ramp?” 
 
    Looking one last time to my crew and receiving nods from both of them, I responded, “Yes. Open bay door.” 
 
    I turned to U’eh and Sef’sla again. “We’ll follow your lead,” I said to them.  
 
    U’eh dipped his chin at me and walked toward the lowering ramp. Sef’sla gave me a smile, and this time I could tell it was meant to be encouraging. I was getting better at reading Almort expressions.  
 
    “All will be well, Colby Tower,” she promised, and with that, she turned and followed her father down the loading ramp, the smell of the sea trailing after her.  
 
    After a quick discussion, it was decided that Akela and Neka would hang back with the hover-lift full of supplies and I’d walk out a few meters ahead of them. The loading ramp was completely extended now, and I could hear the water lapping at the edges of the ship. The smell of brackish water, different from the scent of salt and sea, wafted into the ship, but it wasn’t as off-putting as I would have imagined. It was a deep scent, whole and rich and earthy, and it made the air itself feel nearly medicinal. I took a deep breath and let it out. I lifted my chin, squared my shoulders, and at last followed the Almort chief and his daughter into the unknown.  
 
    It was still slightly disconcerting to walk outside and be greeted with such low light levels, especially after the fluorescence of the ship. It took me a second to blink and adjust. When my vision came back into focus, I saw before me a vast and seemingly endless marshland. Reeds of various sizes and colors shot up from the midnight dark water, and every so often they’d flare with color, jostled by a fish or other marine life. In the distance along the horizon, maybe half a kilometer away, a village glowed green in the twilight, its light reflected off the marshes like bright starlight. It was breathtaking, this world of water, brilliance, and life.  
 
    And it seemed the Marsh Tribe had come out in force to defend it.  
 
    Twenty meters ahead of the ship, more than two dozen boats bobbed and danced in the water. They were small craft, large enough for five to six Almort it seemed. They were also sleekly designed, made for speed and agility, and along their edges flared the familiar bioluminescent tech of the Almort. One boat had edged closer to us than the rest and at its bow stood a male.  
 
    “Que’lek,” Sef’sla called out from where she and U’eh stood at the bottom edge of the ramp. She waved her arm at the standing Almort. “It is Sef’sla. Do not worry.” 
 
    As the princess’s voice echoed out across the water, I saw the tension melt off the gathered Almort. Now, they steered their boats closer and more than one voice called out in answer to Sef’sla, their voices creating an overlapping static of clicks and hisses that the translator couldn’t comprehend. It seemed the princess was well liked here.  
 
    The closest boat drew up to the loading ramp, and the male that I guessed was named Que’lek jumped into the water. It didn’t seem very deep, coming up only to his waist, but the Almort male seemed wary of stepping aboard the ship, even if it was only the edge of the ramp.  
 
    It didn’t seem to matter to Sef’sla. The princess hopped down in the water with the other Almort male and stood there grinning.  
 
    “May the sea take you,” Que’lek hissed.  
 
    “And may she bring you home once more,” Sef’sla finished, seeming to complete some phrase of Almort custom. The two embraced then, and their scales flashed in unison.  
 
    When the Almort male pulled back, he turned then to U’eh, and the easy smile on his face transformed into something more formal and reserved.  
 
    “Chief U’eh,” the Almort clicked with a dip of his chin, but there was still a glint in his eye. “It is an honor to see you again.” 
 
    “The honor is mine,” U’eh replied, but I could tell by the sharp line of his shoulders that his response was nothing if perfunctory. U’eh didn’t seem to like the younger male. 
 
    “We have come to speak with your father,” U’eh went on, and his eyes went beyond the gathered party of boats to the village on the horizon. “It is a matter of great urgency and importance.” 
 
    The Almort male’s eyes slid to me, and by the disbelief, confusion, and wonder in his eyes, I could tell I was the first starman he had ever met. In all fairness, he wasn’t the second prince that I had met, but each one was grand in his own way. I wondered how Que’lek’s character would manifest. 
 
    I took a step forward, hands clasped behind my back and nodded my head at him in greeting. “Hello,” I said. “My name is Colby Tower, but you can call me CT.” 
 
    The Almort blinked in shock at the hissed Almort translation that issued forth a moment later. He looked me up and down and then glanced back at Sef’sla. “This is the starman who agreed to the Akornath?” he asked her. “He has won?” 
 
    Sef’sla clicked and smiled over at me. “Yes,” she hissed, “nearly a week ago now.” There was a hint of pride in her voice, and the tips of my ears went warm.  
 
    The Almort male turned back to me, and there was newfound respect in his eye. “It must have been magnificent. There has been no such spectacle here in a generation. In fact, the last Akornath to be performed in Sin’mot was U’eh’s,” the Almort prince mused, and I had to stop myself from gaping in shock at the side of the chief’s face. U’eh had participated in an Akornath? Why?  
 
    The young Almort male must have noticed my surprise because he grinned slyly. “What? Has he not told you of his trials?” he asked, and his voice was almost teasing. “It is a grand tale, one that is still told to children in their cradle-ponds. How U’eh of Ka’le fought for the honor of mating with Si’tla of Sin’mot and won.” 
 
    I glanced back of U’eh and noticed he was touching the band on his wrist again, almost absentmindedly. It looked like a band Que’lek wore around his throat. In fact, all the Almort in the boats sported similar jewelry. That’s when it clicked. Si’tla had been his wife or mate or whatever, Sef’sla’s mother from the marshlands, the one who had gifted him that bracelet, and the woman who seemed to now live only in memory and bedtime stories.  
 
    “I did not come here to reminisce about the past,” U’eh said abruptly, and his hand dropped away from the band at his wrist. “I am here to discuss the course of our future if we still have one after we’ve wasted so much time speaking of nothing.” 
 
    U’eh’s voice was sharp, and I glanced at Sef’sla, but she minutely shook her head.  
 
    Any light or ease that had been in Que’lek’s face completely evaporated and he bowed his head. “I apologize,” he hissed quietly. “Come. I will take you to my father.” 
 
    U’eh flared his gills in acknowledgment but said nothing else. Que’lek was quick to corral an empty boat for us, the previous occupants shifting to other vessels. He gestured for U’eh to enter first, and as the chief passed him, I heard the younger Almort male softly hiss, “It truly is good to see you again, uncle.” 
 
    U’eh barely dipped his head before he made his way to stand at the opposite end of the boat.  
 
    Uncle, huh, which would have made Si’tla his aunt. I looked between the two Almort males. I really was going to need a family tree at this point.  
 
    Sef’sla was quick to follow her father after a hushed discussion with Que’lek, who I guess was her cousin now. The Almort prince then turned to my crew and me, and he squinted at the hover-lift loaded with supplies behind us.  
 
    “Your women may fit,” he said, and I ignored the way my heart skipped a beat as he said ‘your women,’ “but these boats cannot carry something so large. We will have to come back with different vehicles.” 
 
    Akela slapped the side of the boxes and smiled at the Almort male. “Not to worry. This baby can fly herself.” The mechanic leaned down and set the hover-lift to a higher setting, so it didn’t look like it was rolling down the ramp. The hover-lift whirled and began to ascend, rising higher and higher until it floated near eye level. Akela tapped again at the controls, and the boxes lowered to hover above the water that lapped at the Almort male’s hips.  
 
    Que’lek laughed. “Impressive. We have a similar technology we use for our boats, but never on something so small. And what is your name?” he asked.  
 
    “I’m Akela, and that’s Neka,” the mechanic responded as she thrust a thumb over her shoulder at the cat-girl. “We’re part of CT’s crew.” 
 
    “Que’lek,” he introduced himself with a dip of his chin and a thump to his chest. He then turned back to me and frowned slightly.  
 
    “I apologize for any discomfort I might have caused with Chief U’eh,” the Almort prince confessed quietly as he glanced over his shoulder at his uncle. “It has been a long time since he visited Sin’mot, and I thought to put him at ease, but it seems I made matters worse.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Don’t blame yourself,” I reassured him. “We aren’t here under the best of circumstances, and I’m afraid things will get a lot more tense and uncomfortable before they get better.” 
 
    “What has happened?” the Almort male asked sharply, and I saw the first spark of true alarm in his dark, oval eyes.  
 
    “It’s what I’m trying to stop from happening, actually,” I corrected him, “and to do that, we need your father’s help.” 
 
    Que’lek’s whole demeanor changed then. Gone was the youth who had been happy to see his family again. In his place was a prince, a leader, and as I watched, he seemed to grow taller, and he held his chin higher.  
 
    “Then let us not waste any more time,” he declared and with that, he ushered us into the boat and told us to sit. I tucked myself as close to Sef’sla’s back as I could so that Neka had enough room to cling to me in deathly fright. My cat-girl was not a big fan of water and even less of a fan of speeding across it in such a small, non-enclosed vehicle. I pulled her tightly to my side, Akela leaned in close behind her, and I pressed a kiss between Neka’s ears to soothe her. 
 
    As the young Almort prince moved around the rear of the boat, presumably to start the engine, Sef’sla turned to me suddenly and smiled.  
 
    “Hold on,” she hissed, and not a moment later, the boat lurched into movement below us, and we sped off across the water. I spared one last glance over my shoulder to see the loading ramp sliding closed and the hover-lift bounce into pursuit behind us.  
 
    Both fortunately and unfortunately for Neka, the boats the Almort used were very fast. We tore through the marshlands at a breakneck pace, and more than once I thought we were going to fly straight through a thicket of tall reeds. But the Almort of the Marsh Tribe knew their wetlands, and Que’lek guided us through the dark water with careless ease, steering us in the direction we needed to go precisely when we needed to.  
 
    As I rubbed calming circles into Neka’s back and tried not to wince at her claws digging into my ribs, I took in the land, or rather lack thereof, around us.  
 
    The marshes here were as endless as the plains around Ka’le but just as full of life, it seemed. As we drew closer to the city, the water and reeds around us began to become more consolidated and structured. We wove around rows of bright green algae and dark purple bushes edged in silver. I couldn’t even take in the vast amount of plant life it seemed the Marsh Tribe grew and cultivated, it was so grand and magnificent. These people never failed to impress me. 
 
    Almort in boats maneuvered through the waterlogged fields around us, and some stopped to watch us fly past. Within fifteen minutes, we had drawn close enough to Sin’mot for me to finally make out some detail.  
 
    Like Ka’le, Sin’mot was composed of one or two-story buildings spread out over a large area. However, unlike Ka’le, which rested on nice, solid, flat ground, Sin’mot was an elevated city. All the buildings hovered at least five meters above the water, perched on stilts. Bridges and walkways extended between and connected some of the buildings, like a large interconnected spider web. Where there were no bridges, small boats and rafts darted back and forth, some motorized, some steered by Almort thrusting long poles into the water. Everything was bathed in a greenish glow, light from the tower that was erected in the center of the city reflecting off the surrounding water. The tower looked near identical to the one in Ka’le, and that is where Que’lek and his party steered us.  
 
    At last, we arrived at the base of the tower which unlike the rest of the city plunged straight down into the marsh and to whatever ground existed below the water. There was a platform on stilts, however, that extended from the tower’s entrance, and that is where a delegation of Almort awaited us.  
 
    I gave Neka one last squeeze before releasing her as our boat slowed and finally came to a stop parallel to the edge of the dock. Que’lek was quick to jump out and secure us to the platform, and then he walked toward the Almort male that stood at the head of the welcoming committee.  
 
    “Father,” the young Almort prince intoned with a dip of his chin, “the sky-ship held Chief U’eh, Sef’sla, and a group of starmen. They have come to speak with you about an urgent matter.” 
 
    As he said this, U’eh and Sef’sla stepped from the boat, followed slightly awkwardly by Akela and myself, and gratefully by Neka. I actually saw the cat-girl sigh in relief as she stumbled onto the dock. The platform might not be dry land exactly, but at least it was bigger than the boat.  
 
    I turned back to the chieftain of the Marsh Tribe, but Kot’ep seemed to only have eyes for U’eh. The two Almort males were of a similar height, but U’eh was definitely broader. The March chieftain’s skin and scales were also of a darker, greener hue, and his clothing matched the green and brown garb I had seen on a few Almort in Ka’le’s marketplace. Somehow, his face also looked less stern, less severe. He even smiled at U’eh as he stepped forward, an easy expression that it seemed Que’lek had inherited from him.  
 
    “U’eh,” Chief Kot’ep sighed, “it has been a long time.” 
 
    “It has,” U’eh clicked curtly.  
 
    Unperturbed by the other chief’s brusque manner, Kot’ep turned to Sef’sla with a softer smile.  
 
    “You look more like my sister every time I see you,” he told the princess, and I saw U’eh’s spine go rigid. We didn’t have time for a family feud, however, so I cleared my throat to catch the Marsh Tribe chieftain’s attention.  
 
    The chieftain turned to me, and his expression was curious rather than outright hostile.  
 
    “And who is this?” he asked no one in particular, his eyes fixed intently on me for a moment before they flicked over Neka and Akela. 
 
    “This is the starman who agreed to the Akornath,” Sef’sla explained with a grin as she indicated at me. “He slew an Opalks and two Malog,” she emphasized.  
 
    I smiled modestly as I stepped forward and extended my hand. The chieftain looked surprised by the gesture, but hesitantly reached forward and grasped my fingers.  
 
    “My name is Colby Tower,” I introduced myself. “You may call me CT if you wish. I have accompanied Chief U’eh today to speak with you on a matter of great importance. We would like to speak with you as soon as possible.” 
 
    Marsh Tribe Chief Kot’ep considered my urgent tone and then U’eh’s solemn face. At last, the Marsh Tribe chieftain frowned.  
 
    “Very well,” he acquiesced. “If you would follow me then.” 
 
    He turned to the tower and motioned for his son to fall into step beside him. U’eh and Sef’sla were hot on their heels, which left Neka, Akela, and I lagging at the rear. We jogged to catch up and followed the Almort delegation into the tower and up an eerily familiar staircase. The towers here and in Ka’le were virtual twins. I wondered if they had been modeled after each other.  
 
    The room at the peak of the tower was also similar to the one in Ka’le, but whereas U’eh’s was stark and austere, the Marsh Tribe chieftain’s office, for lack of a better word, was like its own garden and greenhouse rolled into one.  
 
    Everywhere I turned, planets grew and tangled and spread. Vines hung from the ceiling, and little ponds with fresh reeds stood in every corner. The air smelled green and fresh, and I saw Neka poke at one of the hanging vines and giggle when it flashed blue and green.  
 
    A large table with a glass top, much like U’eh’s, was pushed against the far wall, covered in various pots and bowls of plant life. In the center of the room was a large seating area with cushions, like the one from our guest pod, and this is where the chieftain led us to and gestured for us to sit.  
 
    “First, let me say this,” Kot’ep began once we were all situated in a circle, Akela and Neka on either side of me, Sef’sla on Neka’s other side, followed by U’eh, the Marsh Tribe chieftain, and finally coming around again to the chieftain’s son Que’lek, who sat on Akela’s left. “I find myself impressed that a starman not only agreed to an Akornath but also that he won.”  
 
    The chieftain considered me with his large, dark eyes, and I noticed that, like his skin, they were more green than blue. “Not very many of our own people undertake the trials,” he mused. “You must be very brave.” 
 
    “More like very determined,” I said with a half-smile. “Thank you for the compliments, but the Akornath is not why we're are here.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” The marsh tribe chieftain questioned, his head cocked to the side.  
 
    “To save you,” I said, perhaps a tad dramatically, “or rather to help you save yourselves.” 
 
    The chieftain frowned and looked to U’eh and Sef’sla. “I don’t understand,” he replied. “Save us from what exactly?” 
 
    “They’re called Terra-Nebula,” I explained as I pulled a hand-held Almort screen from the pocket of my coat. I tapped at it a few times, and then an image of Arden Warrick popped up beside an image of their cruiser that hung in orbit. 
 
    I handed the chieftain the screen and his son leaned in to look over his father’s shoulder.  
 
    “They are a group of starmen that are hovering above the planet right now,” I continued. “It’s a long and complicated story that I will explain in detail later, but the important things you need to know right now are that these starmen have come to take your home.” 
 
    The Marsh Tribe chieftain and his son snapped their heads up in unison to look at me in shock. Before they could interrupt, I went on, “I know this to be true because they’ve approached U’eh thrice already and he has refused them all three times. However, I know these starmen. These refusals are not agreeable to them because your home world has things that they want. So, they plan to take the planet by force, and if they do, that will only be the beginning of the horrors they will wreak. I’m not about to let that happen. That’s why I’m here. I’ve told U’eh that in order to repel these starmen, the Almort have to unify together and cast them out. We have come seeking your approval, Chief Kot’ep, and your assistance.” 
 
    The chieftain of the Marsh Tribe was silent for a long moment as he took in all the information I had dropped in his lap. Beside him, his son looked worried and kept glancing to Sef’sla and U’eh.  
 
    “If this is true,” Kot’ep finally said at length, “then why are you here, Colby Tower? Why do you seek to help us?” 
 
    “I originally came to your planet in peace,” I explained. “I’m on a… mission, if you will, to stop these starmen wherever I can. I have seen first hand the destruction and suffering they have caused, and I could no longer sit idly by while they continued to harm millions more. I came here, to your planet, to negotiate an agreement with the Almort, one that would have bound the starmen by honor and law to stay away from your home. That is why I participated in the Akornath. However, the starmen learned of my plan, and now they’re trying to win by deception and other nefarious means.” 
 
    “And you think we can stop them?” the Marsh Tribe chieftain asked, and I saw the disbelief and argument in his face. “I have seen your sky-ship. If these other starmen have similar technology, then we are already lost.” 
 
    “No,” I adamantly disagreed. “We are not. I have technology aboard my ship that can help you. I have the best machine-healer in this half of the universe.” I gestured to Akela, who awkwardly waved her hand. “We have about a month before the other starmen arrive, and that’s more than enough time to build weaponry for your people, and shore up fortifications.”  
 
    “You make it sound simple,” Kot’ep hissed with a shake of his head, “but it is not. If you have won the Akornath, then you must understand that we are a peaceful people. We have no concept of warfare or needless killing.” 
 
    He rose from his cushion then and walked over to the table along the opposite wall. He picked up a large potted batch of reeds and came back to set it in the center of our circle.  
 
    “We are farmers and artisans and healers, starman,” he explained. “Here in the marshlands, we dedicate years to the study of herbs and medicines, the best treatment for ailments and afflictions. Take for example these plants: the Sol’ywe and its cousin, the Sa’lua.” He pointed to two different sections of what looked to be the same plant.  
 
    “They look very similar, yes?” Kot’ep questioned me, but it was Neka who answered.  
 
    “I can tell the difference,” she piped up quietly, not wanting to interrupt yet too fascinated to stay quiet. The Marsh Tribe chieftain turned to her in surprise, and Neka shyly pointed to the section on the right. “I can smell the difference. That one smells sharp and bad, almost like rocket fuel. It burns my nose. The other one smells sweet and cool, like water on a hot day.” 
 
    Kot’ep and Sef’sla looked equally impressed.  
 
    “Well done,” the chieftain remarked in slight disbelief. “You are correct. While they might look nearly identical, there is a very important distinction between them. Sol’ywe can heal almost any wound, it will stop the bleeding and, eventually, it will help to knit the skin back together. Sa’lua, on the other hand, is very dangerous. In small doses, it can cure a fever and aid in sleep cycles. However, if it is mistaken for Sol’ywe and used incorrectly, it is almost always lethal. That is why my tribe and I invest so deeply in our work. We consider all life precious and strive to ease pain and suffering in any way we can. This is the peace in which we’ve always lived.” 
 
    “They will be no peace if Terra-Nebula wins,” I responded. “I assure you. The starmen take and take and take until there is nothing left. We must fight them.” 
 
    “And when we do win,” Sef’sla chimed in and drew the Marsh Tribe chieftain’s attention to herself, “CT and his machine-healer have technology that could improve everything we do here.” She gestured out the window. “The craft that followed behind the boats is a container full of supplies we can use to better our practices and our medicines. They have lights that will make plants bloom and flower within days, not months. They have tiny, near invisible machines that can kill pests and stop blight. We could reclaim the western marshes again. Think of it, Kot’ep. This is only a fraction of what they offer, but first, we have to stop the barbaric starmen from taking our home. Please. Please, help us.” 
 
    The Marsh Tribe chieftain looked long and hard at his niece and then turned to U’eh. “What say you on this matter?” he asked his fellow chief.  
 
    U’eh, who had been uncharacteristically quiet during this whole talk, tore his gaze from where he had been staring out the window, down at Sin’mot below us. He was picking at the band on his wrist again, and I wondered if he was thinking of his dead wife. 
 
    Chief U’eh glanced from his late wife's brother and then over to me. “The starman has proven himself more than honorable,” he said at length, surprising the hell out of me, “and honest as well. He knows these would-be-thieves from the stars. If he says this is our only way to defeat them, then… I trust him.” 
 
    I brushed the back of my hand against my chin to make sure my mouth wasn’t gaping unsightly open.  
 
    Kot’ep looked equally surprised and impressed. “That is high praise coming from you, U’eh,” he observed.  
 
    “He has not proven false yet,” U’eh replied, “and he has gone to great lengths to fortify Ka’le and protect its people.” 
 
    He motioned for the other chief to look to the data pad again, and it flipped to images of the newly erected shield.  
 
    The Marsh Tribe chieftain looked at the pictures with awe and bewilderment in his face.  
 
    “What is this?” he asked.  
 
    “It is a shield of energy,” U’eh replied. “Over the entire city. Impenetrable. The starmen have offered to build one here as well, to protect your people. So, what say you? Will you join us in defending our home, Kot’ep? Or will you idle away here in your marshes until they dry up and go to dust around you?” 
 
    Kot’ep pursed his mouth and stood once more. He turned away from us and walked over the farthest window, the one that looked out to the west of the city, all the way out to the shore of Ua’mek Bay on the horizon. He stood there for a long silent moment, so long that even Que’lek slid to his feet and took a step toward his chieftain.  
 
    “Father?” he questioned.  
 
    We all stared at the Marsh Tribe chieftain’s back as we waited for his response.  
 
    At last, he turned to face us again, but I couldn’t read his neutral expression. My heart pounded beneath my ribs, and I found myself holding my breath.  
 
    “My people are not fighters,” he began, and my heart skipped a beat, but then the chieftain continued. “We are not warriors, but we will offer you any assistance we can.” 
 
    The breath left my lungs in an audible whoosh, and around me, everyone else seemed to let out a sigh as well.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to the Almort chieftain as I came to my feet.  
 
    The chieftain of the Marsh Tribe shook his head with a hiss.  
 
    “Do not thank me yet,” he warned. “Our tribulations have yet to begin it seems.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, “but now we are one step closer to defeating Terra-Nebula. I hope the other chieftains will follow your example.” 
 
    The Marsh Tribe chieftain considered me with a scrutinizing eye like he didn’t know what to make of me exactly.  
 
    “Something tells me they will,” he mused. “There is something about you, starman. Our people are not used to strangers, yet you have won our trust in such a short time. There is something remarkable about you.” 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment,” I said with a rakish smile, “but I’m simply a man with a plan, a quality ship, and a hell of a lot of retribution to seek.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    After we obtained Chief Kot’ep’s approval, I set Omni and his drones straight to work on a shield for their home, Sin’mot. The pylons and other components had been premade in Ka’le, but there was still the power source to consider. We didn’t have enough extra power cells for each city and its shield, so Omni and Akela had divided the ones we did have. They were still strong enough to charge and fire the protective force fields, but supplemental energy was needed, which is why Omni integrated Ka’le’s shield with the refinery and city’s hydroelectric power grid. 
 
    Sin’mot, however, was different. Since the marshes were stagnant and there was little current, they didn’t have a hydroelectric generator. What they did have was a sort of natural gas power plant since the marshlands had an abundance of naturally produced swamp gases. It was an interesting setup. The plant was on the outskirts of the city, and it utilized both gas and steam-powered turbines to generate the electricity for Sin’mot. An intricate system of pipes funneled away from the plant and out into the marshes where they popped out like periscopes amongst the reeds. The pipes sucked in the gases that floated above the stagnant waters and delivered them back to the plant. The natural gas was then either heated directly and the hot gases produced by the heat would turn the turbines, or the natural gas would be used to heat a boiler full of water and the resulting steam would move the turbines.  
 
    Either way, it had taken Omni a little longer to integrate the shield into the Marsh Tribe’s electrical grid. It had now been five days since we’d landed in Sin’mot, and both Akela and the AI were still problem-solving. The pylons had already been erected, but without power, they were merely great sentries made of X’ebril, posted silently and uselessly around the city.  
 
    However, while Omni and our resident silver-haired mechanic tinkered and toiled away with the shield, the rest of us had not been idle. We still had plenty to prepare.  
 
    Our first endeavor had been the western marshes, the ones that we had originally landed the Lacuna Noctis. 
 
    Kot’ep, the Marsh Tribe chieftain told us that years ago, a sickness had struck that section of the wetlands. The blight withered the crops, suffocated the water, and killed off or forced the native wildlife to relocate. Nothing they did helped. After much trial-and-error which only resulted in more lost land, they had made the decision to quarantine the western marshes. The tribe had then erected walls, like levees, around the diseased sections and hoped that they would be enough. So far, they had been. The blight had not spread.  
 
    However, we could do better than a quarantine.  
 
    Just how much better, we were on our way to see.  
 
    “Slow down!” I called out to the two beautiful women who bounded across the wooden bridge in front of me.  
 
    Neka skipped to a stop and looked over her shoulder with an apologetic grin. “Sorry, CT,” she chirped back, “but you’re going too slow!”  
 
    Sef’sla had also paused, and although she was smiling too, I could tell the Almort princess was impatient.  
 
    “Maybe you’re going too fast,” I countered as I picked my way across the floating walkway. The boards undulated softly under my feet, and I narrowed my eyes at them as I tried to keep my balance. 
 
    “You are thinking too much,” Sef’sla teased as I reached them. She bounced slightly on the bridge, which caused it, and me, to wobble. “The walkways are strong. They will not break under you.” 
 
    “I think I still prefer solid ground,” I chuckled dryly with a shake of my head.  
 
    I looked at my assistant next. “And you! You’re surer-footed than I’ve ever seen you be around water,” I accused with a smile.  
 
    Neka shrugged sheepishly. “I’m kind of getting used to it,” she responded. “There’s so much to do and so much to see, and we constantly have to move around the city. I like the bridges more than the boats though.” 
 
    “Still, I’m proud of you,” I remarked, and when I saw Neka’s cheeks glow pink, I couldn’t help but add, “Even if you are making me look bad.” 
 
    The cat-girl giggled, and her tail slithered up my arm. “You could never look bad, CT,” she purred as she smiled up at me.  
 
    I grinned down at her, but before I could respond, Sef’sla cleared her throat. I looked to the Almort princess to see her practically bouncing on the balls of her feet.  
 
    “The western marshes aren’t going anywhere,” I teased.  
 
    “Yes, but it has been four days since we released your invisible machines,” Sef’sla argued, her eyes bright and excited. “I am eager to see what they have done.” 
 
    “The nano drones aren’t invisible, just incredibly small,” I reminded her gently.  
 
    The Almort princess waved her hand dismissively. “Unimportant,” she said and then turned toward the docks we had been headed for, now only thirty meters away. “Can we continue?” 
 
    “Lead the way,” I said to her, and then she was off, bounding across the bridges and platforms to where the boats waited, tied to the docks.  
 
    Neka grinned at me one last time, leaned up to smack a kiss against my cheek, and then she skipped after Sef’sla, her tail lashing back and forth with enthusiasm. I followed after them a little more reservedly, but eventually, we all piled into one of the Almort’s small yet quick speedboats. Sef’sla manned the engine and steered us due west, past the silent and quiet pylons. Soon, the city of Sin’mot fell behind us as we made our way out into the marsh fields. I looked out over the midnight blue water with its bioluminescent reeds and thought again of how beautiful this planet truly was. Beautiful and strange, lovely and mysterious. My gaze slid over to the back of Sef’sla’s head. She and her homeworld had much in common. 
 
    Ten minutes later, we had reached the quarantine demarcation. The gray, X’ebril walls looked out of place as they rose out of the water and stretched for kilometers in every direction. They were at least five meters tall, which was over two meters taller than the water level. The Almort had been thorough. 
 
    Sef’sla drew the boat abreast to a small dock that had been anchored into one of the walls and jumped out onto the platform to tie us off. Once we were all standing on the dock, Sef’sla craned her head back to look up the wall. For the first time this morning, apprehension shone in her eyes.  
 
    I set my hand on her shoulder encouragingly. “Ready?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    Sef’sla inclined her head but then gestured to the ladder affixed to the wall beside us. “I cannot go first though,” she admitted. “Will you?” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied as I squeezed her shoulder. I turned to the ladder and wrapped my hand around the slick, metal rung.  
 
    It was quite easy to pull myself up and less than a minute later, I crested the top and stared out over the western marshlands.  
 
    “What do you see?” Sef’sla called up to me, her face anxious.  
 
    “You better come to look for yourself,” I shouted back, careful to keep my tone neutral.  
 
    The Almort princess looked stricken, but she began to climb up after me, Neka right on her heels.  
 
    “Has the blight worsened?” Sef’sla asked me as she reached the top of the ladder. She paused before she could see over the top. “Has it spread?” 
 
    I leaned down and offered my hand. She took it hesitantly, and I pulled her up.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said in response to her questions as a smile began to break out over my face. “You tell me.” 
 
    Sef’sla took a deep breath and then turned to the west. I watched her dark blue eyes go wide and her mouth drop open.  
 
    “This… this is...” she stammered, at a loss for words.  
 
    “Amazing,” Neka supplied as I also pulled her up and helped her to stand. The cat-girl’s eyes were wide and dilated with awe. “This is amazing.” 
 
    When we had first stood on this wall four days ago, the western marshes had been all but dead. The water had been murky and stagnant, an opaque and grotesque looking film of debris and detritus clinging to the surface. The reeds and grasses, the ones left anyway, had yellowed and browned and had looked like old, decaying bones jutting out of the water. Insects had ruled over the wasted waters, some the size of my palm. They skated over the still surface of the marsh in search of things to devour. Everything was sickly, diseased, and dying.  
 
    Now, the western marshes looked like a completely different place. All the brown and yellow plants had been burned away by the nano drones, pulled out by the root and eradicated. It seemed the insects too had been dealt with because the water’s surface was placid and unmarred by the black clouds of wings. The marsh itself even looked clearer, the water purer and healthier, the film gone, the water its natural navy blue.  
 
    “The western marshes have been lost since my mother was a child,” Sef’sla murmured in wonder. She blinked in shock and then a fierce smile slowly overtook her face as she glanced at Neka and me. “You have worked miracles, starmen.” 
 
    Neka flushed prettily, and I could only smile.  
 
    “More science than miracle,” I said with a shrug. I pulled a data pad out of my pocket and clicked on the latest report from the nano drones. “It says here that the pH level has also dropped drastically. By Omni’s projections, if the drones continue like they have been, the whole western half of the marsh could be resowed with native vegetation in as little as two weeks.” 
 
    Sef’sla hissed an awed exclamation in her own language, too softly for my translator to pick up. “I have no words for what you have done here,” she said with a shake of her head. Her eyes were wide and limpid with gratitude.  
 
    “This is only the beginning,” I promised her. “Once Terra-Nebula is dealt with, there will be few restrictions on the improvements that we can make.” 
 
    The Almort princess looked back out over the marshes and sighed, a soft smile stretched across her face. “If this is only the beginning,” she echoed, “then our whole world is soon to change. The shield in Ka’le was the first step, but this is different.” 
 
    “This is what I do,” I said. “I help civilizations.” 
 
    She looked back to me, looked deep into my eyes, and said, “More than merely giving us new technology, you have now given the Marsh Tribe a piece of their home back. A piece that we had thought was lost forever.” 
 
    I smiled at the awestruck princess. “Then our mission has been successful,” I replied. “Even without the shield or the greenhouse completed, if you truly feel this way, then I’d say we’ve succeeded.” 
 
    Sef’sla eyes glittered brightly. “Could we see the greenhouse now? Kot’ep is there. I would like to tell him of your triumph in person.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Neka cheered, equally eager. “I want to see how fast the little plant babies have grown!” Her ears and tail twitched back and forth in anticipation. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I laughed. “Don’t jump around so much. You might fall off. We’ll go to the greenhouse now if the two of you are ready.” 
 
    Sef’sla nodded firmly as did Neka.  
 
    “Then let’s go,” I said as I gestured back to the ladder. Neka skipped over and shimmied down to the platform below before I could even blink. Sef’sla, on the other hand, hesitated a moment. The princess looked back at over the western marshes and smiled.  
 
    “May the sea take you and may she bring you home once more,” she softly whispered.  
 
    The look on her face was so tender, I didn’t want to say anything, but I couldn’t help but ask, “What is that?”  
 
    Sef’sla turned to me with a surprised look as if she hadn’t known she was speaking out loud. I smiled at her encouragingly and added, “I heard it before when we arrived in Sin’mot. You and Que’lek recited it.”  
 
    The princess’s eyes were still a little glazed, still a little lost in thought. “It is an old, formal greeting,” she hissed absentmindedly. “Not many still use it. However, my mother found the words beautiful and used them often. Que’lek and I adopted the phrase as children because we saw my mother as wise in all things, and we wanted to be more like her. I was thinking of my mother just now and how much she would have wanted to see this.” 
 
    “Well the words, like this marsh now, are very lovely,” I offered, and my heart gave a kick as she smiled beatifically at me.  
 
    “Thank you,” she hissed softly in reply, and her cheeks flushed a darker hue of blue.  
 
    To stamp down the butterfly flitter of emotions that had begun to stir in my belly and now threatened to force their way into my throat, I turned back to the ladder.  
 
    “Shall we?” I asked, and Sef’sla nodded before climbing down. I followed quickly after her. 
 
    When we were all standing on the platform, I turned to Neka, but whatever I was going to say evaporated the instant I saw my assistant’s posture.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked sharply as I joined the cat-girl on the edge of the dock. My eyes scanned over the surrounding marshes, but nothing stood out to me. It was only the water and swaying reeds for kilometers. 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” Neka stuttered. Her ears laid flat against her head, and even her tail was tucked between her slim legs. Her large yellow eyes darted back and forth as she bit at her lip with her small fangs. “Something feels wrong. I-I can’t place what it is, but something is off.” 
 
    “Warrick?” I questioned as I craned my head up. We hadn’t heard from the other broker since the broadcast, but I knew he was out there watching, planning something. I had Omni constantly running atmosphere scans to make sure nothing touched down on Proxima V without me knowing it. Still, I knew the bastard had seen the shield over Ka’le. I had been anxiously waiting for his countermove for days now.  
 
    Neka shook her head, and her orange hair whipped back and forth. “No, I don’t think it’s hi--” 
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, the earth shook and undulated below our feet.  
 
    Or, more specifically, the dock did.  
 
    Neka let out a scream as she tottered into me. “CT! Look!,” she screeched as she clawed at my shoulder.  
 
    I whirled around and there, on the other side of the dock not ten meters away,  a huge webbed fin rose out of the water and slapped down on the platform again, making it buck underneath us once more. I watched in growing horror as the creature hauled itself farther out of the marsh. Its skin was dark green and slimy looking, like the skin of a frog. Its head was at least a meter in width, but it tapered down towards the snout. There were no eyes that I could see, but at least six tentacles flopped and twitched around its mouth, under which snapped two razor sharp looking pincers.  
 
    I didn’t even think. I just grabbed Neka and threw her bodily back toward the ladder. “Climb!” I shouted as she stumbled against the rungs. The cat-girl looked like she wanted to argue, but the creature let out a gurgling shriek that drained all the blood from my assistant’s face. She scaled halfway up the ladder in record time.  
 
    I spun to snatch up Sef’sla, too, but the Almort princess was no longer beside me. I looked around frantically and spotted her sprawled out over the dock several meters away. As the beast had rattled the dock, Sef’sla had been knocked off her feet. She was now struggling to push herself up and away from the creature which had hauled half its body onto the platform now by using its clawed, webbed feet.  
 
    “Sef’sla, get down!” I yelled as my hand darted toward the laser gun on my hip that I carried around with me for just this purpose.  
 
    The Almort princess plastered herself to the wooden planks but, as she did, the beast managed to get one of its back legs underneath it on the dock. Its tail, thick and without fins like a salamander, rose into the air. The platform began to tilt dangerously in its direction, and I knew it was now or never.  
 
    I whipped my hand up, closed my right eye to sight down the barrel, and fired. I had learned quickly from Proxima V to never let my guard down.  
 
    The red bolt of energy screamed out of my weapon, rocketed through the air, and slammed straight into the creature’s snarling tentacles, all before I could blink. Bright green blood, like antifreeze, arced through the air, and the beast made one last wet, gurgling noise before it tittered and then collapsed, slipping back into the marsh from whence it came.  
 
    A jubilant cry worked its way up my throat, but before it could make it out, the dock pitched violently beneath me, displaced by the sudden loss of the creature’s weight. I tottered, tried to catch my footing, but as the waves crashed against the X’ebril levies and rebounded back, water washed over the platform and swept Sef’sla and me straight into the marsh.  
 
    I floundered for a moment as I went under, disoriented by the warm and dense water, but I kicked strongly and soon burst past the surface as I gasped for breath. Sef’sla exploded out of the water a few meters away, and her eyes swept around frantically until they found me. We swam quickly back toward the dock, and even though I knew I had hit the beast, I wasn’t sure that I had killed it. I scrambled up onto the platform and yanked Sef’sla up after me, eyes on a constant swivel.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I panted as water sluiced from our bodies onto the dock.  
 
    The Almort princess nodded and swept her wet hair back out of her face. “I am fine,” she hissed, still slightly out of breath. “Are you?” 
 
    “Just peachy,” I coughed as water dribbled out of my mouth. I spat, but I couldn’t get the taste of the marsh off my tongue.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” Neka yowled as she jumped off the ladder and landed nimbly back on the dock. She raced over to our side, and her eyes scanned us for injuries.  
 
    “It is called the So’oxal,” Sef’sla clicked as she rung out her hair, her eyes pinned to where the beast had slipped off the dock and below the water. “It is an amphibious predator common to the marshes, but they are not usually so close to the city. The So’oxal are blind and so have heightened hearing. The noises from our boats ward them off.” 
 
    “Guess that one was hungry enough not to care,” I joked dryly. I shook my head roughly, and water droplets cascaded off the ends.  
 
    I looked back to where the So’oxal had appeared. “Do you think it’s dead?” I asked, a tad apprehensively.  
 
    As if in answer, the marsh on the other side of the dock gurgled and bubbled. My heart leapt into my throat, and we all twitched toward the ladder, but then something gently broke the surface of the water and floated there. Before I could say anything, Sef’sla tentatively took a few steps forward.  
 
    “You have great aim, CccT,” the princess hissed after a moment. I blinked in confusion and walked over to join her.  
 
    The So’oxal’s corpse bobbed on the surface of the marsh, its dark flank still and unmoving. Blood spread out from around its body like a toxic green oil spill. I breathed a sigh of relief, but then a thought occurred to me.  
 
    “They don’t hunt in mated pairs, do they?,” I asked apprehensively.  
 
    “No,” Sef’sla assured me with a small smile. “I believe we will be fine.” 
 
    “Either way, let’s get back to Sin’mot already,” I muttered as a shiver snaked down my spine. “I’d like a change of clothes before something else attacks us.” 
 
    I turned to ask if Neka was ready to go, but the cat-girl had tiptoed closer to the far end of the dock and was looking at the corpse of the So’oxal curiously. After a moment, my assistant looked over to Sef’sla and asked, “Is it edible?” 
 
    The Almort princess grinned, and I burst into near hysterical laughter.  
 
    “Always thinking with your stomach,” I teased Neka and then gave her a soft smile. “Please never change.” 
 
    As it turned out, the So’oxal was indeed edible. In fact, like the Opalks and Malog, the predator was a delicacy. So, after a little finagling, we managed to lash the amphibious creature to the side of the boat and tow it, slowly, back to Sin’mot.  
 
    Sef’sla had handed off the boat and the body to the nearest Almort once we had docked in the city. The Marsh tribesmen chittered excitedly at the sight of the So’oxal, and they begged to hear what had happened. The Almort princess gave them a brief summary, but she was too energized and eager to give them much detail. She didn’t even give me a chance to change before she and Neka were pulling me off toward the other side of the city where the newly erected greenhouse lay. Resigned to my wet and soggy fate, I followed obediently after them. 
 
    “Here we are!” Neka finally exclaimed as we arrived at a long, barracks-style building.  
 
    I pulled my fingers through my damp hair and looked up at the structure. “What did this used to be?” I asked as my assistant reached for the door and pulled it open.  
 
    “It used to be a clinic,” Sef’sla replied as she crowded close behind the cat-girl, eager to enter, “but it was not used much anymore. There is a hospital closer to the tower in the center of the city.” 
 
    The two females walked into the building with me close on their heels. The greenhouse had only a single room, but it was twenty meters by nearly a hundred it seemed. Small, rectangular ponds stretched in rows from the entrance straight back to the shadowy far wall. UV growth-accelerator lights that we had gifted to the Marsh Tribe hung from the ceiling, and under their purplish light, huge swaths of plant life grew. Nearly every pond seemed to be bursting at the seams with leaves and reeds of every color. About a dozen Almort walked between the rows of plants, harvesting as they went. One of the ones closest to the door looked up and grinned when he saw us.  
 
    “Kot’ep,” I said when I realized it was the chieftain approaching. “It is good to see you. The progress you’ve made here is amazing.” 
 
    The chieftain chittered a laugh as he reached us. “It is nothing short of a miracle,” he replied. 
 
    “The same thing could be said of the western marshes,” Sef’sla hissed at her uncle. She looked to me expectantly, and I fumbled for the data pad in my pocket. Thankfully, at least that had been waterproof.  
 
    The Almort princess took the pad from me with a nod of thanks and then began to show her uncle pictures that we had taken this morning. The two Almort hissed and clicked quietly together, and the chieftain’s eyes were wide with awe and wonder.  
 
    When they were finished, the Marsh Tribe chieftain looked up at me with a shake of his head. “Not only have you performed miracles, but I also hear you have proven your mettle as well this morning,” he said with a bewildered smile.  
 
    “I mostly just managed to get wet,” I replied with a modest grin, “but thank you for the compliment.”  
 
    Kot’ep shook his head again. “Come,” he said at length with a wave of his hand. “Let me give you a tour of the fruits of your labor.” 
 
    “No, it’s your labor, Kot’ep,” I corrected the chieftain. “Yours and your people’s. We only supplied you with the tools.” 
 
    “But what is skill without proper tools?” he countered. The Almort male wagged a finger at me. “Take the credit, starman. This is too joyous an accomplishment to squabble over glory.” 
 
    I held up my hands in surrender and let him lead us over to the first row of plants.  
 
    “Hey, I think I recognize those,” I said as I squinted at the reddish reeds. “Are these the plants you showed us in your office?” 
 
    “Good eye, starman,” Kot’ep clicked with a wide smile. “Yes, you are correct. This is Sol’ywe and Sa’lua.” He pointed at two separate rows in the same rectangular pond.  
 
    “Remind me what they do again?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh!” Neka exclaimed as her hand shot up in the air. In a lower voice, she added to the Marsh chieftain, “Can I explain?” 
 
    In the last few days, the cat-girl had been enamored by the construction and cultivation of the greenhouse. She had accompanied both the Marsh Tribe chieftain and Sef’sla to collect the seedlings, and she had been filled with questions and curiosity over all the Marsh Tribe’s flora. 
 
    Kot’ep smiled indulgently at my assistant. “Be my guest,” he hissed. 
 
    “Yay!” Neka skipped adorably over to the pond’s edge and pointed to the row of reeds on the left. “This is the Sol’ywe,” she dictated. “It’s used as an anticoagulant, and it speeds up tissue regeneration. It’s what they used on your injury after you fought the Malog, CT.” 
 
    “Definitely a fan of that stuff,” I muttered.  
 
    “It’s really amazing,” Neka replied with a nod, “and it’s growing incredibly fast under our grow lights. We’re already stockpiling a great quantity and, with the other lab equipment from the ship, we’ve already found a way to synthesize it into its own organic gauze. The gauze can be slapped on a wound, and it will start to heal!” 
 
    My jaw actually flapped open, but Neka was already moving on to the next plant.  
 
    “Sa’lua, the potentially lethal but sometimes useful cousin of Sol’ywe, is a fever reducer and sleep aid,” Neka described as she bent down and indicated the right row of reeds. “Perhaps not as useful for our fight with T-N, but you never know. We’ve managed to turn this one into a pill in the lab. It makes the Sa’lua more potent, and it has less dangerous side effects.”  
 
    My assistant was excited and on a roll it seemed because she barely paused to take a breath before she bounded over to the next pond, her tail lashing back and forth behind her.  
 
    “This one is called Ta’seu,” she called back to us as we struggled to catch up to the overly enthusiastic cat-girl. She gestured at a dark blue vine that had wound itself around half a dozen stakes that were planted in the brackish water of the pond. The vine itself was nearly as thick as my wrist.  
 
    “It typically grows on trees in the marshes,” Neka recited as she turned to face us, “and its active component is the sap, which is a painkiller and, in larger doses, quite an effective sedative.” 
 
    Her large yellow eyes clicked over to Sef’sla. “Did I get that right?” she asked.  
 
    The Almort princess nodded proudly in response.  
 
    “Yay,” Neka purred, and then looked back to me. “We thought injections would work best for the Ta’seu,” she added. “That way the effects are nearly instantaneous, which we thought would be best on the battlefield, and again the side effects are reduced since we’ve refined the sap in the lab. We’re loading them into Insta-Inject kits, so it’ll be one dose per syringe.” 
 
    My brilliant assistant, always thinking of everything.  
 
    Neka skipped over to a pond full of blue and purple grasses next. “This one is super interesting,” she said, and her eyes positively gleamed. “These grasses are all related, and they’re called Ke’clo collectively. An antibiotic substance is derived from what was assumed were their roots but, after we examined them in the lab, we discovered it was actually a fungus that grew on the roots that were the antibiotic! We’re currently synthesizing a way to grow the fungus independently of the grass, but it’s still a work in progress. We have, however, managed to extract enough from the grasses already growing to create a pill in order to fight potential infections.”  
 
    Finally, Neka led us over to a far corner of the greenhouse. This corner was much more brightly lit, the grow lights cranked up higher. The pond underneath them had less water and more sand, and from its shallow depths sprouted a pale green cactus. At least, I thought it was a cactus. It had yellow spines at least fifteen centimeters long sticking out of it from every angle.  
 
    “This is the last strain we selected for the greenhouse,” Neka said. “It’s called Wuak’et, and it’s a cactus-like species that grows on the edge of the marshes closest to the desert. The leaves contain a rare substance that acts as a stimulant and strength enhancer. We turned this one into a dissolvable tongue tab for easy ingestion.” 
 
    With that, the cat-girl turned to back around and put her hands on the ample curves of her hip. “So?” she asked me. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Incredible,” I said with a grin. “Fantastic. By the time T-N gets here, we’ll be prepared for them ten times over.” 
 
    Sef’sla looked from Neka to me and back again, and there was something almost helpless in her expression. “There are no words with which to thank you with adequately,” she added, and the thought seemed truly to distress her. “Between this and the western marshes, it… it is more than we could have ever even dreamed or conceived of.” 
 
    I reached out and laid my hand on her shoulder. “This is what we came here to do,” I reassured her with a smile. “More than fucking over Warrick or T-N, this is our mission. Helping people. Helping your people. All we want is to help improve what Terra-Nebula would otherwise seek to destroy.” 
 
    “If this is what life could truly be like, without the threat of the starmen,” Sef’sla said firmly as steel crept into her expression, “then we will fight to the very last to preserve this future.” 
 
    Adrenaline began to course through my veins again, chasing away the weight of sleep deprivation. The work in the marshlands exceeded even my wildest expectations, and this was only the beginning. We still had weeks left until Terra-Nebula arrived in force. Within a few days, Omni and Akela would complete the shield around Sin’mot. The western marshes and the greenhouse were well on their way. Soon, we’d be off to the Mountain Tribe.  
 
    “I agree with my niece,” Kot’ep said as I looked over to him. “You have shown us a brighter future, starman. We will not give it up so easily.” 
 
    I felt more confident in our victory with each passing moment now.  
 
    A grin tore across my face. “That’s what I like to hear,” I replied. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The swamp village of Sin’mot became a small, glowing green gem as we pulled up and away in the Lacuna Noctis two days later and headed to the northeast. Instead of going south toward Ka’le again, we flew due north, toward the sea, where we used the colder climes and cloud cover to gain altitude and safely fly over the mouth of Ua’mek Bay.  
 
    Once we’d reached the other side of the water, mountains pierced the clouds, spearing high up into the purple sky. Dark green forests grew in the valleys between the mountains, crawling up their vast slopes until the landscape gave way to barren precipices of snow and ice. Omni expertly guided us through the razor-sharp peaks while I discussed our next plan of action with everyone.  
 
    “How do you anticipate the Mountain Tribe receiving us?” I asked U’eh. We stood in the center of the bridge, gathered around a holographic map of the valley where the city of Ac’sok was located. 
 
    The Almort chief seemed to have returned to his usual unsmiling self, which was a drastic improvement from the dour and steely demeanor he had adopted in Sin’mot. U’eh had made himself scarce during our week in the marshlands. I wondered if it had been too hard for him to be in his late wife’s home.  
 
    “Soh’e is… difficult to predict,” he finally admitted as he looked over the map carefully and considered his answer. “He does not think like the rest of the Almort.” 
 
    “His mind is half X’ebril,” Sef’sla added with a smile, “or so they say.” 
 
    “Hm,” I mused as I rubbed at my chin. “That could work in our favor.” 
 
    I turned to Akela, who leaned a few meters away on the armrest of the captain’s chair. “Is there some technology you can show or give him that wouldn’t require a lot of work or adaption?” 
 
    Akela tipped back her head as she thought, the pale, lithe column of her throat near glowing under the ship’s fluorescent lights. I had to shake away the thought of walking over to her and nibbling on it.  
 
    “I can think of a few things,” the mechanic finally answered as she pulled her head forward again to look at me. “We have the weaponry, of course, the plasma pistols and rifles. It wouldn’t be as quick, but I could easily adapt the power cells to work as mining or welding equipment. I used to do a similar thing on Theron.  Repair drones were scarce, but I could find some type of beam weapon on every block.” The silver-haired woman shrugged her thin shoulders. “The hover-lifts might be another option. I know the Almort already have the basis of the technology, but Que’lek implied they hadn’t quite mastered it. I don’t know how they transport the X’ebril from the mines, but I bet hover-lifts would be some kind of improvement.” 
 
    “You would be correct,” U’eh hissed. “The last time I visited Ac’sok, they used a system of carts and rails run by magnets to haul the metal ore to the surface.” 
 
    Akela let out a low whistle. “Yikes,” she said, “yeah, I’ll definitely grab some hover-lifts from storage then.” She pushed away from the captain’s chair and walked toward the door. 
 
    “Need some help?” Neka piped up. She had been sitting cross-legged in her own chair, her eyes bouncing back and forth between the members of our group to track our conversation.  
 
    Akela smiled at the cat-girl and gestured with her head over her shoulder. “I could probably use a little help, and I’d never say no to your company,” she replied. Neka purred in happiness and hopped to her feet.  
 
    “Be careful with the weapons,” I called out to them as they walked off the bridge. “Make sure their safeties are on.” 
 
    Akela lifted a thumbs-up over her head, and then they were gone.  
 
    It didn’t take us long to reach the Mountain Tribe’s city after that. Sef’sla and U’eh mostly remained near the viewport, taking in their home planet from above. I spent my time sifting through scraps of broadcasts Omni had intercepted. I’d hoped Warrick would let something slip about his next move, but so far, no luck.  
 
    “We have arrived, Colby,” my AI informed me half an hour after Akela and Neka walked off the bridge.  
 
    I looked up from my display screen and slid to my feet, moving to join Sef’sla and U’eh at the viewport. It seemed the Almort were three-for-three in taking my breath away with their cities. I tried my best not to gawk at the spread of blue and silver lights below.  
 
    Ac’sok was tucked in a small valley between three major mountains that stretched nearly ten thousand meters into the sky. To the north lay the mouth of a giant river that snaked out of the valley and out to the northern sea. Omni’s map said it ended in a waterfall, thousands of meters above the ocean. 
 
    The city itself was a sprawling labyrinth of buildings, streets, and trees that spread the length and width of the valley and then some. My gaze tracked the perimeter of the city and how, even when it hit the valley’s walls, it didn’t seem to end. It looked as if the Mountain Tribe had expanded their city by building new additions straight into the mountain walls. Great pillars of burnished, silver X’ebril stretched up the sides of the valley, and between them were great planes of glass, and balconies, connected by walkways. It almost reminded me of a space station, how things grew up instead of out, except, well, here, they had done both.  
 
    I stared in awe at the Almort city as we slowly descended from the clouds. As we drew closer to the ground, I was able to make out trucks and vehicles on the streets, as well as canals of running water, like back in Ka’le, and the trees that seemed to grow between every building and along every street. It seemed this tribe, more than the others, integrated technology in with their nature, and the Almort here coexisted peacefully with both.  
 
    There was no tower in this city like there had been in Sin’mot and Ka’le. Instead, U’eh directed us toward the southeastern section of the valley, away from the main sprawl of Ac’sok. This corner of the valley was barren of buildings save one, and it looked like the trees and grasses had been cleared out to lay down a slab of X’ebril and stone. It was an actual parking lot, I realized, as we descended further, and I saw a fleet of trucks scattered across the area. Tucked against the walls of the mountain behind the lot was a single, large building, several stories high and built into the walls there with smoke billowing from several vents. It took me a moment to realize it was a refinery, similar yet different to the one in Ka’le. As we finally touched down, a vehicle drove out of one of the loading docks on the lowest level, and it tore across the paved road straight toward us.  
 
    “Welcome committee part two,” I muttered to myself. Or three, rather, if you counted the parade in Ka’le the first day we’d arrived.  
 
    Sef’sla reached out and laid her six-fingered hand on my arm. “Chief Soh’e will agree to your plan,” she assured me, her eyes large and dark and sincere. “It is a very good one.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled at the princess in gratitude. “I only hope he’ll agree to it quickly. I want to get to work on the shield and other improvements as soon as possible.” 
 
    “He will,” Sef’sla replied firmly, and then she gave me a sly smile. “I believe he will be quite enamored with your machine-healer’s gift.” 
 
    An irrational spark of jealousy flared in my gut, but I pushed it down. She said enamored with Akela’s gift, not Akela herself. But who was I kidding? The mechanic was gorgeous. Who wouldn’t fall in love with her? 
 
    The thought drew me up short. Love… was I truly in love with Akela? With Neka, too, for that matter. I’d had relationships before, I knew what attraction, desire, and passion felt like. However, I had never felt something as deep as I did for my assistant and mechanic. This was like the love you found in bedtime stories and fairy tales, all-consuming. People always said they would die for each other, but if I thought about it, deep down I knew I would truly put my life on the line, without hesitation, if it meant keeping these two women from harm. I didn’t know what to do with this information. The motto I had adopted on Proto was ‘Let no one in, and no one can hurt you.’ It had worked pretty well so far, but now I didn’t know.  
 
    I shook away the thought. Now was not the time for romantic musings. I’d get to that after I united all these chieftains, saved Proxima V, and kicked Warrick’s ass.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said out loud to Sef’sla and U’eh. “We don’t want to keep Chief Soh’e waiting too long. I have to make a good impression after all.” 
 
    When we met up with Neka and Akela once again in the cargo hold, I was surprised to find they had changed, or rather actually, added on a few layers.  
 
    “What’s this?” I asked as Neka thrust a heavy and synthetic fur-lined piece of fabric into my hands.  
 
    “You’ll thank us in a minute,” Akela replied with a wince and then called out, “O, how cold is it outside right now?” 
 
    “Currently, it is 4.4 degrees Celsius,” the AI responded.  
 
    I blanched and clutched the coat closer to my body. “Thank you,” I mouthed to my crew before I turned to our Almort guests.  
 
    “Will you be alright?” I asked. “I don’t believe we have any clothing that would fit you, unfortunately.” 
 
    U’eh waved his hand dismissively. “The cold does not bother us too greatly,” he said gruffly. “If it becomes necessary, we will ask Chief Soh’e to accommodate us.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I replied as I pulled my coat on over my shoulders. The synthetic fur that lined the hood and neck tickled at me, but I did my best to ignore it.  
 
    “How do I look?” I said in jest to Neka and Akela as I tugged at my lapels. “Good enough to say yes to without much of a fight?” 
 
    Neka nodded her head enthusiastically, but Akela wobbled her hand back and forth. At my affronted expression, the mechanic smirked.  
 
    “You look fine,” she said with a slight roll of her eyes, but I saw the tips of her ears go pink.  
 
    “Colby, the vehicle has reached us,” Omni announced. “I will lower the ramp now.” 
 
    As his voice faded, there was a whirl of machinery and a whoosh as the hermetic seal was broken and the ramp extended. This time, unlike in swamp city of Sin’mot, the air didn’t simply waft into the cargo bay, it sprinted in and smacked us in the face.  
 
    I gasped quietly at the bite of cold against my face and was extremely grateful for the automated heating system that was built into my coat. 
 
    The air smelled crystal-sharp and clear, nearly sterile, the exact opposite from the scent of Sin’mot. It felt like ice was trying to force its way into my nostrils and down into my chest. I took a shallow breath and looked over to see how Neka and Akela fared. Akela’s face was pinched in a slight grimace, but otherwise, she seemed to be holding her own. Neka, on the other hand, had withdrawn nearly entirely into her coat, and her eyes blinked owlishly out from under her hood as she shivered deeply.  
 
    “You can stay aboard the ship,” I told my assistant, worried about her shaking out of her skin.  
 
    Neka shook her head adamantly. “I-I-I’m o-okay,” she chattered.  
 
    Before I could argue, bright lights flooded the cargo bay, reflecting up from the loading ramp. I squinted and shielded my eyes, but could barely make out the shape of a vehicle at the edge of the ramp. A few moments later, the lights dimmed but didn’t go out completely. It seemed like the Almort of the Mountain Tribe wanted to keep the stranger at their doorstep on our toes.  
 
    “Well, here goes nothing,” I muttered under my breath as I gestured for U’eh and Sef’sla to go first. We followed the chief and the princess down and out into the frigid world beyond.  
 
    Thankfully, there wasn’t much wind on the valley floor, so the cold air was at least calm. Our breath still came out in large white puffs, though, and I could feel Akela and Neka hover centimeters from my back to conserve warmth.  
 
    About ten meters ahead of us, a hover truck idled above the ground. Beside it stood an Almort male garbed in gray and white leathers across his shoulders and chest. He was stockier compared to U’eh and Sef’sla, wider through the torso and hips, and his skin was a paler blue, leaning more toward the color of a deep and frozen lake. His eyes were lighter, too, like chips of ice.  
 
    When he saw the two Almort that lead our little ragtag group, the male snorted and flared his gills, steam drifting up from the sides of his neck.  
 
    “Chief U’eh in the mountains,” he hissed, and his voice was deeper, more like gravel against gravel and less like the surf against the shore. “This is a sight to see.” 
 
    U’eh dipped his chin, but only slightly. “Soh’e,” he intoned, “it has been some time, yes.” 
 
    My eyes darted back to the other Almort male. This was the chieftain of the Mountain Tribe? I glanced behind him. There was no one else in his vehicle, and the lot of stone and X’ebril was empty around us. Had he really come out to confront us alone? I looked the Almort from head to webbed-toe. He was either very brave or very foolish. I’d often found in the past that the distinction was hard to make.  
 
    Soh’e chuckled in a series of clicks, and then his eyes slowly slid to me and then the women behind me.  
 
    “And who have you brought with you on this momentous occasion?” he questioned. Unlike Que’lek and his father, there was no awe or wonderment in the Mountain Tribe chieftain’s eyes, not even at our translators, only a sharp and hungry curiosity. Apparently, we weren’t the first starmen the chieftain of the Mountain Tribe had encountered.  
 
    “This is Colby Tower and his tribe,” U’eh responded as he waved at us with his arm. “We have something we need to discuss with you.” 
 
    The Mountain chieftain finally looked surprised. He took a step back and cross his arms over his barrel chest as he scrutinized first me then his fellow chief.  
 
    “You are not one to entertain starmen, U’eh,” Soh’e observed with a thoughtful expression. “You usually send them on their way and send me the things they leave behind. What has changed?” 
 
    “Everything,” U’eh replied shortly, and I knew the chief was also feeling the sand slip through the hourglass. “I will explain it all but preferably inside.” 
 
    The Mountain Tribe chieftain grinned then and uncrossed his arms. “You southern sea dwellers, always afraid of a little cold,” he clicked in jest, but he turned and swept his arm toward the vehicle behind us. “Come, your starmen do not look like they are faring much better.” 
 
    Neka was practically vibrating as she shivered, and the reverberations traveled up my spine.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to Soh’e sincerely, and the chieftain dipped his chin in acknowledgment.  
 
    We all climbed into his vehicle, and I had an odd sense of déjà vu pass through me as I stood pressed against Neka and Akela, bracing myself for the lurching start I now knew was coming.  
 
    The Mountain Tribe chieftain drove us quickly across the hundred meters of pavement. Our hover-lift of supplies trailed behind us, and before I could blink, we’d slipped through the entrance and into a vast garage. Around us were trucks and other vehicles of similar make if different sizes, some small enough that I did not believe an actual adult Almort could fit in them. Almort themselves walked to and fro around us, pushing carts full of gray and silver X’ebril or with their faces buried in hand-held screens. Either way, they were all busy, bustling, and uncaring of the starmen their chief had driven into their mountain.  
 
    We pulled into an empty spot along the far east wall, at least another hundred meters deep into the mountain’s heart. The Mountain chieftain jumped down and opened the back doors to let us out. Akela stepped from the vehicle and looked around the deep garage with wide, purple eyes as she took everything in.  
 
    “Wow,” she breathed, which was probably the highest compliment she could give.  
 
    I helped Neka down, and the poor cat-girl’s nose was cherry-red. I couldn’t help myself, so I leaned down and kissed it softly. Neka giggle-shivered against me and shoved me away slightly, pretending to be embarrassed, but she didn’t fool me. I could see the warm light in her eyes, and it only made me want to kiss her more.  
 
    “This way please,” Soh’e announced, pulling Neka and me out of the moment. I cleared my throat and stepped away as the Mountain Tribe chieftain turned on a heel and led us to the northeast corner.  
 
    Given the towers in Ka’le and Sin’mot, I was worried that the chieftain was about to lead us to another staircase that stretched up and up into the mountain, but the chieftain surprised me when he led us to a set of large, silvered X’ebril doors. He touched a panel on the wall to their right, and his scales flashed in unison to the touchpad. A moment later, the doors slid open to reveal an elevator.  
 
    The surprise must have shown on my face because the Mountain chieftain smiled. “It is inefficient to climb stairs in a mountain this large,” he explained. “We use a system much like the one utilized in the mines.” 
 
    “Runs on magnets, right?” Akela asked as we stepped into the confined space. Her eyes were bright as gems and eager in their curiosity.  
 
    “Correct,” Soh’e replied as he selected a floor and the car began to ascend. He looked impressed with my mechanic. 
 
    “Why not use the hover-tech from your trucks?” she questioned as she cocked her head to the side.  
 
    The Mountain Tribe chieftain turned to face her more fully, even in such tight quarters. “We haven’t been able to find a way to adapt it reliably into smaller systems and vehicles,” he hesitantly explained. “We’ve tried before in the mines, but the carts of X’ebril would either take off too fast or not get off the ground.” 
 
    Akela hummed and rubbed at the shorn part of her hair. “Sounds like you have a power output or stabilizer problem,” she diagnosed, and the Mountain chieftain blinked in surprise. I don’t think he expected my small and slight mechanic to be so knowledgeable.  
 
    “I don’t think we’ve been introduced, starwoman,” he said to her, and he flared his gills, lights dancing across his scales. “I am Soh’e, chieftain to the people of the mountains.” 
 
    “Akela,” the mechanic introduced herself with a soft smile and nod of her head. “I’m the machine-healer for CT’s, um… tribe.” She tilted her head in my direction, and the chieftain’s eyes slid to me.  
 
    “You are fortunate,” the chieftain said to me.  
 
    “You don’t even know the half of it.” I grinned, and Akela’s cheeks went pink. 
 
    After we exited the elevator, the chieftain led us down a long hallway, past rooms filled with lab equipment and samples of X’ebril in various states. Neka and I had to drag Akela so she wouldn’t be held up in an attempt to stare into each lab. At last, we arrived at the end of the hall, and he opened up a set of doors and ushered us in.  
 
    Even though Ac’sok didn’t have its own tower like Ka’le and Sin’mot, the room we entered certainly had a similar feel to it. The wall directly across from the doorway was composed entirely of windows. Beyond the glass, clouds hung low over the valley, partially shielding the city below, but even through the clouds, streaks of silver and blue light still shone brightly, like far-off stars.  
 
    The room itself looked more like a workshop, and the more I looked around, the more I was reminded of the cargo bay the week that Akela had commandeered it for the undertaking of her drone repair back on Theron.  
 
    There were multiple tables scattered across the room, and every single one of them was piled and heaped with wires and circuits and X’ebril. On one of the tables to the left, some gadget flashed sporadically with bioluminescent colors, blips of blue and green and bright, bright white.  
 
    “Pardon the mess,” Soh’e explained as he gestured around the room. There were no seating arrangements, and I wondered if the chieftain simply worked until he dropped. “I was clearly not expecting visitors, certainly not ones so prestigious.” 
 
    U’eh waved his hand. “It is not important,” he dismissed and gestured for me to step forward. “What’s important is what we have come to tell you.” 
 
    I nodded at the Mountain Tribe chieftain. “Thank you for meeting with us, Chief Soh’e,” I said to him. “I wish I’d come to you under better circumstances, but unfortunately I do not.” 
 
    I extended the hand-held Almort screen I had adapted specifically for these meetings. The chieftain took it readily and scrolled through the data I had uploaded as I continued with my speech.  
 
    “A few weeks ago,” I began, “I came to this planet peacefully. I’d hoped to reach an agreement with your people, the Almort. I do not know if you are aware, but there are starmen above this planet right now. They’ve already met with U’eh multiple times.” 
 
    The Mountain chieftain looked up at me and shrugged. “Starmen have come and gone for generations,” he replied. “So why the sense of urgency now?” 
 
    “These starmen are different,” I explained with a shake of my head. “The starmen you have met in the past probably happened upon this planet by mistake. They were simply wayward travelers. These starmen are strong, well-funded, and have a mission.” 
 
    “And what is that mission?” Soh’e asked, his pale blue eyes trained on my face.  
 
    “To take control of as many planets they can,” I replied. “These starmen, Terra-Nebula they’re called, are governed by profit. They take what they can from the people and the worlds they own, and when the well has run dry, they leave.” 
 
    The Mountain chieftain regarded me with a critical gaze, and I remembered how Sef’sla had said his mind was half made of X’ebril. I could practically see the gears turning behind his eyes.  
 
    “How do you know so much about them?” he questioned me pointedly, “And how does this plight concern you?” 
 
    “I used to be one of them,” I admitted, making sure to look him in the eye as I did so that he would see there was no deception in my words. “I want to do a better job than them. I still want a profit, but I can have one while helping the citizens of each planet more. That is why I came to U’eh in the first place, why I participated in the Akornath, and why I am here now, before you, asking for your help.” 
 
    Soh’e’s gills flared in surprise, and he looked me up and down. “You performed an Akornath?” he asked, his eyes wide. U’eh and Sef’sla had told me that word had probably not reached the Mountain Tribe of my arrival and the trials that came after. I felt a little guilty about using the prestige of their tradition to curry favor with the chieftain now, but I needed a yes, and I needed one quickly.  
 
    “Yes,” I responded, “I have proven myself to Chief U’eh and the people of Ka’le. I hope to prove myself to you now, in the hopes that you will join our efforts.” 
 
    “What efforts?” Soh’e questioned, and his eyes darted to U’eh and his daughter, probably surprised that the reticent chief was letting a starman speak for him.  
 
    “Our efforts to thwart Terra-Nebula and save this planet, your home, from ever being taken away from you and exploited,” I said solemnly.  
 
    The Mountain Tribe chieftain laughed, a deep, chittering sound. It was not a humorous sound. “And how do you propose we stop them?” he shot at me. I could see his mind turning over a kilometer a second. “I have seen, studied, and admired your technology, starman. I have even utilized it to improve ours, but we have no sky-ships. We have some guns, yes, but they are old and primitive relics left by your people generations ago. I have tried to create replicas, but nothing of the caliber like the sky-ship you flew in on.” 
 
    “That’s where I come in,” Akela interrupted as she stepped away from the table of wires and tech she had been picking over. The Mountain chieftain turned to face my mechanic, and his expectant expression encouraged her to continue.  
 
    “I’ve studied your technology since I’ve been on this planet,” she explained, “and I’m confident I could modify and update enough of it to prepare to go toe-to-toe with the starmen. We have some of our own weaponry in the container we left down in the garage. However, given the metallic ores and equipment in this mountain, and the fact that I’ve already had some trials and errors in Ka’le, we were thinking of some sort of projectile weapon would be more practical and useful to mass produce.” 
 
    The mechanic shot me a small smile which I quickly returned. I had first brought up the idea of projectiles to her right after we left Ka’le. The thought had come to me after I saw how Akela struggled with the designs at U’eh’s refinery, but since the tech and X’ebril supply was limited in the capital city, I didn’t want to bring it up until the silver-haired woman had time to ruminate on the idea. At first, she had rejected it as too archaic, but then when I brought up the fact that modernized shielding, as she had seen, was usually not calibrated to stop physical objects, she came around to the idea.  
 
     “I still have to figure out the specifics once I see what kind of equipment you have here in the mountain,” Akela went on as she looked back to the Mountain chieftain, “but more than that, I think I can also modify some of the weapon-tech we have to double as improved mining equipment. That way, you could harvest the X’ebril faster, load it onto some hover-lifts we’ve provided, and amp up production in the refinery at least by thirty percent in the next week.” 
 
    Akela subsided into silence when she realized she had begun to ramble excitedly. She glanced at me and winced before she mouthed a ‘sorry.’ I smiled at her and shook my head because if Soh’e’s expression was anything to go by, my mechanic had just floored him.  
 
    “You can do all this?” he asked her in disbelief.  
 
    The silver-haired woman rubbed the back of her neck and nodded sheepishly. “Yeah,” she replied, “with a little help from you and your people. I’m still not an expert on your tech, after all. But together… yeah, we can get it done. I’ve already helped to increase Ka’le’s refinery production rate by eighty percent. We’ve also managed to erect shields around both Ka’le and Sin’mot, to protect from any outside hostile force.” 
 
    She gestured to the data pad in his hands, and he flipped through the images we had uploaded of the shields.  
 
    “And a lot of these are contingencies,” I added quickly. “If my plan goes the way I want it to, we won’t need to fight for very long or very hard. However, either way, we will provide you with as much technology and support as we can. So, can we expect the same from you?” 
 
    The Mountain Tribe chieftain hadn’t torn his eyes away from Akela since she’d stopped talking. A smile had spread across his face, and a spike of jealousy shot through me before he hissed, “You remind me of my mate. She is also very smart and unstoppable.”  
 
    Akela grinned in response, and my hackles metaphorically lowered. “I would love to meet her,” she replied.  
 
    Soh’e clicked and then clapped his hands together, sending lights racing up the scales along his arms. “And you shall,” he said, “once we begin our preparations.” 
 
    My heart kicked strongly in my chest. “Does that mean you’ll help us?” I asked. 
 
    The Mountain chieftain turned to me at last and dipped his chin deeply. “It does, starman. If what you say is true, I do not wish to see my planet and my people suffer. U’eh has vouched for you, and I’m assuming Marsh Chief Kot’ep, as well?” he asked as he looked to his fellow Almort for confirmation. U’eh and Sef’sla nodded in unison.  
 
    “That is not an easy feat,” he continued. “And neither is the Akornath. This tells me three things.” He held up three of his six fingers on his right hand. “One, you are strong, brave, and courageous. Though I do not know the details of your Akornath, I know you must possess these qualities to have passed the trials. Two, you are honest and trustworthy. If you were not, U’eh would not have brought you here, and Kot’ep would have refused you. And three, you must be a man of great honor, to have such an intelligent tribe loyal enough to go to war with you.” 
 
    The tops of my ears went hot, as Neka and Akela smiled sweetly at me.  
 
    “Thank you for the compliments, Chief Soh’e,” I responded with a bow of my head. “I hope to prove you right and be the man my reputation has made me.” 
 
    “You already have,” the chieftain grinned, “when you came into my city and offered to help me improve it. Honestly, I probably would have told you yes for the technology alone.” 
 
    He chittered another laugh, and I found myself smiling along with him. I liked the stockier male, and I’m glad it seemed he liked me in return. Made my job a hell of a lot easier.  
 
    “So what is your course of action now, starman CccT?” the Mountain chieftain asked me with a hiss as he crossed his arms again.  
 
    I sighed, some tension bleeding from my shoulders. “Now, we get to work on the shield for Ac’sok and make improvements to the refinery. Akela and our AI will start as soon as possible. I think we can safely get the designs and materials for the weapons ready in the next few days. Once production is underway, we’ll fly to the south to meet with the Hill Tribe. If Chief Cex’ath is amenable to our cause, and hopefully he will be, then we travel lastly to the Desert Tribe, making preparations as we go along.” 
 
    “And you do not believe the starmen will attack before you are ready?” Soh’e asked, a slightly worried furrow to his brow.  
 
    I shook my head. “It will take them some time to reach us and for them to prepare. Most of their numbers are far, far away, and the stars are hard to navigate quickly. The few sky-ships that are here already do not have the means to launch a large-scale attack. They’ll be waiting for their reinforcements.” 
 
    The Mountain Tribe chieftain dipped his chin in acknowledgment. “Then we must act quickly. I will do what I can in the meantime to begin the preparations. We’ll pull up extra Xe’bril from the mines, and I’ll pull the old starmen weaponry out of storage so that we can set immediately to work.” 
 
    Akela grinned and glanced at me. “I like the way he thinks,” she stage-whispered, and this time, both Soh’e and Sef’sla laughed.  
 
    However, the laughter was cut short as a burst of static filled our comm system.  
 
    “Colby,” Omni said urgently. “Just now I detected a blip on my radar, but it disappeared over the mountains above us before I could lock on.” 
 
    “Warrick?” I asked, steel in my voice even as my heart raced.  
 
    “Unconfirmed, but most likely,” the AI responded. “He might have simply been doing a flyby to let us know he knows where we are. However, that is not our most pressing matter. Right after the signature disappeared, I began to detect seismic activity in the upper reaches of the mountain you are currently in.” 
 
    “What does that...?” I started to question, but before I could finish, the mountain shuddered around us with a crack and the sound of deep, rolling thunder. 
 
    I steadied myself against the table beside me as dust fluttered down from the stone ceiling. I looked immediately to Neka and Akela, but the two women were still on their feet. Akela had drawn instinctively closer to Neka, and the mechanic now glanced at me with sharp eyes.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” she asked. The mountain continued to shiver around us.  
 
    I turned to Chief Soh’e, but the mountain chieftain had his face upturned to the ceiling, alarm and concern warring across his scaled face. Whatever was happening, it sure as hell wasn’t a daily occurrence.  
 
    “Colby,” Omni called into my ear again, “there is currently an avalanche racing down the mountainside above you. I’m moving the ship out of its path, but you’ll be stuck inside by the snowfall.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said quickly, “we can dig ourselves out later. Will the rest of the city be affected?” 
 
    The Lacuna Noctis wasn’t a huge ship, but in the pinch of an emergency evacuation, it would do.  
 
    “Not significantly,” Omni informed me a moment later. “There is enough distance between the city and the refinery that the snow will lose momentum. The city will be safe.” 
 
    I sighed in relief and then noticed the Mountain Tribe chieftain was looking at me strangely. 
 
    “What?” I asked, the blood pulsing loudly in my ear.  
 
    “Nothing,” Mountain Chief Soh’e hissed as he shook his head. “I simply didn’t expect you to worry about my people first. You are curious indeed, starman.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but before I could an ear-piercing siren began to blare in the depths of the mountain and barely a moment later, the door burst open and in stumbled a panting, frantic Almort.  
 
    “Chief Soh’e,” the Almort gasped, his pale blue eyes wide with fright. “There has been an incident!” 
 
    “I know of the avalanche,” the chieftain responded and held his hands up to calm the Almort male. “We will be fine. The walls of this mountain are sturdy. Just make sure everyone is out of the garage and shut the doors if there is time.” 
 
    “It is not the snow I speak of,” the messenger hissed. “It is the forge!” 
 
    Immediately, the Mountain Tribe chieftain’s calm demeanor faded. “Which forge?” he demanded. “What has happened?” 
 
    “The one closest to the garage,” the messenger replied. “When the mountain shook, debris fell from the ceiling. They were not large pieces, so everything seemed fine. But one must have smashed into the machinery and broken the temperature regulator! We’re trying, but we can’t seem to get it under control.” 
 
    I didn’t know much about refineries or smelting metallic ore, but a forge with a broken temperature regulator did not sound like a good thing.  
 
    By the expression on Soh’e’s face, it wasn’t.  
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked the Mountain Tribe chieftain.  
 
    “It means we’ll fare better facing the avalanche,” he hissed and then turned back to his messenger. “Do we have time for an evacuation?” 
 
    As if in response, the light went out behind us as snow obscured the window with the sound of… well, an avalanche. My crew and I stumbled away from the glass, but the window, strengthened by trace amounts of X’ebril, held strong.  
 
    The Mountain Tribe chieftain cursed as the snow crashed to the ground below us, effectively sealing us in. There would be no evacuation.  
 
    “What can we do?” I demanded as the sirens continued to blare all around us. “How can we fix the regulator?” 
 
    “I-I do not know if we can,” the chieftain said uncertainly, a wildfire of fear burning behind his eyes. “There are fire protocols and safeties in place, but the forge has enough power to blow a hole in the side of the mountain.” 
 
    Akela suddenly gasped. “The hover-lift!” she exclaimed with wide eyes. At all of our confused expressions, she continued. “The weapons in the hover-lift! I packed a shoulder ion cannon in there. It has a huge power and heat regulator. I bet I could adapt it to fix the forge, or at least keep it from exploding.” 
 
    A part of me wanted to refuse immediately. I didn’t want Akela anywhere near a forge that was about to explode, but the silver-haired woman was the best mechanic I had ever met. If anyone could do this, could save this mountain, could save us, it would be her. 
 
    “Is this truly possible?” Soh’e asked her sharply.  
 
    Akela shrugged. “I don’t know, but unless you have a better solution, we have to try.” 
 
    The Mountain Tribe chieftain looked vexed, but he didn’t have another option to offer so instead he turned to the messenger. “Bring the starmen’s container to the forge. We will meet you there.” 
 
    The Almort male’s eyes went wide, but he dipped his chin quickly and sprinted out of the room.  
 
    “This way,” Soh’e said to us then as he began to stride for the door, “Quickly. We do not have much time.” 
 
    I swallowed tightly but could do nothing except follow the Mountain chieftain out of the door and into certain danger. We took the elevator back down but stopped several levels above the garage. We passed many a confused and alarmed Almort along the way, but the Mountain chieftain waved off their questions and ordered them to retreat to the upper levels of the refinery. We jogged down hallway after hallway, Neka’s finger tucked into my belt loop and her tail wrapped around Akela’s wrist. The mechanic had her face buried in an Almort screen, rapidly scanning through the forge’s schematics. As we ran, the mechanic would call out questions to Soh’e, asking about this particular part or that specific bundle of wiring. The Mountain Tribe chieftain answered as best as he could on the move, but all too soon and too slow, we arrived at the forge.  
 
    A group of Almort huddled at the door, hissing in fear and fright to each other, with our hover-lift sat on the ground beside them. As we drew closer, a tremendous heat enveloped us, leaking out through the cracks of the closed door ahead of us.  
 
    Without a word, Akela bounded for the hover-lift, ripped it open, and began to dig through its contents, cursing and muttering to herself all the while. A few moments later, she straightened up with a triumphant cry, a shoulder-mounted ion cannon clutched against her chest. She immediately set it on the ground, yanked a tool of some kind from her pocket, and began to pry at the cannon’s outer casing.  
 
    “Is there anything we can do to help?” I asked the mechanic, Neka and I, plus the Almort, all hovered over the silver-haired woman.  
 
    “Buy me some time while I get the regulator out,” Akela grunted without looking up. A panel came loose from the cannon’s side with a mighty rending sound, and the mechanic immediately stuck her arms up to the elbows into the cannon’s guts.  
 
    I looked at Soh’e. “Can we turn off the power source to the forge? Douse it somehow?” I asked desperately.  
 
    The chieftain turned to one of his men huddled against the door. “Well?” he asked.  
 
    “W-we already cut the power, s-sir,” the male stuttered. “Or at least we tried. The emergency shut-off must have been damaged along with the temperature regulator.” 
 
    “So I better get in there, huh?” Akela asked as she got to her feet suddenly. She clutched a large piece of metal in her hands with wires dangling to the floor. There was oil already inexplicably smeared across the bridge of her nose.  
 
    “I’m going with you,” I immediately responded.  
 
    “You’re not the mechanic,” Akela argued. “I’m going in alone.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’m not the mechanic,” I agreed. “I’m the captain, and I say I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Akela’s fine mouth screwed up, ready to spew more arguments, but suddenly a wave of heat smashed into the doors beside us, hot air leaking out through the cracks.  
 
    “Whatever you’re doing, Colby,” Omni intoned in my ear, “you better do it quickly.” 
 
    I turned to Neka and pressed a hard kiss against her forehead. “Stay with U’eh and Sef’sla,” I whispered to the cat-girl.  
 
    My assistant nodded tearfully and then turned and threw her arms around Akela’s neck. “Both of you come back, alright?” she sniffed into Akela’s hair before she pulled away.  
 
    Akela nodded, but she obviously wasn’t fully listening, her mind turned completely to the task at hand.  
 
    I looked at the Mountain Tribe chieftain. “Fall back as far as you can. Retreat with your people to the upper levels. We’ll take care of this.” 
 
    Before anyone could respond, I spun on my heel, pulled the collar of my Odrine lined coat up to shield my face at the same time as I pulled the sleeve down over my hand. Akela managed to do the same thing and, with a nod, she motioned for me to open the door.  
 
    Even with the Odrine fabric wrapped around my fingers, the door handle still stung, but it was nothing compared to the absolute scalding wall of air that pounded us as the door swung open. I gasped, ducked my head, and pulled Akela against me as we stumbled into the room.  
 
    Thankfully, the forge wasn’t hard to find. It was a huge, orange-glowing hunk of machinery in the far corner of the room. Sparks and embers flew off it, and I hissed as one whizzed past my cheek.  
 
    Akela immediately pressed forward, her head ducked like mine but her eyes determined. We struggled across the room, wincing and hissing as embers singed us. The closer we drew to the forge, the more unbearable the heat became, until I was sure my eyebrows were burning off. From one of the tables we passed, Akela snatched up a pair of Almort welding gloves and tugged them onto her hands. The six-fingered design of them was awkward, but it was better than melting the skin of her palms off. She also snagged a welding mask from where it had been discarded on the floor and pulled it over her head and face.  
 
    “Stay at least five meters away from the forge,” Akela shouted from behind her mask. “Without a mask or gloves, your skin will be burned by the heat waves.” 
 
    I nodded in assent and began to cough, the hot air scorching my lungs. Akela squeezed my arm one last time and then painstakingly walked the last few meters to the forge. All I could see of the mechanic from this angle was her back, her silhouette outlined by the burning forge. I could hear her shout and converse with Omni over the comm system, but her exact words were swallowed by the sound of my racing pulse and the screaming, straining metal in front of us. I watched as Akela worked as fast as I had ever seen her, her gloved hands deep in the control panel of the forge. There was a sound like hammering, and more sparks began to fly. The heat climbed ever upward and sweat cascaded down my face. A bolt finally exploded from the seams of the forge, ejected by heat and building pressure, and ricocheted around the room.  
 
    “Akela!” I yelled as I felt our time had run out. “Akela, it’s not working, we have to go!” 
 
    “No!” the mechanic screamed back, but I could only barely heard her through my earpiece now. “I’ve almost got it! Just… a little… more!” 
 
    As she finished her sentence, a wave of heat and concussive force exploded from the forge, knocking Akela and me off our feet and tossing us across the room. I smashed into a table and collapsed to the floor with a groan. In a daze, I looked around me, and the room spun and seemed on fire. I shook my head to clear my vision and immediately looked for my mechanic.  
 
    The silver-haired woman was crumpled on the floor a few feet away. I croaked out her name, but she didn’t answer, so I began to crawl toward her through the debris and chaos on the floor.  
 
    “Akela,” I rasped again when I was beside her. My heart slammed in my chest, fear building like acid in the back of my throat. I gently lifted the mechanic’s head, turned her face to me, and slipped off the welding mask.  
 
    The silver-haired woman’s face was smeared with soot and sweat, and the skin that the masked had not covered at her hairline and around her neck were tinged shiny and bright pink. I stroked gently at her cheek, fearing the worst, but then Akela coughed and blinked open her eyes.  
 
    “See?” she croaked, her eyes bright, her mouth twitching upward. “Told you I could do it.” 
 
    I gaped at the woman cradled in my lap and then lifted my head to look at the forge. The metal still glowed orange but not so brightly. Also, it had ceased to shake and sputter and shoot off sparks. As I watched, the forge grew quieter and quieter, until it barely made any noise at all.  
 
    I looked back down at Akela. “You fixed it,” I said in amazement.  
 
    “Someone said I was the best mechanic in the known universe,” she rasped teasingly, parroting my own praise of her back at me.  
 
    I chuckled weakly, my throat suddenly tight with abject relief. “You sure as hell are,” I said and then bent down to slant my mouth against hers.  
 
    Omni took the liberty of informing the others that we were alright and that the forge was fixed. A few minutes later, the Mountain Tribe chieftain strode into the forge room, and his eyes held nothing but astonishment.  
 
    “You really need to meet my mate now, machine-healer. You are nothing if not a wonder,” the chieftain said with a laugh.  
 
    Akela grinned back weakly and chuckled, “I’ll meet anyone you want if you can get me a hot shower, meal, and please tell me you have some kind of liquor on hand.” 
 
    Soh’e grinned sharply. “I think we can accommodate you,” he hissed.  
 
    As the mechanic chuckled in my arms and gave a thumbs up, I took a deep breath to fortify myself for the week to come.  
 
    Hopefully, it would involve fewer explosions. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Thankfully, there were no more explosions in the following week.  
 
    Well, at least none quite so grand. The fire alarms had in fact gone off in one of the refinery’s labs on the second day, but Akela quickly jumped on the comm system and assured me everything was fine. 
 
    “It was only a little hiccup with the designs,” she had promised me. “I’ve gotten it all taken care of.”  
 
    She had then barred me from her ‘workshop,’ as she called it, for the last four days because she didn’t want to ruin the ‘surprise.’ I had tried to argue, but the silver-haired mechanic had put her foot down and no amount of wheedling or bribing the Almort guards she had posted at the door could get me in that room.  
 
    So, I busied myself with the thousand other tasks that needed to be completed before we moved on to the Hill and Desert Tribes. I sat down with the Mountain Tribe chieftain and explained Terra-Nebula and our collective history to the chieftain. 
 
    “Here is Old Earth,” I had said to Chief Soh’e as I showed him images of humanity’s dead homeworld. I flipped through stills of the vast and endless deserts and nuclear wastelands that spanned from pole to pole. “This was our home but, as you can see, greed got the better of mankind. Ever since Earth dried up, the worst of our species have turned to the stars and decided to take all they can find, by any means necessary. This is what I’m trying to stop from happening here.”  
 
    I had then provided him pictures of Arden Warrick and the types of ships he was likely to bring for the assault. I explained the plans for our preparations: the shields to protect the innocents in the cities, the greenhouse in Sin’mot for emergency aid, the weapons we were constructing here and in Ka’le for both defensive and offensive measures.  
 
    As U’eh had said, the Mountain Tribe chieftain was incredibly intelligent. He asked for further details on the shields, and when I gave them to him, he understood it immediately. Whenever I saw him interacting with Akela, it was like the two of them had their own language as they bent over their data pads and conversed animatedly. I would have been jealous if I had not met Za’il. The chieftain’s mate was tall and severe in her beauty like a glacier of ice honed to razor sharpness. However, despite her looks, she was kind and gracious, nearly as smart as my mechanic, and the Mountain Tribe chieftain was obviously besotted with her.  
 
    Soh’e’s mate even took it upon herself to give me, Neka, and Sef’sla a tour of their city, Ac’sok. When I had kindly refused, saying I had to oversee Omni’s progress with the shielding, check refinery production rates again, and call Cy’lass to see how Ka’le was doing among a hundred other things, the chieftain’s mate had only smiled kindly, took my arm, and towed me to the city.  
 
    Ac’sok was cold and stark but beautiful. Snow fell at night and in the early morning, and it dusted the silver city in a lovely white blanket. As we had walked through the streets, while the chieftain’s mate had paused to point out the marketplace and other sights, Neka had busied herself making snow angels and snowmen with cat ears. Sef’sla had joined in, and before I knew it, the two had joined forces, and I was being pelted with snowballs.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I had tried to apologize to Queen Za’il with snow sliding down the side of my face, “my assistant can sometimes let her enthusiasm get the best of her.”  
 
    The chieftain’s mate had only grinned, pulled her hands out from behind her back, and brandished her own ball of snow.  
 
    The day had devolved into chaos and light-hearted revelry after that. Our epic battle continued for hours. We built forts and trenches and began to stockpile our ammo. By the time Akela and the Mountain Tribe chieftain came to find us, curious as to where we had all disappeared, my fingers were tinged red and blue in turns, and ice hung from the tips of my hair. But we couldn’t help roping in the mechanic and chieftain into our game, and they both ended up with a face full of snow. Akela looked shocked and bewildered while Soh’e merely threw back his head and laughed.  
 
    “You think you can best me in my own home, starman? I think not!” he cried before he dove behind the nearest fort and began his own assault.  
 
    That fun evening had been two days ago now, and I clung to the happiness of that memory as I shuffled through the hallways of the refinery, every bone in my body tired. Neka dragged behind me, her tail wrapped loosely around my wrist as she yawned and rubbed her eyes. The shield had been completed this morning, and I had spent the whole day with Chief Soh’e checking its perimeter and then planning for our impending departure to the Hill Tribe. With the shield finished and a vast amount of X’ebril already harvested and refined, we were only waiting on Akela’s weapon designs. It had been a long day of meetings and plans. Neka and I were about to turn in for the night, but Akela had excitedly summoned us to her lab twenty minutes ago. 
 
    “Get here, now!” she had nearly shouted with manic glee in her voice. Before I could even argue, she had then added, “You’re really going to like what I’ve made.”   
 
    So now we ambled slowly along, and I fought to keep my eyes open. When we rounded the next corner, we saw Sef’sla, U’eh, and Soh’e waiting before the door of Akela’s lab. The three Almort looked about as tired as I felt.  
 
    “Guess you got the call too,” I yawned as we reached the group.  
 
    Sef’sla nodded silently, and her eyes drooped before she shook herself.  
 
    “The hour is late, but I believe you will enjoy your machine-healer’s presentation.” Soh’e grinned. Akela had required a little hands-on help with the Almort tech, and the Mountain Tribe chieftain had become her confidante. Unlike the rest of us, he knew the surprise waiting beyond the door.  
 
    “Care to give us a hint?” I asked with a grin.  
 
    Before the Mountain Tribe chieftain could respond, the door was thrown open, and I got my first full look at Akela in two days. The mechanic had fished her old overalls out of the ship’s storage, and the garment was stained with the grease that was smeared across her nose, cheeks, and brow. There also seemed to be a few singe marks on the front chest pocket of her overalls, but I tried not to worry too much. Besides, while the purple half-moons under her eyes showed how exhausted she was, the mechanic looked otherwise whole.  
 
    “Took you guys long enough,” Akela said as she smirked at us. Her voice and tone said she was tired, but there was a fire in her eyes that brought life to her face. I could tell she was dying for me to ask, so I did.  
 
    “So,” I began, “what’s the surprise?” 
 
    A wicked smile spread across Akela’s face. “I did it,” she hissed, her amethyst eyes wild and bright. “I figured out the weaponry.” 
 
    “I had the utmost confidence in you,” I told the mechanic sincerely as I fought back another yawn, but I don’t think she even heard me.  
 
    “It took me a while,” she went on as she began to ramble excitedly. “There were a lot of failed attempts. After my trials in Ka’le, I realized I couldn’t break down the power cell into smaller units so we could mass produce some energy weapons. I just didn’t have the time or all the proper equipment for that. I tried one last time here, to see if the tech Soh’e had would make a difference, but I got the same result as I did in Ka’le, with a little more fire involved...” 
 
    The mechanic paused and gestured to her singed overalls, and as I recalled the fire alarm, I cringed, but Akela pressed onward. “Anyway,” she said, “that was day two. After that, I began looking in earnest at projectile weapons, like CT had suggested on the Lacuna Noctis, and I hit the jackpot.”  
 
    She paused her for dramatic effect and then grinned wildly as she met my eye. “Handheld railguns,” she declared.  
 
    I blinked. “Railguns?” I echoed in bewilderment.  
 
    Akela nodded emphatically. “It sounded crazy to me too, at first,” the mechanic replied, “but look!” 
 
    She reached out, grabbed my arm, and bodily towed me into her lab. Everyone else followed us at a more moderate pace. Akela brought me over to one of her tables, shoved aside some wires and other debris, found a data pad, and shoved it into my hands. The screen was full of blueprints and schematics.  
 
    “These are the design details of the elevators they have here at the refinery,” Akela explained as I began to scroll through the files. “Remember what Soh’e told us? They run on magnets! It hit me out of nowhere the other day that this was the answer.” 
 
    “Magnets?” I repeated dubiously, my brain still too tired to process all this information so quickly. Sometimes it was hard for me to catch up with Akela’s mind. The thing turned over ideas at the speed of light. 
 
    “Yes!” Akela crowed, impatient that I wasn’t seeing the brilliance of her plan. “The Almort already have the tech and the know-how to run things using magnetic fields. They already have the foundations. Railguns are operated electromagnetically and are easy to mass produce. X’ebril, I’ve also discovered, makes excellent bullets. Strong enough to be fired from a weapon, but it shatters upon impact, like fragment grenades. And do you want to know what the kicker is?” 
 
    “Tell me,” I replied with an indulgent smile. I loved to see the mechanic excited and enthusiastic like this. It made me feel a little less exhausted.  
 
    “As we know, most particle beam shields are constructed with the intent of stopping similar firepower,” Akela explained, her eyes alight with an inner fire. “This means laser guns, ion cannons, whatever. That is why I had to manually update and manipulate the designs for the city shields. But this also means that most of T-N’s defenses will be useless. Our rail guns and X’ebril bullets will cut right through their inferior shields. We’re going to demolish them!” 
 
    “Remind me to never piss you off,” I laughed as I set the data pad down and slow clapped. “Seriously, Akela, this is fucking fantastic. Warrick has no idea what he’s in for.” 
 
    My pulse began to race, chasing away my drowsiness, and I fantasized shoving a railgun in Warrick’s face, pulling the trigger, and watching his head turn to red mist. It was a dark fantasy, one that I would never follow through with in real life unless absolutely necessary, but it was nice to dream.  
 
    “Want to see a demonstration?” Akela asked with a sly smile.  
 
    “Hell yeah I do,” I responded.  
 
    “Alright, let’s take a field trip down to the firing range then,” the mechanic said as she whirled around and made for the door. U’eh and Sef’sla looked bewildered. Neka still rubbed at her eyes and swayed side to side in sleepiness. The Mountain Tribe chieftain was the only one that looked even half excited as the silver-haired woman.  
 
    “You already built a firing range?” I teased as I followed Akela through the refinery’s hallways and to the elevator.  
 
    “Built it yesterday, right before I finished the railgun prototype,” the mechanic shrugged as we all filed into the lift. 
 
    “Are you sure your machine-healer is not part machine herself?” Sef’sla stage whispered beside me to Neka.  
 
    I stifled a laugh, Neka giggled, and Akela snorted. “I wish I were half cyborg,” the mechanic grumbled as we descended in the elevator. “One, that would be cool as hell. Two, it would make my life so much easier. I wouldn’t need to sleep! I could just plug myself in and keep on working.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s how cyborgs work.” I chuckled.  
 
    Akela looked at me and grinned. “Well, I’d give myself upgrades of course,” she replied, and then the elevator dinged.  
 
    We entered a room that looked nearly identical to the one where we stopped a forge from exploding less than a week ago. It was a gigantic factory floor, and the cacophony of deafening noise almost made me want to slap my hands over my ears. 
 
    “Sorry,” Akela shouted to us, “production and construction can be a little loud down here. The shooting range is this way.” 
 
    As she led us across the floor, she passed more than three dozen Almort, every single one of them bent to their task. Most of them called out to her or raised their hands in greeting. Akela smiled and waved but didn’t break her pace until she had arrived in the far corner of the room, which was a barren stretch of floor about fifty meters long, with a table on one end and a chewed-up target on the other.  
 
    Two Almort males stood beside the table and conversed quietly amongst themselves. Between them lay a matte black gun as long as a rifle but it looked twice as heavy. Beside the weapon curled a belt of ammo of dark gray X’ebril bullets maybe ten centimeters long. When Akela reached the table, the two Almort looked up and grinned fiercely, the lights of the refinery reflecting brightly off their opalescent teeth.  
 
    “Welcome, starmen,” the Almort on the left clicked and then inclined his head at Soh’e. “Chief, welcome.”  
 
    “We have you come to witness the machine-healer’s triumph,” the chieftain declared with a smile. 
 
    Akela rolled her eyes and bumped the chieftain’s shoulder. “Our triumph,” she emphasized as she looked back to me. “Without Soh’e’s help, it would have taken me twice as long to figure out their magnetic tech.” 
 
    “She is being modest,” the Mountain Tribe chieftain countered with a shake of his head. “You would not believe what she has accomplished in only a few days time.” 
 
    “You could tell me she figured out a way to move this whole planet through the stars and I’d believe it,” I responded with a grin.  
 
    Akela flushed bright red, and she averted her eyes as she rubbed at the grease on the bridge of her nose. “Are we only here to blow hot air up my ass or are we going to test some firepower?” she grumbled, clearly unused to being the center of attention.  
 
    I took pity on the easily flustered mechanic. “We’re waiting,” I teased her, and behind me, Neka, Sef’sla, and U’eh shuffled closer to get a better view.  
 
    The two Almort males moved to the side of the table, and the Mountain Tribe chieftain motioned for Akela to step up. The silver-haired woman nodded in thanks as the mechanic struggled to lift the gun off the table. In her small hands and in contrast with her slight body, the railgun looked ridiculously huge.  
 
    “I know this looks funny,” the mechanic grunted as if reading my thoughts, “but remember this is made for an Almort, who tend to be nearly twice as big as I am, so bear with me.” 
 
    Akela fiddled with the gun for a moment before she hefted it up and stuck the butt against her shoulder like a rifle. She sighted down the long barrel, and I watched her finger inch toward the trigger.  
 
    “Brace yourself,” she warned us, and then she fired.  
 
    The gun went off with the sound of a dozen mini-explosions, and as it did, I saw blue and green lights flare down the length of it, exactly how they flared across Almort scales. I saw Akela jerk with the force of the recoil as bullets sprayed out of the weapon and slammed into the target fifty meters away. When Akela released the trigger, her belt of ammo spent, smoke curled out of the end of the barrel, and the target which even in its demolished state bore an uncanny resemblance to Warrick, had been reduced to slivers of wood and metal.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed as she set the rail gun back down on the table.  
 
    Akela turned to us with a wild grin. “I know, right?” she gushed as she patted the X’ebril-made gun. “I’m a little proud of it.” 
 
    “I loved the bioluminescent tech you added, too,” I observed. “Really nice touch.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Akela quipped as she flicked her bangs out of her face. “I couldn’t help myself. I find it all too fascinating… and pretty if I’m being honest.” The mechanic shrugged sheepishly.  
 
    “That sounds like someone I know,” I said with a roguish grin.  
 
    Akela rolled her eyes again and blushed to the tips of her ears.  
 
    “Let me show you the other stuff we’ve done,” she responded, deftly changing the subject.  
 
    “I’ll allow it,” I teased.  
 
    “Everything else is in the garage,” she replied, her eyes burning with excitement and adrenaline. “Field trip, part two!” 
 
    With that, she spun around and marched back toward the door, leaving the rest of us to trail in her wake. As we walked through the hallways, I noticed that Sef’sla and U’eh were uncharacteristically quiet. Well, the Almort chief was always quiet, but his daughter was not. I glanced over and noticed the princess’s frown. 
 
    My brow furrowed. “Hey,” I said as I slowed my pace to match hers. “You alright?”  
 
    Neka had bounded forward to walk with Akela, and the Mountain Tribe chieftain and U’eh were conversing quietly to themselves behind my mechanic and assistant. Sef’sla and I brought up the rear.  
 
    The Almort princess blinked as she came out of her thoughts and nodded quickly, but not quick enough for me to miss her hesitation. “I am fine,” she hissed.  
 
    “No, you’re not,” I countered with my own frown. “Sef’sla. Talk to me. What’s bothering you?” 
 
    The chief’s daughter hissed out a sigh and shook her head, and as she did so, I caught a whiff of salt and sea. “It is just… the guns. N-not that I am questioning your machine-healer’s progress or-r skill,” she stammered when she saw my confused expression. “But… their destructive force is so great. I am unused to the concept of using such power against people.” 
 
    Not for the first time, I hated Warrick for painting us into this position. I hated him for bringing war to yet another peaceful people.  
 
    “I know.” I sighed sympathetically. “I don’t like the idea of shooting people either. That’s why I was a broker. I much prefer negotiating my way out of problems.” 
 
    “Should we not try to do that?” Sef’sla entreated me, her dark eyes wide and fearful and sad. “Should we not try to speak with them once more?” 
 
    I cringed and rubbed at the back of my neck. “We can try,” I conceded, but then I shook my head. “I know Warrick though, and Terra-Nebula, too. It won’t change anything. They will still attack us and try to take this planet.” 
 
    Sef’sla’s frown deepened. “But we must at least try a more peaceful solution,” she argued. “If they still refuse, in the face of our might and power, then so be it. I will pick up a weapon and be on the front lines myself, but I believe we should still try.” 
 
    I looked at this beautiful princess, so full of hope some would call her naïve. I thought she was terribly brave. It took courage to still have honor in the face of evil and impending war.  
 
    “Then we will try,” I promised her with a firm nod.  
 
    Some of the distress faded from Sef’sla’s expression. She opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, we had reached the garage door, where Akela and the rest of our group were waiting impatiently.  
 
    The mechanic glanced between the two of us as we walked up. “Am I interrupting something?” she asked.  
 
    Sef’sla smiled softly and shook her head. “No,” she replied. “I was merely thanking CccT.” 
 
    I returned her smile with my own and inclined my chin to say silently, ‘you’re welcome.’ Then, I turned back to Akela.  
 
    “Whatcha got for us now, machine-healer?” I drawled as Akela slapped at the entry panel beside the door, and the garage opened with a hiss of hydraulics.  
 
    “Welcome to Akela’s Autoshop,” the mechanic said grandly as she motioned over her shoulder with a grin. The garage that we had first entered when we landed in Ac’sok looked like an anthill of activity around the silver-haired woman. Almort ran to and fro, welding sparks flew in every direction Akela turned, and ever-present was the sound of grinding machinery.  
 
    Akela strode into the garage. As we entered, right in front of us was a lofted loading dock with a truck pulled up parallel beside it. The vehicle was one of the Almort’s larger trucks, like the one that we had ridden in when the Mountain Tribe chieftain had welcomed us. Akela smacked the top of its hood. 
 
    “So,” the mechanic began, “I’ve also been working on some updates for the Mountain Tribe’s vehicles with a little help from Soh’e, his men, and a handful of worker drones I commandeered from Omni’s shield construction detail. Check it out.” 
 
    Akela threw open the driver’s side door and gestured for us to lean inside to see the interior. “I’ve left the design the same, only added some new gadgets,” the mechanic explained as she slid into the driver’s spot and turned the vehicle on. The engine kicked on with a loud purr and lights flared along the console. The silver-haired woman had added a few additional screens and buttons it seemed since they bore a striking resemblance to controls on the Lacuna Noctis. 
 
    “This here is your standard GPS, nav, and radar system,” Akela dictated as she pointed to one of the screens. “This way, the Almort can track the position of each other and the T-N troops.” 
 
    She pointed next to a small speaker and what looked like a handheld radio. “Basic comm system,” she described with a shrug. “Omni can patch in from the ship, and we can give out real-time instructions if need be.” 
 
    The mechanic then leaned back and gestured to a red switch near the steering column. “Here’s one of my favorite additions,” she said with a sly grin. “Instant speed boost. Soh’e and I found a way to refine a purer fuel derivative from another ore in the mountains called Ez’ol. It burns out pretty quickly, but if we need that extra kick in the ass, this will get us going.” 
 
    Akela then slid back from the driver’s position, reached up, and pushed at the ceiling. The roof shuddered and then screeched as a panel slid back, and Akela stuck her head through the hole.  
 
    “The sky-light needs a little more oil, but here’s the pièce de résistance,” the mechanic grunted as she wiggled her arms through the hole and slapped her hand against the addition that I had not yet noticed. “Bam. Roof-mounted railguns.” 
 
    Sure enough, an enlarged version of the gun she had shown us was bolted to the roof of the truck.  
 
    I let out a low whistle. “That’s pretty badass,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Thank you,” Akela replied smugly. “I think so, too.” 
 
    “Do you know that you are a miracle worker and that I love you?” I countered, my heart beating wildly with adrenaline and building hope. I couldn’t wait to see Warrick’s face when we showed up, the Almort armed to their needle-sharp teeth.  
 
    Akela balked at my profession of affection. The mechanic was still a little more reserved than Neka when it came to her emotions. She looked like she wanted to ignore what I said, to change the subject again, but I could see her struggle with her desire to return the words.  
 
    “I-I love you, too,” she finally muttered at length, and even the lithe column of her neck glowed pink. She cleared her throat and added, “But don’t go getting soft on me now, Tower. There’s still a lot of work to be done.” 
 
    I put two fingers to my temple in a mock salute. “Aye, aye, captain,” I intoned, but my teasing smile faded as I watched Akela’s brow furrow with concern.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked the mechanic directly.  
 
    Akela exhaled and rubbed tiredly at her eyes as she slid out of the truck and stood back on the loading dock. “I’m worried about the timeframe,” the mechanic groaned. When she looked back at me, her eyes were red and glassy. “I’m already working night and day, but we still need to ramp up production of the rail guns and bullets, not to mention upgrade as many trucks as we can. I wish we knew exactly when Terra-Nebula would show up. Inconsiderate bastards.” 
 
    I chuckled. “That would be nice of them,” I agreed. “But don’t work yourself into the ground, okay? We’ll still need you when the preparations are done, and the real war begins. I’ll tell Omni to spare a few drones now that the shield is complete. Send the rail gun and bullet schematics to Cy’lass back in Ka’le. They can take some of the production load off you with their own stock of X’ebril.” 
 
    Akela nodded. “I will, thanks.” She sighed and then her jaw cracked with a yawn.  
 
    “Hey,” I said with a cajoling smile.  
 
    The mechanic blinked blearily at me. “Hmm?” she hummed.  
 
    “You basically rebuilt Theron’s docs from the ground up in two weeks by yourself,” I reminded her. “You totally got this. I believe in you completely.” 
 
    “As do we,” Soh’e cut in as the chieftain approached and set his six-fingered hand on Akela’s shoulder. “Although, she has been modest yet again and neglected to tell you of one of her other accomplishments.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and looked to Akela, but the mechanic looked puzzled.  
 
    “What did I forget?” she asked with a tilt of her head.  
 
    The Mountain Tribe chieftain grinned and pulled his other hand from behind his back. In his hand, he held a large, gray metal disk. It looked to be made of X’ebril but the circuit interlaid across its face screamed ‘Akela.’ 
 
    “Oh shit,” the mechanic laughed as she slapped at her forehead. “Those totally did slip my mind.” 
 
    “What is it?” Sef’sla hissed as she leaned forward. She, her father, and Neka had been looking over the truck, but now they came to see what the Mountain chieftain had in his hand.  
 
    Akela took a step back from Soh’e and gestured for the chieftain to show us.  
 
    The Almort male grinned again, held the disk out in front of him, and pressed what looked like a button on the side that faced him. Instantly, I heard a zap of electricity and then blue light shot out of the disk. It arched out in a huge oval, at least three meters tall, taller and wider than the Mountain Tribe chieftain himself. I quickly realized the light was an energy field by how solid it looked and the fact that it had such a recognizable shape. 
 
    “Shields,” I cried out as my eyes went wide. “You made shields!” 
 
    Akela nodded proudly. “Yup,” she said, popping the ‘p’ at the end. “When I discovered that the spare energy cell I had taken from the ship couldn’t be converted into laser weapons, I quickly realized why. The energy drain caused by high-powered beams put too much strain on a smaller power cell. However, something that emits a lower but continuous output, like a shield, worked fine. This was only the prototype, but we’ve already started mass production. In a few days, we should have enough for all our soon-to-be troops.” 
 
    I shook my head in amazement. “You seriously defy words, Loric,” I told the mechanic.  
 
    “Then don’t waste my time trying to find any,” Akela fired back teasingly. “We all still have a lot of things to finish up before we head off to the Hill Tribe. We gotta get back to work, you slacker.” 
 
    “Alright, alright.” I laughed as I held up my hands in surrender. “But not before we’ve all gotten some sleep. No arguments. You’ve done enough for today. Time to get some rest. Don’t make me carry you to bed.” 
 
    Akela opened her mouth, to argue of course, but I narrowed my eyes sternly at her, and she finally gave in.  
 
    “Fine,” she sighed, but then a sly light glinted in her eye. “But does that offer to carry me to bed still stand?” 
 
    The Mountain Tribe chieftain and Sef’sla grinned, and it was my turn to flush red up to my ears. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    If negotiating with Chief Cex’ath of the Hill Tribe was half as hard as finding him, I really was in for one hell of a fight.  
 
    But seriously, I thought to myself as we continued to slowly, yet fruitlessly, skirt over the hills, where does one hide an entire tribe of people? 
 
    “Anything, O?” I mumbled for what felt like the thousandth time, my eyes beginning to droop as I propped my head up. My elbow was precariously balanced on the armrest of the captain’s chair, and with each passing second, it came closer and closer to slipping off.  
 
    “Negative, Colby,” the AI responded, same as he had every time I’ve asked. We did it mostly out of habit now.  
 
    I sighed and rubbed tiredly at my face. In their chairs on either side of me, Neka and Akela had dozed off a few hours ago. Neka was curled up in a tight ball with her head tucked against the headrest and her tail wrapped around her knees. Akela, on the other hand, was sprawled out, her knees and legs thrown over one armrest while her head virtually hung off the other. I had tried to nudge her awake and get her to go lie down in her bedroom, worried about her neck, but the mechanic only grumbled and pushed me away before falling back asleep again.  
 
    U’eh and Sef’sla had basically glued themselves to the viewport. The ship was flying low and slow enough that the ground was clearly visible, so despite my many arguments for them to get some rest too, they remained at their post, eyes tracking the ground for any sign of the Hill Tribe chieftain and his people.  
 
    We had left Ac’sok behind us and had been searching for the Hill Tribe for almost a full day now. Omni had surface scanners constantly running, but the hills were full of caves, and the ground itself had minute traces of X’ebril and other metals that kept them from penetrating too deeply. The pockets of trees and forests also proved difficult, but U’eh assured me that the Hill Tribe should be along the riverbanks right now.  
 
    As we went longer and longer without finding them, I was worried the Hill Tribe was holed up in a cave somewhere to sleep. However, U’eh had explained that the Hill Tribe was ‘nocturnal’ for lack of a better word. They slept on an opposite schedule than the rest of the Almort because most of the animals and fish that they hunted for food only came out of their dens at certain times.  
 
    So, we flew along the river Xo’re that flowed from the east coast and wound throughout the hill country before it split with a northern branch that stretched up to Ac’sok. The other tributary headed further west to Ka’le before it came to an end in Ua’mek Bay. It was a great river, thousands of kilometers long and at least ten kilometers wide at its widest point.  
 
    This meant we had a lot of ground to cover and, so far, it had not been successful.  
 
    I shook my head and slid to my feet to keep myself from nodding off. I stretched my arms above my head and leaned to each side, sighing in satisfaction as my sore and stiff joints popped. Sef’sla glanced over to me, and I smiled as I walked in her direction.  
 
    “We have not found them yet,” she informed me when I was within earshot. She frowned as she said this as if she were to blame.  
 
    “Do you think they might have spotted the ship and gone into hiding?” I asked as I looked out the viewport. Giant trees speared into the sky to reach for us, and they seemed close enough to reach out and touch.  
 
    “It… is possible,” Sef’sla admitted at length, frown still in place. We had our cloaking shield up, but it was still possible to hear the ship and feel it pass by. “But they will still need food and water. They will have to come to the river, eventually.” 
 
    “Then it’s simply a matter of being in the right place at the right time,” I muttered, only slightly bitter. The lack of sleep was getting to me. I knew there were packets of stims in med-bay, but the one time I'd tried them, I’d hated how they made me feel, too jittery, too all over the place. Lots of brokers I knew ate them by the handful, anything to keep them awake and one step ahead of the competition, but the side effects never seemed worth it to me. Over usage of stims caused heightened aggression, loss of cognitive function due to sleep deprivation, and slower reflex times, not to mention dulled and muted senses. I never saw the appeal. 
 
    “We’ll find them,” U’eh intoned firmly. His eyes scanned the landscape without blinking, resolution clear in his face. I was bolstered by his determination. 
 
    “Omni,” I called out quietly, mindful of my still sleeping assistant and mechanic. “Is it possible to fly a little higher but farther away from the river?” 
 
    Sef’sla turned to me in confusion, but I held a hand up for her to wait a moment.  
 
    “Yes,” Omni responded at length, “but if we increase our altitude, we might not be able to see them from the viewport.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I replied. “Your scanners can still pick them up, but I think if we withdraw a little from the river, the Hill Tribe might think we’ve left and finally head to the water’s edge.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Colby,” the AI agreed. “Adjusting altitude now.” 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” I said to Sef’sla, and she smiled softly at me in return.  
 
    Another half an hour went by with no luck, but then, as we crested another hill topped with trees, Omni came back on the PA system. 
 
    “Colby, I am detecting movement about two kilometers northwest of here,” he announced. “There’s a bend in the river up ahead, and I’ve picked up multiple shapes along the edge of the water.” 
 
    I snapped my head up from where I had been dozing in the captain’s chair. Sef’sla whirled around with a fierce grin, the bits of shell in her hair clattering softly as she moved. Even U’eh’s mouth twitched upward, and light glinted in his eye.  
 
    After so many hours of waiting, it was finally showtime.  
 
    “Take us there, O,” I instructed as I hopped out of my seat. “Set us down at least a hundred meters from the main group.” 
 
    As the ship began to descend slowly, I walked over to Neka and Akela to wake them.  
 
    “Hey,” I said gently as I scratched behind the cat-girl’s ears. “It’s time to wake up, sleepy. We found the Hill Tribe.” 
 
    My assistant blinked her eyes open slowly and stretched with a yawn. “Wha?” she growled drowsily as she smacked her lips.  
 
    “We found the Hill Tribe,” I repeated with a smile, adrenaline beginning to thread through my veins. “Come on, you gotta get up now.” 
 
    The cat-girl nodded her head and rubbed at her eyes as she sat up.  
 
    I made my way over to Akela and set my hand gently on the curve of her shoulder.  
 
    “I’m awake,” she mumbled, and then her amethyst eyes blinked open, still glassy with sleep. Her jaw cracked with a yawn and then she asked, “We found them, huh?” 
 
    I gave her a nod. “Yup, we’re about to land,” I told her. “Everything ready to go in the cargo bay?” 
 
    The mechanic nodded as she stretched her neck from side to side. “Yeah, what I could get at least. Sef’sla said the Hill Tribe wasn’t as tech-centered as the other tribes are. I packed a few med supplies: basic rehydration pills, some nano-skin spray, antibacterial dressings. I added a few plasma rifles since Sef’sla said they were hunters, not railguns since full auto weapons don’t leave much in the way of meat, but that’s about it. I hope it’s enough.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be,” I reassured her. “Once we talk to Cex’ath and get a sense of the things he and his tribe need, I think you’ll be able to come up with a few more gadgets for them, machine-healer.” 
 
    Akela rolled her eyes at my teasing tone, and she looked so cute doing it, I couldn’t help but swoop down and brush a soft kiss against her cheek. The mechanic blushed, her fingers coming up to caress the spot my lips had just vacated.  
 
    “What was that for?” the silver-haired woman asked.  
 
    “Because I wanted to,” I replied with a smirk.  
 
    The mechanic scowled, and for a split second, I was worried I had overstepped somehow, but then she leaned up and smacked her own kiss against the curve of my chin.  
 
    “You’re not the only one who can do what he wants,” Akela muttered, her purple eyes bright with mischief.  
 
    “Oh, by all means,” I responded, unable to keep the goofy smile off my face, “feel free to do things like that whenever you please.” 
 
    “If the two of you are quite ready,” Omni suddenly cut in, “we’ll be landing in a few moments.” 
 
    Akela and I blushed in unison, and I straightened up as I cleared my throat. Still perched in her chair, Neka giggled at us.  
 
    “Um, right,” I said as I turned to U’eh and Sef’sla, the latter of which seemed to be laughing at me as well behind her six-fingered hand. “Let’s get a move on then. Chief Cex’ath awaits.” 
 
    We made our way to the cargo bay as Omni set the ship down in the silt along the riverbank. Already well practiced in this performance, U’eh and Sef’sla headed to the front of our party as the loading ramp lowered, followed by me, and then Neka and Akela brought up the rear with the hover-lift. We walked out into the cool, twilight air that smelled vaguely of spring. The scent was that of growing grass and fresh, flowing water. I took a deep lungful of it as we walked off the ship and into the mud we had parked in.  
 
    It was amazing what the Hill Tribe had accomplished already since we had withdrawn from the river less than an hour ago.  
 
    About a hundred meters from where we landed, tents were erected along the river’s edge. Almort walked to and fro, splashing in the water and walking between the trees that the riverbank led in to. Small fires burned throughout the camp, and from them wafted the smell of smoke and charring meat as the Almort cooked their meals. Along the perimeter of the camp, I could barely make out the shapes of animals in the shadows, great, towering beasts, both hulking and lithe.  
 
    As we exited the ship, I could see the Almort become more active. They were still too far away for our translators to pick up exactly what they were saying, but I could hear them hiss and click and call to each other as we approached. A group began to gather on the edge of the camp closest to us, two, then five, then ten Almort standing shoulder to shoulder as they faced off the encroaching threat.  
 
    I slowed my pace and little and gestured for Neka and Akela to do the same behind me. I wanted to let the Hill Tribe truly see U’eh and Sef’sla before they saw us, to assuage some of the fears I could feel growing even from this distance. 
 
    When we were finally within fifty meters and entered the glow of the nearest fire, a loud, chittering cry went up in the gathered Almort, echoing out across the river to our right and disappearing out over the water. As we watched, a group of three Almort broke off from the group and set out to meet U’eh and Sef’sla halfway.  
 
    Our groups came to a halt about ten meters away from each other. Two male and one female Almort faced us, with one of the males slightly out in front of his party. His torso was bare save for what looked like tribal paint or mud smeared across his chest in looping patterns. On his legs, he wore a tight, dark green material, something like leather, and I remembered that Sef’sla said the Hill Tribe still rode beasts instead of vehicles.  
 
    “U’eh?” the lead Almort male clicked in question as he took us all in. “Is that you?” 
 
    The chief of Ka’le took another step forward and dipped his chin. “It is, Cex’ath. Pardon us if we have startled you and your tribe, but we have need to speak with you.” 
 
    Cex’ath looked from his fellow chieftain to me, and his eyes narrowed. Like the Almort of the other tribes, the Hill Tribe chieftain looked markedly different from U’eh and Sef’sla. His skin was dark, dark blue, like the water that ran in the river Xo’re, and along the lines of his scales were flecks of bright purple and green that didn’t flicker like the rest of their bioluminescent features, but rather stayed constantly lit.  
 
    “Your need must be great if you deigned to find me yourself,” Cex’ath hissed to U’eh without taking his eyes off of me. There was a slight edge of bitterness to his words, but he pressed on before any of us could respond. “And you have brought a tribe of starmen with you, no less. Why is that?” 
 
    “The matter we need to discuss involves them as well,” U’eh responded. “Give us a moment of your time, Cex’ath. Surely, the Trohx can wait.” 
 
    As the Almort chief referenced the gargantuan fish that the Hill Tribe typically tracked along the Xo’re as their main source of food, I couldn’t help my eyes from darting over to the dark water, but nothing disturbed its placid surface.  
 
    The chieftain of the Hill Tribe considered our group suspiciously, but at last, he waved us forward and turned on his heel, the other two Almort following close behind him. Cex’ath led us to the nearest fire, and as we approached, the lingering crowds dispersed before us, slipping off into the trees or toward the river.  
 
    As we slipped past the camp’s perimeter, we walked by the huddled animals the Almort had domesticated. This was the first time I had seen a Stuogror up close, and the first time I had seen an Atsae at all. The Stuogror stood at least four to five meters at the shoulder. Great dark blue horns grew from the front of their skull, curving up and out at least several meters. They also had a hump in the middle of their back, like the ancient camel species from Earth. Their humps were scaled, and the dark purple scales extended across their backs and down their sides. Fur the color of the light and swaying green grass around us grew off their flanks and under their great, lumbering heads. Tusks also extended out of either side of their mouths, and their eyes were small and pink. They groaned and grumbled from deep in their chest, and I could feel the reverberations echo through mine.  
 
    The Atsae were the antithesis of the Stuogror. Lithe where the other was broad, light where the other was dark. The Atsae were only about two-and-a-half meters at the shoulder, but they were at least three meters long, if not longer. They were mostly shaped like horses, but stretched out and more elongated. Their skin was smooth and so pale blue that it nearly shone in the light of the fire. Spines and what looked like fins crested along its spine, and its tail was stiff and aquiline in shape as it extended about a meter back from its body. The tail, like each of its four legs, was divided in two at the last quarter. Each of the two tail sections twitched independently of each other, and the Atsae pranced primly on the eight hooves that came off its four legs. One of them turned as we brushed past them, and its eyes were pure white. I tried not to shudder as it stared at me unblinkingly and picked up my pace. 
 
    There were no seats around the fire, so we followed the Hill Tribe chieftain’s lead and sat on the ground. As we sat, Cex’ath clicked quietly to his companions, who dipped their heads in return and slid back into the shadows that surrounded the fire.  
 
    Once we were all situated, the chieftain of the Hill Tribe looked directly at me, his gaze scrutinizing and intrusive, but not outright hostile.  
 
    “So,” he finally asked, “who are you? 
 
    I cleared my throat and sat up a little straighter. 
 
    “My name is Colby Tower,” I introduced myself. “You can also call me CT.” 
 
    “And how did you come to be… here?” Cex’ath questioned as he gestured all around us.  
 
    I assumed he meant to this planet, so I responded, “I arrived in the sky-ship you see behind us. I came to your homeworld seeking to establish peace.” 
 
    The Hill Tribe chieftain sat back and regarded me with a confused expression. “We have peace,” he corrected me. “We have had peace for generation upon generation.” 
 
    “But it isn’t going to last,” I explained to him, “not for very long. There is another group of starmen called Terra-Nebula. They want this planet, your home, for themselves. They’ve already approached U’eh three times trying to purchase it.” 
 
    Cex’ath laughed, a hollow, clicking sound. “You cannot buy a… a world,” he said incredulously like the very notion was ridiculous because, to him, it was. These people, the Almort as a whole, while advanced and cultured and civilized, still lived relatively simply. The had no conception of greed so great it scraped across the stars, leaving ruin and destruction in its wake. 
 
    I winced. “It’s… complicated,” I said to him, “but according to the law of the starmen, they can, given a certain set of conditions. They weren’t able to meet these conditions, so I thought things would be okay, at least for a little while. However, they’ve decided they no longer want to wait. Your homeworld has something the starmen need, and they’ve chosen to win these things whatever the cost through deception, subterfuge, and violence. They mean to attack, and soon. I’m going to stop them, but I need your help.” 
 
    The Hill Tribe chieftain regarded me in disbelief. “How do you know this to be true?” he asked me brusquely and then followed up with, “And why have you come to warn us? Do you not betray your tribe?” 
 
    I exhaled sharply and reached for the hand-held screen in my pocket, but the Hill Tribe chieftain flinched, and his hand flashed toward his hip, where I noticed a wicked-looking knife, the size of my forearm, was sheathed.  
 
    Hunters, I reminded myself as I swallowed tightly.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured him as I slowly dipped my hand in my pocket and brought it out. “I simply wanted to show you this.” 
 
    I turned on the screen one-handed and carefully passed it over to the chieftain. Cex’ath took it hesitantly but finally began to scroll through the data and images I had pulled up.  
 
    “You’re right,” I told him. “I used to be a part of these starmen’s tribe, but I’m not anymore. And since I’ve left, I’ve done some reevaluating and came to the conclusion that these starmen need to all be stopped. There are many different tribes, but they are all the same. They lust and greed for more wealth while more and more people go hungry, get hurt, or die.” 
 
    I gestured to my left where Akela sat. “My machine-healer here can attest to their wickedness. Her people were abandoned, left to starve and devolve into chaos by the same tribe.” 
 
    The Hill Tribe chieftain’s eyes flickered over to my mechanic, who sat up straighter under his scrutinizing gaze. When he continued to look at her expectantly, she coughed slightly and cleared her throat.  
 
    “I-it’s true,” she stuttered, her eyes darting over to me for a moment before going back to the chieftain. “My father and brother both died because of things these starmen did. They are cruel and without honor, but CT isn’t.” Her voice was firm, her chin held high. “It was only with his help that we were able to save my home and my people and help them improve their future.” 
 
    I reached over and squeezed Akela’s knee subtly in support and gratitude. The mechanic flashed me a quick smile before we both looked back to Cex’ath.  
 
    The Hill Tribe chieftain set his palms on his folded knees and tilted his head back to look up thoughtfully. Above us stretched the very edge of the tree canopy before it gave way to the purple sky. In the shadows, I hadn’t been able to make out much detail about our surroundings, but the trees in this forest were magnificent to behold.  
 
    The trunks were indigo in color, and as I looked closer, they were speckled purple and green like the Almort of the Hill Tribe, who must have evolved the trait as camouflage to fit their hunting lifestyle. My gaze traveled farther upward, past the think blue vines that wound around the trunks, up into the canopy itself. The leaves of these trees were huge, at least two to three meters in diameter, too large it seemed to be lofted so high. But there they remained regardless, purple and blue and green circular like overgrown lily pads, with holes and tears speckled throughout the leaves. As I examined them, they flared sporadically with light, jostled by small creatures that skittered from branch to branch.  
 
    “What is it that these starmen want?” Cex’ath finally asked at length, drawing me from my musings.  
 
    I sighed and rubbed at the back of my neck. “It’s… difficult to explain,” I admitted. “They want many things, anything they can use to turn a profit. They’d probably be incredibly happy to gain access to X’ebril and the technologies that have been adapted and created from it. The main thing they want, however, isn’t even on the planet, it’s out in the stars just beyond it. I know this makes little sense, but starmen law is complex and convoluted. It would take me days to explain it all, but we don’t have that kind of time. The rest of the starmen’s tribe will be here within a few weeks. We have to be ready for them before that.” 
 
    “And what is your plan to stop them?” Cex’ath asked as he leaned forward to give me back the hand-held screen. He gestured to the image of Warrick’s ship that was still pulled up. “Do you have more sky-ships like that?” 
 
    I cringed and shook my head. “Only the one you see behind us,” I told him, “but we don’t need more. The starmen won’t use their sky-ships when they come to take this planet. They don’t want to damage it. Instead, they’ll send ground troops, maybe even small machines, and those we can stop.” 
 
    “How?” the chieftain asked.  
 
    “By fighting,” I responded firmly and then gestured to the hover-lift that we had set on the ground a few meters behind us. “And protecting the innocent. We have already erected shields around the cities of Ka’le, Sin’mot, and Ac’sok. We have also brought some weaponry with us, and we are making more in the Plain and Mountain Tribes’ refineries. Sef’sla told me you and your people were hunters.” 
 
    The Hill Tribe chieftain frowned and clicked his tongue. “Hunting and killing are not the same,” he hissed.  
 
    I held up my hands in apology. “I didn’t mean any offense,” I said to him sincerely, “and I’m not asking you to ruthlessly kill any innocents. As I said, the starmen will most likely send small machines, maybe some men, but I aim to stop them more than kill them. You and your tribe are good at tracking things, right? Corralling them too, probably. I can easily translate those skills into battle tactics.” 
 
    Cex’ath flared his gills and looked me up and down with a hint of respect in his eye. “You sound knowledgeable,” he observed, and before I could answer, Sef’sla did it for me.  
 
    “He is,” she responded, drawing the Hill Tribe chieftain’s attention to her. “The first day of his arrival, he was able to best the great Opalks. Then, a few days later, in the first trial of his Akornath, he fought two Malog and won. And a little more than a week ago he killed a So’oxal that attacked us outside Sin’mot.” The princess grinned at me with fierce pride, and I nodded at her in modest gratitude.  
 
    Cex’ath hissed in surprise. That hint of respect in his eyes was a little bigger now when he looked at me. “The Malog are formidable,” he remarked, “and the mate that survives the initial round even more so. You must be quite the hunter yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I began, but the Hill Tribe chieftain held up a hand to stop me.  
 
    “However, this does not change the fact that my people are not warriors,” he went on, “and even if they were, they would not match the caliber of the starmen. Besides, from what you have said, my tribe and I have nothing these starmen desire.” He spread out his arms to gesture to the sprawling, if modest, camp around us. “We have minimal X’ebril and little technology. We follow the great Trohx along the river Xo’re as it migrates to its breeding grounds, and we sleep amongst the trees, under the stars. What concern is it of ours if the starmen want something beyond our sky? We are content here along the riverbed.” 
 
    “You may think this does not concern you, but trust me, it does,” I cautioned. “The starmen won’t distinguish you by tribes. If they take this planet, all the land is theirs to do with what they will. They won’t care that you don’t have X’ebril. One day, they’ll decide they want to dam up the river Xo’re, and you’ll be forced to relocate somewhere else, probably into the mines to dig up more X’ebril.”  
 
    I could hear my voice get heated, so I took a deep breath to calm myself.  
 
    “Chief Cex’ath,” I said with more composure, “please believe me when I say the starmen’s greed is unfathomable. They will take everything, every rock, root, and tree. I don’t want to see that happen here. I know we can stop them, but we have to work together. I need your help.”  
 
    The chieftain regarded me silently, and as that silence stretched on, my heart rate began to pick up. I wasn’t getting through to him. He still didn’t recognize this threat as serious, and I couldn’t blame him. I was a foreigner, a stranger of a completely different species that had fallen out of the sky and now declared that doom was nigh. I decided to change tactics slightly.  
 
    “We’ve also brought you medical supplies,” I said, finally breaking the silence. My mind ran over the brief history and details that U’eh and his daughter had provided about the Hill Tribe. Since they were nomadic, I couldn’t offer them a shield like I had to the Marsh or Mountain Tribes. I needed to figure out what the Hill Tribe needed or wanted specifically in order to find a way through to them even if the way through leaned a little toward bribery.  
 
    “Sef’sla told us of a few things you and your tribe could use,” I continued. “We’re also offering technology upgrades. We have solar hover-lifts that could carry twice the load of one of one of your Stuogror. We have weapons you could use to improve your hunting, bring in more food for your people. We can even provide you with a basic communication system.”  
 
    The Hill Tribe chieftain regarded me with a critical eye, but he seemed intrigued. I pressed on. “I know you said you and your tribe travel together, tracking the Trohx and other animals, but surely you’ve been separated before? Or if an emergency were to happen and a hunting party was out, it must be hard to contact each other.” 
 
    Cex’ath sat back slightly and looked at me carefully. “It has happened before,” he hedged, “but we always find each other in the end.” 
 
    “Well, what if you never had to lose each other?” I countered with a smirk. “We have the technology so that you could call to each other, even from far away, even all the way across the continent to the marshlands. With this tech, you would never get separated again. Plus, you could send scouts out to find the best hunting grounds for the night or the best place to make camp.” 
 
    I turned to Akela and gestured for her to lean forward. The mechanic tilted her head at me in slight confusion but listened, regardless.  
 
    “Could you take out your comm set?” I asked her with a cajoling smile. “I want to show Cex’ath how it works.” 
 
    Understanding lit up in Akela’s purple eyes, and she reached around to the back of her flight suit and fiddled with something at the neck. She extracted a fine set of wires and then pulled the nearly invisible earwig from her ear.  
 
    I turned back to Cex’ath. “May I demonstrate?” I asked the chieftain of the Hill Tribe. He looked incredulous, but he dipped his chin at me to continue.  
 
    I slid to my feet and walked toward the ship. “Tell me when you think I’m out of earshot,” I told Akela. The mechanic nodded and waved me back and back and still further back until I was nearly halfway to the ship. Finally, she stuck a hand up for me to stop.  
 
    “Alright, CT,” the mechanic’s voice echoed in my ear. “The floor’s all yours.” 
 
    “Hello,” I began. “I know this tech must seem strange, but I’ll simply say that this is only a fraction of the technology we can offer to you. Just think of how all of this could benefit your people, Chief Cex’ath.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Akela agreed over the comm system, “I could make a set for every single member of your tribe. These aren’t, but I could adapt the ones I give to you to be solar or hydro-charged, so you could charge them while you sleep.” 
 
    I started to feel awkward standing silently by myself in the dark, but thankfully, a moment later, the Hill Tribe chieftain said, “Okay, I have seen enough.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell from his voice alone if this was a good answer or a refusal. I was just about to walk back to the fire to see for myself when static exploded in my ear, nearly deafening me. Distantly, I heard Akela, Neka, and the Almort also cry out from the same feedback.  
 
    I winced and clutched at my head.  
 
    “Sorry,” Omni spoke into my ear, his voice overly loud and urgent, “I don’t mean to interrupt your negotiations, but Colby, we have a problem.” 
 
    My heart dropped and my eyes dart back to where Neka and Akela were.  
 
    “What is it, O?” I asked, my ears still ringing.  
 
    No… wait. That noise was something else.  
 
    I looked off to the east, over the wide, dark river, and from the darkness, I heard a high-pitched whining sound.  
 
    “Drones,” Omni finally informed me, putting a word to the noise. “Warrick has sent drones.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    I didn’t have time to panic. I didn’t even have time to think, because I knew exactly what Warrick was about to do, the slimy bastard. Before I knew it, I had spun around and was sprinting for the ship.  
 
    “O, fire up the engines. Now!” I panted as I ran. The air sawed in and out of my lungs and I gasped for breath.  
 
    “CT! CT, what are you doing?” Akela called to me through my earpiece.  
 
    “Stay with Cex’ath and his tribe,” I instructed the mechanic as I skidded to a stop before the loading ramp. “Warrick’s gunning for me, and I bet he won’t complain if he kills some Almort in the process. I’m going to take the ship and lead the drones away.” The second the lip was low enough for me to clear, I vaulted it and ran up into the cargo bay.  
 
    “CT!” Neka called as I hauled ass through the ship’s inner hallways. My assistant began to say more, but I cut her off.  
 
    “I don’t have time to argue,” I told the cat-girl. I took a corner too sharply and my shoulder clipped against the wall. I cursed but kept going.  
 
    What seemed like an eternity later, I finally skidded into the bridge and dove straight into the chaotic scene. Lights were flashing, sirens blaring, and a large hologram took up the space between the viewport and the captain’s chair. The hologram projected a radar of the approaching drones’ signatures.  
 
    “O, cut the noise,” I commanded as I flopped into my chair. The lights stopped flashing, and the sirens went silent. I tapped rapidly at my display to bring up the details on the drones. Radar showed at least a dozen flight-drones approaching from the east, though it could be more. Corporation drones were made in batches and, sometimes, if they were flying close enough to each other, two drones of the same batch registered as one. Currently, they were about two kilometers away and closing in fast.  
 
    “We need to get this ship up in the air,” I told Omni. “Right now.” 
 
    “Not without us you’re not,” Akela responded. Her voice echoed strangely, and it took me a moment to realize it was because I heard her through the earpiece as well as in person.  
 
    I whirled around in the captain’s chair to gape at Akela and Neka, who now stood in the doorway to the bridge. They were both out of breath from having to sprint after me. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I demanded. Worry curled in my gut because I knew I couldn’t get the two women off the ship in time.  
 
    Akela scowled at me as she and Neka hurried to their chairs and buckled in. “We weren’t about to let you go off and do something stupidly heroic,” she replied, “at least not alone.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Neka added with a firm nod. “We’re your crew, CT. We’re in this together.” 
 
    Everything in me wanted to argue, wanted to grab both of the women and bodily remove them from the ship and from the approaching danger, but there was no time.  
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek and turned back to my display. The drones were a kilometer away now. “Fine,” I said. “Akela, you’ll man the plasma guns on the left side of the ship, Neka the ones on the right. I’ll switch off with O on flight controls and the ion cannon. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” Neka, Akela, and Omni all echoed. The AI brought up the necessary gun displays for my mechanic and assistant, and the two women tapped at them with grim determination.   
 
    I gritted my teeth, flipped the autopilot off, and wrapped my hands around the manual controls. “Here goes nothing,” I muttered. The ship rose easily from the ground, and outside the viewport, I could see the gathered Hill Tribe watch us ascend from the riverbank. As we cleared the tree line, I looked to the east and saw the shadows of the drones rocket toward us, their wings and angular design making them look like vast, metallic birds of prey.  
 
    “What’s the plan, Colby?” Omni asked.  
 
    “Protect the Hill Tribe, fuck up Warrick’s shit, and survive long enough to punch him in the goddamn face personally.” I gripped the throttle tighter and spun the ship to face the oncoming drones.  
 
    “Hold on,” I instructed my crew, and I floored the thrusters.  
 
    The Lacuna Noctis hurtled into motion like a racehorse from the starting gate. I was slammed back in my seat from the G-forces, and I heard Neka and Akela cry out from the sudden pressure.  
 
    “When the targets on your display turn green, strafe the drones with all the firepower you got,” I told the two women as we rocketed toward the enemy. “We have to draw their fire and make sure they follow us, or the Hill Tribe won’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Understood,” Akela grunted at the same time as Neka chirped, “Got it, CT.” 
 
    The drones were close enough to see in detail now, and the sight of their red and blue paint jobs set my blood to boiling. Fucking Warrick thought he could take me out by surprise with a flashy show of force. Well, I had a surprise of my own for him.  
 
    “Colby, you are currently on a collision course with the approaching drones,” Omni informed me. “Should I alter our--” 
 
    “No,” I cut the AI off. “I know what I’m doing. Stay the course and divert all non-essential power to forward shields.” 
 
    “Yes, Colby,” Omni responded and as he did so a transparent purple field of energy engulfed the viewport as the shields came online. Just in time, too, because we had entered into their weapon range and the drones opened fire. However, their plasma shots ricocheted harmlessly off our shields, which had been updated, strengthened, and improved by Akela on our flight out to Proxima V. 
 
    “Get ready,” I called out to Neka and Akela as we approached the last leg of our game of chicken. “I’m going to pull to the right, so Akela, you’ll have the clearest shot.” 
 
    “No, go up,” the mechanic corrected me. “At the last second, fly up, not to the right!” I heard a rapid series of clicks and beeps as the silver-haired woman keyed something into her display. 
 
    The drones were close enough now that if they had pilots, I could probably tell what eye color they had. There was no time to argue with Akela, but I trusted the mechanic implicitly, so at the last second, right before we collided with the head-on with the group of drones, I yanked back on the yoke. The nose of the ship tilted upright at a dangerous angle, but it was barely enough for the drones to pass harmlessly under us.  
 
    Well, harmlessly for us anyway.  
 
    As the drones soared beneath us, I heard Akela shout, “Take that, you sons of bitches,” and then there was a sound of a muffled explosion, like thunder from kilometers off. The ship rocked slightly, but I was able to level her out.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” I asked as I scanned the radar. There had been a dozen drones on the radar a moment ago, and now there was nearly half that number.  
 
    “EMP,” Akela responded smugly, and though I couldn’t turn in my chair to tell for sure, it sounded like she was smirking. “It might not have been on the ‘Later List,’ but I thought the weapons system needed an upgrade.” 
 
    I threw back my head and laughed. “I love you,” I said earnestly, without thinking, but the words were out of my mouth before I could stop them, and there was no time to address it. The seven drones that hadn’t been knocked out by the EMP were quick to change direction, and as we raced across the hill country, leaving the river and the Almort behind us, the lighter, smaller crafts were quickly gaining ground. 
 
    I cursed and pushed the thrusters harder as I tried to put as much ground between us as possible. 
 
    “Transferring power to rear shields, Colby,” Omni informed me as the drones began to fire at us again. I watched bolts of red energy fly past us through the viewport, and the ship shuddered lightly as the shields took the brunt of the drones’ fire.  
 
    I glanced at the map read-out on my display and saw that an outcropping of taller hills was due southwest from our current position, about three kilometers out.  
 
    “O,” I called out, and then thought about it before I continued, “or Akela. Could either of you find a way to broadcast some interference? Anything to screw with the drones’ navigation systems or their radars?” 
 
    “I think I can,” Akela responded. “I’ll release another EMP but lower the voltage. It seems like the remaining drones were able to erect shields before I dropped the first one. The shields are still up, but I bet the first EMP drained their power source substantially. This next one won’t take them out, but it’ll reduce most of their systems to white noise.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I grunted as I steered the ship in the direction of those hills. “Wait for my mark.” 
 
    The forest rocketed by beneath us, a watercolor blur of blues and purples. Sweat beaded at my temple as my vision began to tunnel on our destination. My radar showed the drones hot on our tail, less than two hundred meters behind us. I counted seven signatures. I needed to halve their numbers again with this next move. Eventually, given enough fire, our shields could go, and if Warrick put even a scratch in the hull, I would have his head.  
 
    Speaking of the devil, as we continued our breakneck race, an incoming transmission message popped up on my display.  
 
    “It’s Warrick,” Omni announced.  
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I growled as I stabbed at the screen to answer his call.  
 
    Warrick’s face appeared on the screen before me, smug as all hell. He couldn’t even keep the smirk off his face as he crowed, “CT! How are you doing, buddy? Having a nice, fun day on the river?” 
 
    I gnashed my teeth. “Oh, just peachy,” I spat. Right then, two simultaneous shots slammed into our left flank’s shields, the force of the two blows pitching us to the right slightly.  
 
    “Ooh,” Warrick hissed with faux sympathy and an equally fake wince. “Sounds like you have your hands full there, Tower.” 
 
    Rage burned through me like a wildfire, but I schooled my face into a neutral expression. “Nah,” I replied dismissively, “we’re simply out for a little Sunday stroll through Proxima V’s skies. Not too busy to chat with old friends.” 
 
    I knew my blasé manner would get under Warrick’s skin and, sure enough, a vein at his temple began to throb as the smirk slid off his face.  
 
    “You’re too cocky for your own good, CT,” the other broker hissed. “That’s always been your problem, thinking you’re better than the rest of us when really you’re nothing more than an orphaned gutter rat from a backwater station.” 
 
    “Aw, tell me how you really feel, Warrick,” I muttered as I wrenched the ship to the left to avoid another combination shot. Red bolts streaked past us before they exploded a line of trees below us in a great ball of fire.  
 
    Through the viewport, I could see the rapidly approaching outcrop of hills, although they looked more like plateaus from this distance. The forest began to thin out below me, the land growing arider as we headed south, toward the great, uninhabitable desert. The hills still rolled beneath us, however, and with Akela’s next EMP, I planned for the drones to lose their depth perception.  
 
    “Your own arrogance is what brought you here, Tower,” Warrick sneered as I executed a barrel roll to avoid the next round of fire. I glanced at my display and saw that shields were at forty-six percent.  
 
    “And here I thought it was you getting me fired to line your own greedy pockets,” I shot back as I tapped at my screen and discreetly sent Akela a message. The plateaus were less than three kilometers away now. The mechanic didn’t respond overtly, but a moment later, I felt another shudder go through the ship, different from the shields absorbing impact. Akela sent me back a confirmation message, and I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from grinning wildly.  
 
    In the corner of my screen, Warrick scowled. “You could have done anything after your termination, gone anywhere. Even without T-N’s funds, I knew you’d land on your feet. And yet, even after I’ve given you so many chances, you choose to go head-to-head with the greatest Corporation in all the galaxies. I always knew you were reckless, CT, but now I know you’re plain stupid.” 
 
    “You’re right, Warrick,” I grunted as the plateaus rose up before us. “I could have done anything I wanted, but the thing I wanted most in all the universe was to rub your face in the fact that, no matter how hard you try, you’ll never be as good as me. Even without T-N’s backing, I’m ten times the broker and the man than you will ever be. Here, let me show you.” 
 
    As I finished, the rock wall was less than thirty meters ahead. The drones were basically nose to bumper with us, and our shields were at forty percent now. At the very last moment, I slammed the yoke down and set the thrusters to reverse. We dropped nearly fifty meters in an instant and began to rocket backward as a group of the drones, latched onto our signal by their proximity sensors but otherwise flying blind, slammed into the plateau above us in a grand explosion of fire. Debris both rock and metal rained down, but I managed to get us out of the way with room to spare.  
 
    Neka and Akela cheered, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw the mechanic do a fist-pump. I grinned but kept my eyes alternating between the cloud of smoke through the viewport and the radar on my screen.  
 
    Warrick’s face was a mask of fury. His face was nearly purple with it.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” I taunted him, “did I break your little toys?” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Warrick spat, and as he said this, three drones flew out of the smoke. However, I was ready for them this time. I wrenched the ship to the left and, as I did, I gave the order.  
 
    “Neka, fire all guns on the starboard side,” I called out, and a moment later the cat-girl squeezed the trigger, bolts of molten red energy strafing the oncoming drones. One of the drones went down instantly, spiraling to the ground trailing smoke and fire in its wake. The other two managed to dodge for the most part, but I saw at least one shot scrape across one of the remaining drones’ wing. The craft was crippled, but it still flew at us, bobbing in the air as it lost and gained altitude uncontrollably.  
 
    A wicked smile stretched across my face, and I tapped at my display to bring up the controls I wanted.  
 
    “Hey Warrick, did you say something?” I mocked him as the ion cannon came online and began to charge.  
 
    The other broker’s face contorted in rage, but as he opened his mouth and a green light popped up on my display to tell me the ion cannon was ready to fire, I added, “Sorry, hold that thought.” 
 
    I centered my sights on the last two drones and, before they even made it within one hundred meters of us, I pulled the trigger. Blinding white light flooded the viewport, and the ship lurched slightly at the discharge of such immense energy. When my vision returned, the sky before us was clear except for a cloud of black smoke. I tilted the ship down slightly right in time to see the smoldering remains of the last drones crash into the ground and explode one last time. The last signatures on my radar flickered out of existence. 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” Akela shouted as she slapped her armrest in jubilation.  
 
    “You did it, CT!” Neka yowled in return.  
 
    I grinned and turned my attention back to Warrick, who, for all intents and purposes, looked on the verge of an aneurysm. “What were you saying there, buddy?” I taunted, throwing the mocking endearment back in the other broker’s face.  
 
    Warrick ground his teeth so hard, I could hear it through the transmission.  
 
    “I wouldn’t be celebrating if I were you,” he cautioned, but I could see clear through his weak bravado. “This was only a trial, a taste of what’s coming. I’ve seen the shields you’ve put up around the savages’ cities. They won’t do you any good. The smart thing to do is surrender to me before Terra-Nebula gets here. When they arrive, I can’t help you, Tower.” 
 
    I snorted. “We can handle anything T-N throws at us,” I crowed, “and let me tell you where you can shove all your ‘help.’” 
 
    I flipped him the bird and cut the transmission.  
 
    After so much noise and chaos, the silence that permeated the bridge was nearly deafening. I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and eased my fingers off the yoke and trigger.  
 
    “We did it,” I sighed.  
 
    “Yes, way to go, Colby,” Omni congratulated me, and even though his voice was flat and synthetic, I could hear the pride in it.  
 
    “Thanks, bud,” I laughed, but a moment later the air was driven from my lungs as Neka and Akela tackled me from either side, squishing me in the confines of my chair.  
 
    “We did it!” Neka echoed as she nuzzled her face hard against my own. “You did it! You were amazing, CT!” 
 
    Akela had her head tucked against my neck and shoulder, and she was pressed so close, I could feel her racing pulse.  
 
    “No, we were amazing,” I corrected my assistant as both women leaned back to see my face.  
 
    I looked at Akela. “You were incredible,” I told the mechanic. “Those EMPs were fantastic.” 
 
    The silver-haired woman grinned, the tops of her cheeks bright pink. I leaned forward and kissed one of them lightly, her skin flushed and warm beneath my lips, before I turned to Neka.  
 
    “And you,” I grinned at the cat-girl, “that was some damn fine shooting. I couldn’t have done better myself.” 
 
    Neka smiled so big I thought her face might crack in half before she darted forward and smacked a kiss against my mouth.  
 
    “Did you see Warrick’s face?” she crowed when she pulled away, and her yellow eyes were bright with joy and satisfaction.  
 
    “It was priceless,” Akela laughed and then gasped. “O, please tell me we have screen grabs from that transmission.” 
 
    “Recorded and saved to the ship’s mainframe,” the AI assured her, and the mechanic’s grin was downright evil.  
 
    “I’m going to have some fun with that later,” she vowed, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.  
 
    “Warrick has no idea about the monster he’s created,” I teased, and the silver-haired woman looked proud.  
 
    “If I may interrupt the celebrations,” Omni cut in, “I believe we should return to Chief Cex’ath and the rest of the Almort. I’m sure they’re concerned about the outcome of our chase.” 
 
    “Oops,” I winced and sat up to tap at my display again.  
 
    “Sef’sla,” I called through the comm system, “this is CT, can you read me?” 
 
    Static was the only response before Akela leaned over my shoulder and instructed, “If you can hear us, press the small red button on the side to speak.” 
 
    There was another moment of silence and then a louder burst of static, 
 
    “CccT?” Sef’sla clicked uncertainly.  
 
    I smiled at the princess’s voice. “Hey there,” I said softly. “We took care of the problem and are on our way back to you now. Everything okay where you are?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla hissed after a moment’s pause. “We are all okay. Are you?” 
 
    “Right as rain,” I replied. “Hold tight. We’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Okay,” the Almort princess responded, but static continued to crackle softly in the background.  
 
    “You can let go of the button now,” I told her gently with a laugh.  
 
    “Oh,” Sef’sla said, and then the transmission ended.  
 
    I shook my head at the princess’s endearing innocence before turning to the rest of my crew. 
 
    “Ready to head back?” I asked and received twin nods in response. “Alright then. O, take us home.” 
 
    “Roger that, Colby,” the AI replied. The autopilot control flipped on, and the ship turned to head back in the direction we had fled from mere minutes before.  
 
    I took another deep breath and interlaced my fingers behind my head as Neka and Akela perched on my armrests. Together, the three of us watched Proxima V pass peacefully beyond the viewport.  
 
    Since we were no longer being chased or shot at, it took us a little bit longer to return to the riverbank where the Almort waited. Along the way, I checked system reports, but the shields had held all through our action-packed encounter, and there was no damage to report. We had burned through quite a bit of fuel, but nothing to be too concerned about.  
 
    Nearly twenty minutes later, we finally reached the opposite side of the river from the Hill Tribe. Their fires were like beacons, welcoming us back. We set the ship back down in the same place as before and, arm and arm, my crew and I exited the ship and walked down the loading ramp.  
 
    Cheers greeted us as we stepped down into the silt of the riverbank, and I looked up to see the Almort advancing toward us. As they got closer, I spotted Sef’sla, U’eh, and the Hill Tribe chieftain at the head of the crowd.  
 
    Sef’sla broke into a jog when we were about thirty meters away. Her long and slim legs ate up the distance between us, and before I could call out to her, she skidded to a stop in the sand before us.  
 
    She was panting slightly, and her gills flared with each breath. Her dark, blue eyes were wide and glittered as she took in the three of us.  
 
    “You are alright,” she gasped, and I forced myself not to notice how her chest was heaving.  
 
    I smiled at her. “Of course we are,” I said, putting some of that old broker bravado in my voice. “They were only a few drones, sky-machines,” I corrected when she seemed confused by the word.  
 
    “We could hear the battle,” she informed me, “and the starman that taunted you. He is the same one that spoke to my father, yes?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, that’s Warrick. We’ll be taking care of him shortly, don’t worry,” I promised her, and dark rage bubbled deep in my chest. I would get that smug, blond prick. I swore it.  
 
    U’eh, the Hill Tribe chieftain, and the rest of the Almort had finally reached us. He gave me a nod, respect etched into the lines of his stern face.  
 
    “You have proven yourself yet again, starman,” Sef’sla’s father said to me. “Well done.” 
 
    “Yes,” Chief Cex’ath echoed, “well done.”  
 
    I turned to the Hill Tribe chieftain, who looked rather impressed. I dipped my chin to him in return.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” I assured him, “None of your people were harmed, were they?” 
 
    Cex’ath shook his head. “No,” he hissed, “the sky-machines followed when you fled. We are all safe, thanks to you.”  
 
    Relief flooded through me, and I released a breath I didn’t realize I had been holding.  
 
    “Good,” I sighed, “I’m glad.” 
 
    “What’s more,” Cex’ath went on as he met my eye and raised his chin, “we are all in agreement.” 
 
    I blinked at the chieftain in confusion. “Agreement?” I asked.  
 
    The Hill Tribe chieftain drew himself up to his full height of over two meters. “My people and I will join you in your quest to defeat the starmen,” he declared. “I had believed that my tribe and I could weather this storm as we have weathered all other things. However, the starmen have just proven how reckless they are, and how little they care for our lives or wellbeing. If you had not taken the sky-ships with you, I have no doubt they would have killed us all. So, we will stand with you against these invaders.” 
 
    Exhilaration swelled in my chest. “Thank you, Chief Cex’ath,” I breathed ardently. “You’ve made the right choice. I won’t stop until these starmen are banished from your home, I swear.” 
 
    The Hill chieftain dipped his chin in acknowledgment and then turned to Akela. “Of course,” he added, “if the offer still stands, I would also like to take you up on some of the tech you have demonstrated. Particularly the… what do you call them?” 
 
    He gestured to the comm system that Sef’sla still cradled in her hands.  
 
    “We call it many different things,” I explained with a shrug, “but mostly a communication, or comm. system.” 
 
    “Comm sssystem,” Cex’ath repeated with a hiss. “Yes, being able to keep in contact from such a large distance is impressive, and I believe it will help improve our tribe.” 
 
    “For sure,” Akela agreed with a grin. “I’ll outfit you with the best system we’ve got and then some.” 
 
    “Then we have reached an accord,” Cex’ath intoned, and my heart leapt within my chest. We were now one tribe away from complete cohesion.  
 
    The tribe crowded around us then, calling out questions, comments, and praise about our battle. I couldn’t help the broad grin that stretched across my face.  
 
    Warrick had an ass-kicking of epic proportions headed his way.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Four days after the drone attack, I stood on the edge of a vast plain. To the west, the ground was flat and endless, and I couldn’t tell where grass gave way to the sky along the distant horizon. To the east, the land began to rise gently and fall away in turns as the Plain Tribe’s territory bled into the Hill Tribe’s.  
 
    With Chief Cex’ath’s approval, the Hill Tribe had relocated closer to Ka’le for the combat training. This was to be our battlefield. Around me, the waist-high grass had been flattened smooth in a long, wide rectangle, at least two hundred by one hundred meters. Makeshift tents had been erected along the northern perimeter, interspersed here and there with small cooking fires or the bulk of grazing Stuogror and Atsae. Nearly three hundred Almort moved about the camp, and almost all of them were from the Hill Tribe.  
 
    Each of the chieftains had sent their strongest representatives, both male and female, to be trained. My crew and I had spent most of the day after the drone attack flying around Proxima V in our ship to go pick them up. However, the Hill Tribe, except for the very young or very old who had been sent to Ka’le to seek refuge behind the city’s shield, fit the criteria since all of them were experienced and skilled hunters.  
 
    Still, it was strange to see so many tribes in one place. The marketplace in Ka’le had been different. The Almort there had all been traders, travelers. Some of the Almort here had never left their home territories in their whole lives. They had been healers, miners, nomads, fishermen since the days they were born, and they had been quite content with the state of their world.  
 
    Yet, here they all were, determined, focused, and united under the common purpose of defending this planet that they all called home. I felt more than a little humbled to witness and be a part of this.  
 
    “CT?” 
 
    I turned at the sound of my name. From where she stood a few meters behind me, Sef’sla smiled, and even though I could tell how exhausted the Almort princess was, I was struck again by her unearthly allure. Her cerulean hair fell in tumultuous waves over her shoulders, reminiscent of the oceans that ruled Proxima V. Her eyes were the color of deep-sea trenches, midnight dark and mysterious. When she smiled, her opalescent teeth always caught the faint light of the faraway sun, and whenever the scales on her face flickered, it was like a kaleidoscope of light and beauty.  
 
    “Sorry, lost in thought,” I admitted to Sef’sla as I rubbed the back of my neck. “What did you say?” 
 
    The princess chittered a quiet laugh, and her scales flashed. “Your mind must be a treacherous place,” she teased as light danced in her eye.  
 
    I grinned back at her. “Don’t even get me started,” I warned.  
 
    In the weeks we had spent with each other, I had come to think of the princess as beautiful, brilliant, kind, and fierce. I found myself drawn to her like a moth to a flame, but I forced myself to shove down those emotions. Now was not the time to examine them. War was nearly upon us.  
 
    “Well, if you can spare a moment,” Sef’sla replied, a smile still etched across her face, “Ca’sek wished to inform you that they are ready for the day’s lesson to begin.” 
 
    I nodded and then stretched my arms above my head. I craned my spine from left to right and sighed in satisfaction as it cracked.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. I dropped my arms and clapped my hands together. “Let’s go get started.” 
 
    Sef’sla grinned and together we walked to the southern edge of the campsite where the training grounds were held. Fifty Almort already awaited us there. They milled about in groups, conversing, stretching, a few even ran through some of the drills I had taught them yesterday. This was the first of five sessions I taught each day. Day one, when I had finally seen for myself how large this host had become, I knew that teaching them in one collective bunch would be futile and a waste of time. So, I broke up the near three hundred Almort into groups of fifty and trained them throughout the day.  
 
    As I had predicted, the Hill Tribe’s hunting skills translated beautifully into hand to hand combat. They already knew how to face an opponent, knew to never turn their back, knew to make every move count, and knew to keep their arms up and ready to defend themselves. The foundations were already there, which is why I didn’t have much left to teach them. It was all about practice at this point. They had to commit the lessons to muscle memory now.  
 
    I came to a stop at the edge of the ring of trampled dirt, and beside me, Sef’sla let out a loud, piercing cry. The Almort stopped talking at once and turned to face us, their faces suddenly focused and serious. 
 
    Two Almort males worked their way to the front of the crowd, and I nodded to each of them in turn. Chief Cex’ath and his second, Ca’sek, who had become my most promising student, nodded back in return. When I had everyone’s attention, I cleared my throat and raised my arms.  
 
    “Today’s lesson,” I called out, “is that I have nothing new to teach you.” 
 
    The Almort were silent for a beat, and then they hissed and clicked quietly to each other in confusion. Before the noise and chaos got too out of hand, I raised my voice again.  
 
    “You were already experts at survival when we began,” I shouted, “and that’s all I’m trying to teach you: to survive. We will continue to run through the drills that I have shown you. Practice and spar with different partners to change it up and keep you on your toes. Let me know if you need further help or instruction.” 
 
    I gestured for them to get to it and, after a moment’s hesitation, the Almort began to pair off and spar. The Hill Tribe chieftain and his second in command strode toward me immediately, their faces bewildered and upset.  
 
    “You believe four days is enough to prepare?” the chieftain asked in lieu of a greeting. “Surely, there must be more you can teach us.” 
 
    I sighed. “Honestly? There isn’t, at least not yet anyway.” I lifted an arm and gestured to the sparring Almort. “I wanted you and your people to have a solid close combat foundation because you never know when you’ll have to fight for your life with your own two hands. As such experienced hunters, you were all already highly advanced, which is why it only took me four days to show you what I have. However, as much as this skill set is important, the reality is Terra-Nebula is going to fight the majority of this war with weaponry: laser pistols and rifles, maybe shoulder-mounted ion cannons, stun-blasters for sure to further protect their image in whatever propaganda they send out next.” 
 
    Fear eddied in the dark depths of the Hill Tribe chieftain’s eyes, but I reached out and set my hand on his shoulder before he could drown in it.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I reassured him with a soft smile. “My machine-healer has prepared for this. She has already designed weapons superior to Terra-Nebula’s, and she’s found a way to mass produce individual shields for each warrior. I spoke to Chief Soh’e last night, and they already have a shipment of guns and shields prepared. My crew has taken our sky-ship to the mountains to retrieve them. They will return sometime later today, and then we can move to target practice and familiarizing you and your people with the weaponry. But for now, we must strengthen the foundations, yes?” 
 
    Ca’sek frowned but Chief Cex’ath inclined his chin with a sigh. “I will trust what you say, starman,” the Hill Tribe chieftain conceded.  
 
    “Thank you,” I replied as I squeezed his shoulder before dropping my hand. I turned then to his second, who still looked perturbed.  
 
    “Would you like to spar against me?” I asked the younger Almort male.  
 
    Ca’sek was a hot-blooded youth, intelligent and strong, but with a fire in his veins that was hard to quench. He took to my lessons better than anyone else, was always the first to volunteer, and I could see he was upset that I had nothing new to offer him yet. I decided I’d indulge the boy a little, while at the same time testing what he had learned. A fighting demonstration would also help the other Almort, mostly from outside the Hill Tribe, who were having difficulty visualizing how the stances and moves translated into a real-time fight.  
 
    The young Almort male blinked in surprise, but he nodded almost immediately, not one to pass up an opportunity. I grinned and squared off with the younger male, who widened his stance and brought his arms up in front of his face like a boxer. Sef’sla and Cex’ath stepped back to give us room, and I saw out of my peripherals how more and more Almort eyes turned in our direction, curious and eager.  
 
    I let Ca’sek make the first move. The Almort male stepped sideways as he began to circle me, looking for weakness, searching for an opening. I matched him step for step, my own arms held loosely out in front of me. Between one breath and the next, the Almort male darted forward. He pulled his fist back for a punch, but the move was too obvious, and I could see his eyes trained on my feet. At the last second, he squatted and spun, swinging his leg out in a wide arc to take me at the knees. I vaulted upward, and his leg passed harmlessly beneath me. The instant I landed, I lashed out with my own kick, but Ca’sek had already cartwheeled away.  
 
    We faced off again, but this time I attacked first. I charged the young male straight on and, when he didn’t jump out of the way, I feigned a jab toward his head while I brought my other fist rocketing toward his ribs. Ca’sek blocked my blow with jarring force, and my fist glanced off his forearm. I ducked when he swung at my face and turned my shoulder to ram him in the sternum. The air exploded out of him with a grunt as I made contact, but instead of only losing his footing, he wound his leg behind my ankle and yanked me backward with him. We went sprawling in the dirt, and after grappling there for only a moment, I managed to straddle him. I panted as I paused there, my fist mere inches from his face. Ca’sek blinked up at me, his own gills flaring before he tapped at the outside of my arm and yielded.  
 
    “That was good,” I said with a grin as I slid to my feet and offered him my hand.  
 
    The Almort chieftain’s second in command took it, but he frowned as he stood. “I lost,” he hissed, and I could see that he took it hard. I had learned in my short time among them that the Almort tended to be perfectionists.  
 
    I reached out and clapped the youth on the shoulder. “You only lost because you were pitted against me,” I responded with a wink. “If you were fighting a Terra-Nebula peon, you would have left them in the dust. Knocking me off my feet was a good move. Truly, Ca’sek. You have great instincts and reflexes. You just need a little more practice.” 
 
    The youth still frowned but acknowledged my words with a firm nod. “I will train harder, starman,” he vowed.  
 
    “I know you will,” I replied with a chuckle.  
 
    After my spar with Ca’sek, I spent the next two hours walking around the perimeter of the training grounds, giving instruction where I could. One Almort female struggled to keep her wrist straight when she punched, so I showed her how to make the line of her arm continuous from shoulder to elbow, elbow to wrist. An Almort male stood with his feet too close together, so I demonstrated the pitfalls of that, by shoving him over, and then I showed him the correct stance. I pulled at his knees and ankles until he got it right.  
 
    When the first group session was completed, and the other Almort students arrived to take their place, I gave them the same speech I had given the Hill Tribe chieftain and his second about practicing what they had already learned. As they began to pair off for practice, I turned to Sef’sla and Ca’sek.  
 
    “Would you two mind leading this session while I check in with my crew about their ETA?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not mind assisting,” Sef’sla responded, “but would it be possible for me to join you instead, CT? I would like to see Neka and Akela as well.” 
 
    The princess smiled softly, but there was excitement in her eyes. Sef’sla had become fast friends with my assistant and mechanic in the weeks we had spent together, and I found it endearing.  
 
    I turned to the Hill Tribe chieftain’s second, but the Almort male shrugged. “I do not mind,” he replied.  
 
    I nodded to him in thanks. “We will return quickly,” I promised him. 
 
    Sef’sla and I left the training grounds and made our way to the north side of the campsite. There were a few solitary trees on this side of camp, set farther away from the hustle and bustle of activity. The trees weren’t very long, barely more than scrub brush, but it was a quiet place to sit and think or rest. When I had reached the farthest tree, I sat and leaned my back against its trunk. Sef’sla quickly followed suit and, as she sat beside me, her hair brushed my shoulder, and it brought back the scent of the sea that we were currently far away from. I took a shallow breath and tried to not be overwhelmed by the princess’s pleasant aroma.  
 
    I pulled a data pad out of my pocket, turned on the speaker so the audio wouldn’t route directly to my earwig, and called my crew. For a few moments, there was no response, and I worried my assistant and mechanic were otherwise preoccupied, but a moment before I cut the transmission, the screen flickered to life, and Neka’s grinning face came into view.  
 
    “Hi, CT!” the cat-girl chirped.  
 
    “Hey there,” I said with a soft smile. It may have only been a few hours since I had seen her in person, but I found that I missed my assistant. “Sef’sla and I were calling to check on your progress.”  
 
    I turned the screen so that the Almort princess was visible, and she gave a little wave.  
 
    “Hey, Sef’sla!” Neka waved back at her enthusiastically and then turned to me. “Things are going great,” she replied. “Chief Soh’e had everything packed up and ready for us at the refinery. We’re already on our way back!” 
 
    My jaw fell open a little. “Already?” I asked incredulously as I looked at the time readout on the data pad. “You’ve been gone less than six hours.” 
 
    The cat-girl shrugged. “Like I said, Soh’e had everything ready when we arrived,” she repeated. “Akela did a quick walk-through to check on the refinery’s progress, but then we got right back on the ship and took off.” 
 
    “Missed me too much, huh?” I asked with a joking smile.  
 
    Neka cocked her head to the side adorably. “Of course,” she responded, nonplussed. “I always miss you when we’re not together.” 
 
    My heart ached with longing for my guileless assistant. “I miss you, too,” I replied sincerely. “And our beautiful resident machine-healer. Where is she by the way?” 
 
    Instead of responding, Neka shifted the camera to the side a little to show Akela lounging peacefully in my captain’s chair, her legs and shoulders thrown over each armrest. She seemed to be fast asleep even if her position looked anything but comfortable.  
 
    “Oops,” I whispered. “Didn’t mean to disturb her beauty sleep.” 
 
    “I’m awake,” Akela grumbled without opening her eyes or turning toward the camera. “Trying to catch a little rest before we get back and start phase two of the combat training. Everything’s prepared, just gotta unpack the goods when we land.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll let you get back to resting,” I said with a grin. “How much longer until you’re back? I can make sure the troops are ready for you.” 
 
    Akela’s jaw cracked with a yawn. “O, what’s our ETA?” she asked drowsily. She still hadn’t opened her eyes.  
 
    “We will arrive at the campsite in approximately one hour and thirty minutes,” the Omni replied.  
 
    “There you go,” Akela muttered as she waved her hand dismissively. “Can I get back to trying to take my nap now?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I chuckled. “Keep an eye out for Warrick, O, and let me know if you run into any trouble, alright?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the AI responded.  
 
    Neka turned the camera back to her. “See you soon!” she said brightly, and then she blew me a kiss. The transmission cut out, and the screen froze on the image of my assistant’s grin before it faded to black. 
 
    I leaned back against the three with a sigh, my face still creased with a smile. Sef’sla sat beside me silently for a moment, but then she turned to me with a curious expression.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I tilted my head.  
 
    The Almort princess looked thoughtful for a second, but then she shook her head. “It is nothing,” she hissed.  
 
    “Sef’sla,” I replied, and my tone alone seemed to wear her down a little.  
 
    “It is nothing important,” she amended. She turned to look out over the camp. “Should we return to Cex’ath and Ca’sek and tell them the news?” 
 
    “We will,” I said, “but not before you tell me what’s bothering you. So, what’s wrong?” I sat up and looked at the princess expectantly.  
 
    Sef’sla exhaled sharply, and her cheeks took on a darker hue of blue. “Nothing is wrong,” she clicked, even though she would not meet my eyes. “I was… curious about something.” 
 
    “And that something is…?” I encouraged her. When she didn’t immediately respond, I leaned over and nudged her shoulder with my own. “Come on, you can ask me anything.” 
 
    Finally, the princess took a deep breath and turned to meet my gaze. “I was curious,” she began hesitantly, “as to if Ne’ka and Ak’ela were both your mates.” 
 
    I was so endeared by her pronunciation of my crew’s names that I didn’t process her question right away. When I did, my throat went dry, and my cheeks heated up.  
 
    “O-oh,” I stammered. I reached up and rubbed the back of my head. This was not what I had expected was troubling the Almort princess. “That’s… a little complicated.” 
 
    “How so?” Sef’sla asked as she cocked her head to the side.  
 
    “Well, I’m still not entirely sure how relationships work among the Almort,” I said, “but from what I’ve seen, I assume your people mate for life, right?” 
 
    Sef’sla inclined her chin. “Yes,” she hissed in response. “Even if a mate should perish.” 
 
    By the way her eyes gleamed with sadness, I knew she was thinking of her mother.  
 
    “That right there is already a fundamental difference between your people and mine,” I replied as I shook my head. “Humans don’t have mates. As our history has shown, we have a little trouble being monogamous or committing to a single partner. We have a ceremony called marriage, where two people who love each other sign paperwork to show their commitment, but half of all marriages don’t work out, and both people end up going their separate ways.” 
 
    “This struggle with commitment, is that why you have two mates?” Sef’sla questioned pointedly. “Or what do humans call them?” 
 
    “If it is a new or non-serious relationship, girl or boyfriends is the typical name,” I explained. “For people who go through the marriage ceremony, the males are called ‘husbands’ and the females ‘wives.’ And no, what I have with Neka and Akela is not because I struggle with commitment.”  
 
    “Then why?” Sef’sla asked, her expression bewildered.  
 
    “Because I love both of them,” I answered simply. A thrill went up my spine as I admitted it out loud. “My life hasn’t been very easy. Neither have theirs. We find comfort and understanding in each other. When I first realized how I felt, I was conflicted because I didn’t really know that I could fully love more than one person. But, as time went on, I realized I had room in my heart enough for two. I was lucky, because, as it turned out, they felt the same way.” 
 
    Sef’sla was silent for a minute as she contemplated all of this. I could practically see the gears turn behind her large, navy blue eyes.  
 
    “So, is two the maximum amount of mates, or girlfriendsssss, that humans are allowed to have?” she finally asked at length. There was something odd about her tone, but I couldn’t quite place it. 
 
    “Well, no,” I replied. “There technically isn’t an allowed limit. It’s more based on the individuals and their own relationships. It’s something we have to decide together.” 
 
    “And do you believe a human could love more than two people? Could you?” she hissed quietly.  
 
    I blinked at the strange but pointed question. There was an intensity to Sef’sla’s face, but I couldn’t figure out why. 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” I responded honestly. “I haven’t given it much thought, really. These last few weeks have been kind of busy. I haven’t really had time to consider or debate my romantic situation.” 
 
    Sef’sla nodded sagely. “Of course,” she clicked. “There are more important things to discuss.” She slid to her feet then and looked back out over the camp. “Speaking of important matters to discuss, I believe we should go find Cex’ath and Ca’ek now. Your sky-ship will return soon.” 
 
    It might have been my lack of sleep, or perhaps I was simply thrown off kilter by this whole conversation, but I thought the Almort princess sounded a little disappointed. However, Sef’sla didn’t give me a chance to question her further. Once I was on my feet as well, she strode off across the camp, back to the training grounds where Chief Cex’ath was overseeing his tribe’s training.  
 
    Something about my interaction with the princess tugged at me, but when we spoke to the Hill Tribe chieftain and told him of my crew’s return, Sef’sla seemed normal. She smiled and laughed at one of Ca’sek’s jokes and even jumped in to spar with people who were struggling with the drills. I let it go for now, but I promised myself to speak to the princess alone again when we had the chance.  
 
    About an hour later, the Lacuna Noctis crested the eastern hills. Most of the Almort had gathered around the training grounds in anticipation of their arrival. I stood there grinning as the loading ramp lowered and Neka came bounding out. I held open my arms and the cat-girl launched herself into them.  
 
    “I’m happy you’re back,” I muttered into my assistant’s hair as she nuzzled against my chest.  
 
    “Me too,” Neka sighed and squeezed her arms tight around me and peppered my neck with small kisses.  
 
    Someone cleared their throat loudly, and I looked over Neka’s head to find Akela standing at the top of the loading dock, her hip cocked to one side as she smirked down at us.  
 
    “Did someone order some firepower?” She grinned as she swung a huge, black rifle up against her shoulder. Behind her, I could see several hover-lifts full of the tech Soh’e had created with the mechanic’s designs.  
 
    “Not even a hello?” I teased the silver-haired woman.  
 
    Akela rolled her eyes and stomped down the loading ramp. When she reached me, she rose up on her tiptoes and pressed her mouth against mine. My eyes began to drift shut, and I reached out to draw the mechanic closer to me, but Akela grinned against my lips and danced away.  
 
    “No time for that now,” she teased back, her eyes bright. “We have target practice to get to!” 
 
    I pretended to pout, but Akela had already turned to the assembled Almort. She greeted the Almort chieftains and delegates as the hover-lifts descended out of the ship behind her. The rest of the Almort had crowded eagerly closer to see what my machine-healer had brought them.  
 
    I had thought everyone would be too tired after a long day of training and flying to test the hardware properly, but once Akela showed them her gifts, everyone’s exhaustion seemed to evaporate. Almort were lining up by the hundreds to try out the new weapons and shields.  
 
    “Do not touch the energy field that emits from the shield,” I cautioned as I handed them out to the troops and showed them how they worked. “They will hurt.” 
 
    “Always keep the business end of your weapon pointed away from yourself and others,” I heard Akela call out for the millionth time as she pulled the railguns out of the hover-lifts. “Don’t do Terra-Nebula’s job for them, got it?” 
 
    Even if the tech was new, Cex’ath’s tribe were experienced hunters. They knew how to comport themselves around weaponry, but we kept repeating our warnings and advice anyway, to be on the safe side. 
 
    Half an hour after my ship landed, we had a rudimentary firing range constructed on the outskirts of the training grounds. It was time to give the Almort a demonstration. Akela handed one of the railguns to me, but after I thought about it for a moment, I turned and offered it to Ca’sek, who stood nearby.  
 
    The Almort youth blinked at me in shock and confusion.  
 
    “Take it,” I encouraged him with a smile. “You’ve been my best student. You deserve the first shot.” 
 
    The Almort chief’s second still looked surprised, but he reached out and gently slid the gun out of my grip. I nudged him to the firing line, directly opposite of a hunk of wood being used as a target about fifty meters downfield.  
 
    “This is the ammo and how you loaded it,” I instructed as I helped him prime his weapon. “This here is the trigger. Don’t touch it until you are ready to shoot. Look down the barrel here. See that tiny white dot on the end of the gun? That’s called your ‘front sight.’ Put that little dot in the center of the target, take a deep breath, and gently squeeze the trigger as you exhale. Squeeze, don’t pull.” 
 
    The Almort male nodded as he listened to my instructions. When I took a step back and motioned for him to fire when ready, the Almort youth took a deep, deep breath, so deep, his scales even flared with light. A moment later, I saw his shoulders move with his exhale, and his gun exploded into action.  
 
    Even though the massive recoil startled the youth, his shot still managed to take off the head of the target. He lowered the smoking barrel of the weapon and spun to look at me with shocked, wide eyes.  
 
    “Well done,” I congratulated him. “That was a hell of a first shot.” 
 
    Ca’sek grinned, wild and unrestrained, and the other Almort began to hiss, chitter, and click amongst themselves, excited by the show of power.  
 
    I turned to my crew, Sef’sla, and the chieftains with my own wide grin.  
 
    “Now,” I said as adrenaline raced up my spine, “we’re in business.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “CT?” 
 
    I turned in my captain’s chair to find Sef’sla standing in the doorway of the bridge. The princess looked hesitant and nervously wrung her six-fingered hands.  
 
    “Hey,” I said with a smile as I slid to my feet. “What are you doing up? I thought you and your father were resting.” 
 
    We had left the Hill Tribe to their training late last night and would be arriving in the desert city of Oe’huk in the morning.  
 
    Sef’sla smiled shyly and shrugged. “I could not sleep,” she replied, and then her smile turned mischievous. “My father sounds like a Stuogror when he dreams.” 
 
    “U’eh snores?” I laughed incredulously. I couldn’t picture it. I had imagined the Almort chief frowned and clenched his jaw even in sleep. Snoring was almost too… human.  
 
    The princess nodded and chittered her own laugh. “He does. I did not wish to wake your machine-healer or your other woman, so I thought I would come to find you if you are not too busy.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not at all,” I said as I gestured to one of the co-pilot chairs. “Pull up a seat. I was only going over some data with Omni.” 
 
    Sef’sla strode over to the seat on my left and perched uncertainly on the armrest. The Almort weren’t big on chairs, it seemed. The princess then leaned over to look at my screen even though she couldn’t understand what was written on it.  
 
    “What were you discussing?” she asked curiously as her dark eyes turned to me.  
 
    I sighed and rubbed at the back of my neck. “Honestly? I was looking for any information I had on Warrick that could help me screw him ov… I mean, defeat him,” I corrected with a slight wince.  
 
    Sef’sla looked intrigued. “This is the starman that attacked us, correct?” she asked. A shadow passed over her face, and the low burning fire of anger I saw in her eyes made me glad I was not Warrick.  
 
    “Yes,” I told her, “he is a high ranking starman in Terra-Nebula. He’s the one calling the shots right now, and he wants to defeat us before the rest of the Corporation gets here so he can get all the credit.” 
 
    Sef’sla cocked her head again at the sharp edge in my words. “Have you had dealings with him before?” she questioned intuitively.  
 
    A muscle in my jaw fluttered. “A few times,” I admitted. “We joined the Corporation around the same time. He was ambitious and sometimes clever, so I thought we would have a common ground, but he quickly proved himself to be a greedy asshole.” 
 
    The Almort princess looked thoughtful and opened her mouth to respond, but then she seemed to think differently, and her jaw closed with an audible click.  
 
    “What?” I asked curiously. 
 
    Sef’sla shook her head. “It is nothing. It is not my place,” she replied.  
 
    I frowned. “You don’t have to check your words with me,” I said, “I promise I won’t be offended by anything you say.” 
 
    The princess didn’t immediately respond. She turned and looked out the viewport for a moment, watching her world fly by, while she seemed to consider her words.  
 
    Finally, she looked back at me. “I am curious,” she began, “why you stayed with this tribe of starmen. You said you were with them for some time.” 
 
    I cringed but nodded. “Nearly ten years,” I admitted with a sigh. I collapsed back in my chair and rubbed my hands over my face. I didn’t even know how to begin to explain my complicated relationship with Terra-Nebula.  
 
    “I apologize,” Sef’sla said quickly, “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    I waved off her concern as I lifted my head. “I’m not upset… well, I am, but not at you,” I replied. I took a deep breath and exhaled harshly. “My story with the starmen is a long and complicated one.” 
 
    “How long until we reach Oe’huk?” she asked.  
 
    Before I could respond, Omni’s voice echoed across the bridge. “We will arrive at our destination in approximately one hour,” he informed us.  
 
    Still surprised by the AI’s voice, Sef’sla blinked and looked around the room before she directed her face to the ceiling. “Thank you, speaking-machine,” she replied and then turned back to me with an expectant expression.  
 
    “I guess we have time then,” I chuckled dryly. I clapped my hands together and tilted my head back. “Okay, so where to begin? I guess I have to start by saying I didn’t have a lot growing up.” I gestured out the viewport with a wave of my hand. “I didn’t have a homeworld like you do. I was born and grew up on a great sky-ship called Proto Station that floated through the stars.” 
 
    Sef’sla’s eyes went wide. “That sounds very beautiful,” she said, and I gave her a weak smile.  
 
    “It should have been,” I responded, “and maybe it was when it first began, but by the time I was born, Proto was overcrowded and under-resourced. I don’t remember much from my childhood, but I know it must have been hard, and it only became harder after my parents died.” 
 
    Sef’sla gasped softly, a soft, hissed inhalation of air. “Both of them?” she asked. By the anguish on her face, I knew the princess was thinking of her departed mother.  
 
    I nodded. “Yes,” I replied, but then I pressed forward, not wanting to linger on the subject of dead parents. “After they were gone, I had to fend for myself. It was a hard life. I had to fight tooth and nail to be able to eat most days and still there were long stretches where I went hungry. So, when a man from Terra-Nebula approached me and said he could get me off Proto and make me rich beyond my wildest dreams, I jumped at the chance.” 
 
    I sighed and scratched at my neck again, awkward with my own story. I had never told it fully to anyone but Neka, and that was over the course of years. I had never sat down like this and laid my life out bare.  
 
    Sef’sla must have noticed my discomfort because she leaned forward and placed her hand on my knee in support. I smiled at her in gratitude, took a deep breath, and went on.  
 
    “At first, it seemed pretty straightforward,” I explained. “My job was to talk to the native populations of different planets and convince them to sell ownership and rights to Terra-Nebula. I started out on hard-off worlds, places that truly suffered. When I came to them with technology and medicine, they couldn’t sign the paperwork fast enough. Those first few years, I thought I was really doing some good.” 
 
    “What changed?” Sef’sla asked quietly.  
 
    “Nothing,” I said, “and that was the problem. As I continued to work my up the Corporation ladder, I began to notice some differences in the way I treated indigenous peoples and how Terra-Nebula and the other brokers did. When I went to a planet, I liked to get to know the people. I’d walk their cities, shop in their marketplaces, get down in my hands and knees in the dirt if they were a farming civilization.” 
 
    “As you have done here,” Sef’sla said with a smile. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, that is simply how I do things. This way, I knew exactly what the people lacked, what they needed, and what Terra-Nebula could offer them. I had viewed the contracts as an agreement of aid between the planets and the Corporations, an exchange of goods and services. I came to learn that Terra-Nebula didn’t prescribe to the same beliefs that I did.” 
 
    “What did they believe?” Sef’sla prompted when I lapsed into silence, lost in my own thoughts and memories.  
 
    “They believed that the planets and their peoples were only… property.” I sighed. “All Terra-Nebula saw was the bottom line. The only language they spoke revolved around profit margins. All they cared about was increasing their own wealth, regardless of how many people got hurt along the way.” 
 
    “Then why stay?” Sef’sla asked again, her brow furrowed. “If they are so terrible, why remain with them?” 
 
    I laughed dryly and without humor. “Because I thought I could change things,” I admitted with a shake of my head. “It seems stupid now, but I truly thought that if I showed them that there was a different way, they would listen.” 
 
    I sighed. “So, I worked even harder. I became the best at my job in any Corporation in the known universe. I thought I could demonstrate that it was more profitable in the long run to treat people fairly. It reduced feelings of anger and animosity within the indigenous populations, it drastically reduced the chance of insurrection and rebellion, and it increased resource production since the natives viewed their relationship with the Corporation as an alliance, not a dictatorship. I brought this up to my superiors multiple times, but they always dismissed me, always said they’d take my advice under consideration during the next board meeting. The last time I brought this notion up was only a few months ago, and I believe Warrick leveraged it to bring about my termination.” 
 
    Shame and guilt simmered at the base of my throat as my next words formed in my mind. “I guess, when you think about it, I really didn’t change anything. I was only helping Terra-Nebula grow more powerful. Maybe I am no better than them,” I reluctantly confessed as I dropped my eyes.  
 
    Sef’sla slid off her chair and came to kneel before me on the cold, metal floor of the bridge. She dipped her head slightly so I would meet her eyes and, when I did, she reached out and firmly took me by the hand.  
 
    “You are nothing like these other starmen,” she told me resolutely. “If you were, you would not feel this way. Your feelings of guilt are a reflection of your innocence, CccT. You tried to help people exactly as you are trying to help my people and me now. You are not governed by greed or malice.”  
 
    She let go of my hand, reached out, and pressed her own against my chest, right over where my heart thumped loudly. “You follow your heart,” she went on, “and because you are an honorable man, your heart tells you what is right and what is wrong. Tell me, do you truly believe you are similar to this starman, Warrick?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment and then shook my head. “No,” I said hesitantly, but the more I thought about it, the more confident I became. “No, I am nothing like him.” 
 
    “And that is why I follow you,” Sef’sla admitted with a soft smile. “Why my father trusts you and why the other chieftains have agreed to join us. You are a good man, CT. If you were not, you would not have two women who love you so.” 
 
    She looked at my lips as she finished speaking, and her cheeks began to flush. I realized she had feelings for me, and then I realized I also had feelings for her. There wasn't time to dive into it now, but I was looking forward to exploring it once we finished defending this planet. 
 
    While I was contemplating all of this, Sef’sla rose to her feet. “Thank you for telling me your story, CT,” she hissed with a kind smile.  
 
    She said it with such sincerity that I couldn’t help but look up into her strangely beautiful face. “No, thank you for listening. Saying all that out loud… it really helped,” I told her gratefully.  
 
    Before the princess could respond, Omni came back on the PA system.  
 
    “Colby,” the AI intoned, “we are nearing the city of Oe’huk. Should I wake Neka, Akela, and Chief U’eh?” 
 
    “I will go wake my father,” Sef’sla offered, and I nodded at her in thanks. I doubted U’eh would appreciate Omni turning on all the lights to wake him and speaking from nowhere and everywhere at once. 
 
    “Go ahead and wake Neka and Akela, O,” I instructed the AI. “Tell them we’ll meet in the cargo bay.” 
 
    “Yes, Colby,” the AI responded, and then the static cut off as he went to rouse the two sleeping beauties.  
 
    I turned back to Sef’sla to find her halfway out the door already. I didn’t know what prompted me exactly, but before she could slip totally away, I called out, “I’m glad we had this talk.” 
 
    Sef’sla paused and looked at me over her shoulder. “I am as well,” she agreed cryptically and then vanished from view to wake her snoring father.  
 
    I smiled after her, my face still warm and my heart stuttering over itself in the cage of my ribs.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we were all standing in the cargo bay one last time. Neka yawned and rubbed at her eyes with closed fists. Beside her, Akela seemed to be drinking a pot’s worth of coffee out of an old, beat-up thermos. The mechanic extended the thermos out to me, but I declined with a shake of my head. The silver-haired woman shrugged and went back to chugging.  
 
    U’eh looked the same as always, stern and frowning, and next to him Sef’sla flashed me a brief smile, but it quickly withered as we felt the ship shudder and land.  
 
    Outside, the desert and its tribe waited for us. We all knew this was going to be our hardest stop yet, ignoring Warrick’s interruption. I had been warned how difficult Za’ec, the leader of the Desert Tribe, could be. I only hoped I could get through to him quickly. Warrick might have shown his hand with the drone attack, but I knew the slimy bastard was already lining up his next shot.  
 
    I took a deep, fortifying breath. This was the final stretch of the first leg of this race. Time to bring it home.  
 
    “Open the bay door, O,” I instructed my AI, and a moment later, the ramp began to lower.  
 
    Warm air and sand immediately flooded into the cargo hold. The sand eddied around our feet, but I could feel Omni slightly increase the ship’s artificial gravity to make sure the sand didn’t rise any higher and blind us. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked everyone as we stood, perched and poised, at the top of the loading ramp. Everyone nodded back in return, and we fell into our processional positions: U’eh and Sef’sla in front, followed by me, Neka, and Akela, and our hover-lift full of gifts.  
 
    As we exited the ship, I let my eyes adjust to the gloom and then took in the scene before me.  
 
    Oe’huk was situated between an outcropping of jagged rocks that stretched at least a hundred meters into the purple sky. The rock walls seemed to provide the city shelter and relief from the constantly blowing winds. The buildings themselves were squat and simple things, some square and made of the same orange stone as the surrounding walls, and some resembling tents more than actual buildings, canvas and fabric flapping in the warm wind.  
 
    About half a kilometer of flat and open desert lay between where we now stood and the city itself, and just beyond that, at the edge of the horizon, I could see a strip of blue, the sea that reflected the pale and fragile light this planet received. There was no plant life that I could see, save the dead and spindly remains of scrub brush poking up through the sand. It was an austere sight but beautiful in its severity.  
 
    Unlike the last three times, no one from the Desert Tribe rode out to meet us, though I was certain they must know of our presence, seeing as the sky was wide and empty and dark, and the Lacuna Noctis, despite her name, was brightly painted and brightly lit. Still, nothing moved along the perimeter of the Oe’huk, and nothing disturbed the no-man's-land between us and the city, so, after sparing each other a brief glance, we set out across the sand.  
 
    The going was slow and arduous, at least for Neka, Akela, and I. U’eh and Sef’sla were light on their feet, a benefit of their Almort physiology, but no matter how my crew and I stepped, the sand gave way beneath us, sucking us down to the ankle. I had half a mind to turn around, get back in the ship, and fly us to the very edge of the city, but I knew Chief Za’ec and his tribe would probably view the action as threatening, so I dismissed the idea and kept slogging along.  
 
    We were nearly to the edge of the city, only a few hundred meters off, when I heard something. It was a soft sound, so soft that at first, I thought I’d imagined it. I looked around us but saw nothing except the empty desert with its shifting sands, which thought were the culprit to the noise I had heard.  
 
    However, as we kept walking, the sound grew steadily louder, to the point where U’eh and Sef’sla finally paused some fifty meters ahead of us and turned around with their heads cocked similarly. They seemed to hear the noise now, too.  
 
    “What is that?” Neka whispered, her voice hushed and tense. She looked around anxiously, and her tail flicked back and forth. I opened my mouth to respond, but suddenly a snarl pierced the air, and I whirled around to see a shadow slinking low across the ground behind us. The hissing noise seemed to be coming from it.  
 
    I glanced at the approaching shadow and then over my shoulder to the city’s edge. We were close enough now. The others could make it.  
 
    Without taking my eyes off of the shadow, I whispered instructions into the comm system.  
 
    “When I give the signal, I want you both to run as fast as you can to the city,” I relayed to Neka and Akela. “Take U’eh and Sef’sla. Don’t look back.” 
 
    “And leave you to be eaten by that thing? Are you crazy?” Akela’s voice hissed in my ear.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and spoke as softly as I could. The shadow was only thirty meters away now. “I’ll be fine,” I assured my crew, “I can handle whatever this is, but not if I’m too busy worrying about you two. Now, please, on the count of three, run. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    I knew my assistant and mechanic wanted to argue further, but we ran out of time. Just as I reached three in my head, the shadow exploded into movement, rocketing over the sand nearly ten times as fast as we had been limping along.  
 
    “Run!” I shouted at the top of my lungs, and in my peripheral, I saw Akela and Neka whirl around and sprint toward the city, and sand flew in their wake.  
 
    I charged in the opposite direction, toward the approaching shadow, a fierce cry clawing its way out of my throat. There was a laser pistol slung against my hip, but I ignored it. There was a dagger Sef’sla had gifted me after I won the trials that I had stuck in my boot, but I didn’t reach for it. I was no longer participating in the Akornath. I didn’t have to worry about breaking some kind of arbitrary rule. This was about survival, and survival I was good at.  
 
    When the shadow and I were within twenty meters of each other, I skidded to a stop in the sand, tried not to lose my balance, and waited for the beast to draw closer. I panted as I stood there, looking death in the face, but when the shadow was within ten meters, a wild grin took over my face. I could barely see the glint of the beast’s eyes when I lifted my hand, snapped my fingers together, and activated Terra-Nebula’s custom-made force generator that Akela had transferred from my old T-N flight suit to my new one.  
 
    Instantly, an explosive force rippled out from my suit, so powerful I could see it, a visual sonic boom. The shockwave raced across the sand until it barreled head-on into the lunging beast. There was a noise like a mixture between a yelp and a screech, and I watched in satisfaction as the shadow was lifted up in the air and tossed back at least fifteen meters. It landed with a dull thump against a nearby sand dune, where it slid to the ground, motionless.  
 
    I stood there and tracked the sand for any more movement. But nothing else came hurtling out of the dark, and the shadow beast had not moved, so I took a few tentative steps forward to view my felled adversary more clearly.  
 
    It was larger than I had initially thought, maybe three meters from nose to tail. It looked like some sort of huge lizard, with scales dark enough to slip between the shadows of the dunes. Its head was angular, full of sharp lines and even sharper, serrated, opalescent teeth, and spikes crested its spine and the back of its neck. Its tail was nearly half of its body length, and the long, scaled appendage ended in a group of white spikes, giving the tail the appearance of a mace.  
 
    As I looked over the beast, I noticed its scaled and armored sides heaved in and out as its great lungs expanded. So, I hadn’t killed it, only knocked it out, which meant it could wake up any second now. It probably wouldn’t, my suit’s force generator packed a wallop, but I didn’t want to chance it.  
 
    I cast the lizard-beast one last glance before I turned around and headed toward the city, perhaps a little quicker than before I had known what lurked in the shadows.  
 
    However, before I had even made it ten meters, movement near the city caught my eye. I squinted into the gloom and clouds of sand that suddenly obstructed the view of Oe’huk. It took me a moment, but I thought the shapes racing toward me through the sand looked very familiar.  
 
    “Uh, guys?” I asked hesitantly into the comm system. “Please tell me that’s you headed back toward me and not a whole herd of wild lizard-beasts.” 
 
    “It’s us alright,” Akela responded, though she sounded less than enthused. “And we’re bringing company.” 
 
    I wanted to ask more questions, but the company reached me before I could fully formulate them.  
 
    I had been correct, however, because it was a herd of lizard-beasts that hurdled across the sand in my direction. The only difference was these had riders.  
 
    I stood still as the herd of lizards and their riders encircled me. The lizards hissed and snapped in my direction, drool hanging from their maws, their flat, pale eyes looking me over for weakness. Their riders were no less hostile, clicking and chittering to each other too fast for my translator to pick up. At last, I caught sight of my crew. I saw Neka first. The poor cat-girl was clinging to the rider in front of her, the lizard beneath the two of them bucking and spitting at me. Akela also sat behind an Almort rider though her face was more grim than fearful. U’eh and Sef’sla had their own lizard, and beside them sat a severe-looking Almort male, who I assumed to be Chief Za’ec by his air, expression, and the crown of bones that sat perched atop his brow.  
 
    The lizards and their riders finally came to a standstill although the beasts still snarled and hissed. The Desert Tribe chieftain approached me then, followed by U’eh, Sef’sla, and the riders bearing my crew. The chieftain of the Desert Tribe stopped his mount with about five meters left between us. His lizard stood a head and a half taller than me, and if it wanted, it could swoop its long neck down and bite my head off in one simple motion. It snarled like it was aware of this back and as if to remind me it would do it if it were not for the Desert chieftain’s bit in its maw.  
 
    Chief Za’ec himself looked down at me with unveiled contempt. His mouth was twisted in a sneer, the points of his needle-sharp teeth flashing in the dim, desert light. His scale and skin tone was the strangest we had encountered by far, relatively perhaps, pale and dusky yellow like the sand around us save for a greenish undertone. His eyes were different too, dark at the center like the rest of the Almort, but bleached to white around the outer rim. The color seemed to compliment the hue of his bone crown nicely. 
 
    I cleared my throat and dipped my chin in greeting. “Hello. I presume I am speaking to Chief Za’ec?” 
 
    The Almort chieftain flared his gills and clicked to his mount, who began to circle me once again. “You are correct, outsider,” he hissed, his voice soft as the wind that skittered across the sand. “What business do you have to know my name and come to my city?” 
 
    His lizard mount snapped at me, jaws clacking shut barely a meter in front of my face, but I forced myself not to flinch.  
 
    I looked up calmly into the chieftain’s face. “My name is Colby Tower,” I said evenly, not even the barest of wavers in my voice. “I am a guest of Chief U’eh’s, who has come to you now with an urgent proposition.” 
 
    The Desert Tribe chieftain clicked in discontent and tugged at his mount’s reins, pulling it back in the other direction so that I was forced to keep pivoting to keep them in front of me. “What do I care for U’eh’s guestsss?” he hissed and his eyes cut over to his fellow chieftain, but there was no camaraderie in his gaze, only the same unveiled contempt. “Or your propositionsss? The tribes of the north keep to themselves, apart from us of the sand and sea.” 
 
    “This matter concerns all of you,” I said firmly, “every tribe. There are starmen who are coming for your home. They’ve already tried multiple times, and in a variety of different ways, to accomplish this goal. They will try again, soon, and they won’t stop until they’ve won.” 
 
    A little straight to the point, but I didn’t think the Desert Tribe chieftain was one for flattery or idle small talk. I looked to his riders, who all shared his coloring and fierceness.  
 
    “We traveled here from the land of the Hill Tribe,” I said to the gathered crowd as I raised my voice. “The starmen sent their sky-machines to kill us by the river. I was able to defeat them, but it was only a small number. More will come, I assure you, and no tribe can win on their own. That is why I ask that you join our coalition. The other four tribes, Plain, Marsh, Mountain, and Hill, have already agreed to the fight to repel these starmen. Now, I offer you the same opportunity.” 
 
    “Why should we listen to you?” Za’ec snarled as he suddenly jumped down off his mount. “You are one of them, starmen, and you have brought this plight to our door. You are a stranger to us, an outsider who likely seeks to bring about our destruction.” 
 
    He then whirled on U’eh and stabbed an accusatory finger at the Plains chieftain. “And you conspire with them! It is not enough that you tribes of the north hoard your resources, your metals, and your medicines, while we here in the desert suffer. No, now your greed has brought the stars down upon our heads, and yet you still seek more from us?” 
 
    U’eh’s face betrayed nothing of his inner thoughts as he slid off his own lizard-beast. Sef’sla followed her father down and together they approached Za’ec and me.  
 
    “It sounds as if you not only question the starman’s honor but also my own,” U’eh hissed dangerously quiet. He and The Desert Tribe chieftain stood at the same height, but the Desert chieftain’s crown gave him a larger appearance.  
 
    Chief Za’ec narrowed his eyes. “And what if I am?” he challenged.  
 
    “Then I would remind you as to whom you speak,” U’eh clicked in retort, a fire of rage burning in the dark depths of his eyes. Before the males could come to blows, Sef’sla stepped between them and bowed her head in respect to the Desert Tribe chieftain.  
 
    “Please,” she begged, “we did not come here for conflict. You and my father may settle your differences at a later time. This threat is more important. These starmen want to steal our home and strip her bare until all the land is covered in sand and desert. They will be no resources to argue about then because they will take everything. CT has come to warn and help us.”  
 
    She gestured to me, and I did my best to stand tall and look imposing. “You question his honor, but he has proven himself a friend to the Almort time and time again. He saved my brother Cy’lass from a great Opalks the moment he stepped foot off his sky-ship. He completed an Akornath where he slew two Malog and spared a life in accordance with our ways. He has told you of our plight in the hills and, just now, he saved us from a wild Vac’lek.”  
 
    The princess turned to gesture back towards the city. “That container you confiscated from us in the city was even full of gifts for you and your people. He has also shielded Ka’le, Sin’mot, and Ac’sok from starmen attacks, and wishes to do the same here. This starman, this one specifically, means you no harm, Chief Za’ec, this I swear to you.” 
 
    The fury in the Desert chieftain’s face had lessened under the onslaught of Sef’sla’s speech, but before he could respond, a horn bellowed low and deep from the direction of Oe’huk. Chief Za’ec and his riders spun toward the sound, and I thought I saw something akin to terror in the chieftain’s face. I looked off toward the city right in time to see a lone rider barrel past the perimeter and fly across the sand. This rider seemed to bare an urgent message because he cut through the distance in half the time that the Desert chieftain and his party did.  
 
    When he was close enough to see, I saw an Almort male bent low over his lizard mount, the lizard itself barely seeming to touch the sand. In no time at all, the rider had reached us, and the crowd parted easily to let him through to the chieftain. He skittered to a stop a few meters away and looked wildly to the Desert Tribe chieftain.  
 
    “Chief,” the Almort messenger gasped, his gills flaring, lights spasming across the scales of his face. “You must come quickly. It is Z’oke.” 
 
    Za’ec didn’t even respond. He hopped back on his mount without a word or glance in my direction.  
 
    “Wait,” I called out. “We aren’t finished here. Please, Chief Za’ec--” 
 
    “Nothing you say to me is more important than the life of my son,” the Desert chieftain snarled.  
 
    I balked. “Has something happened to your son?” I asked quickly. “Please, let us help. We have medicine on the ship, we can--” 
 
    “No,” Za’ec snapped, “I will hear no more of your false starman promises. You and your tribe will leave.” 
 
    “I am not false,” I retorted with a scowl, “and we will only follow you back to your city. I will not leave until we have finished our conversation, but first, please let us help your son. We have advanced technology and medicine that could be of use.” 
 
    The Desert Tribe chieftain opened his mouth, presumably to spit in my face, but before he could, the horn bellowed lowly from the depths of Oe’huk once more. The desert chieftain turned in the direction of his city, anguish in every severe line of his face.  
 
    “Fine,” he hissed, all the fight gone out of him. “I will grant you passage into my city, starman, but you will not touch my son.” 
 
    I wanted to argue, but Sef’sla caught my eye and shook her head. Akela, still perched behind her rider, also frowned at me sharply and mouthed, “Wait.” 
 
    I dipped my chin in acknowledgment and turned back to the Desert Tribe chieftain.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to him, but the chieftain was already whirling his mount around, and with a sharp, clicking cry, the lizard took off across the sand. Quickly, the riders began to follow their chieftain and, before I could argue, another Almort male had pulled his mount up beside me, reached down, and hauled me up into the leather saddle behind him.  
 
    As we took off in pursuit of the riding party, another call sounded from the horn, and dread curled in my gut.  
 
    Whatever had happened, I hoped we arrived in time to save Chief Za’ec’s son.  
 
    The fate of our coalition and this planet depended on it.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    We barreled through the city of Oe’huk at a breakneck pace. The streets were made of packed sand and orange stone, and the talons of our lizard mounts scraped across them loudly as they ran. Details of the city passed us in a blur. I could only catch split-second images, the dark smudges of open doorways and alleys, pale Almort eyes watching us fly past, a female Almort pulling a child behind her, before we’d round the next corner and the features of the city were totally lost to our speed.  
 
    The Desert Tribe chieftain and his riders finally screeched to a stop in the center of the city before a long, flat, single-story building. The Desert chieftain immediately jumped off his mount and bounded through the doorway, not even a backward glance to his men or his guests.  
 
    My crew and I slid down more slowly as the riders now glared openly at us with suspicion.  
 
    “Are you two alright?” I whispered to Neka and Akela. The mechanic was helping the cat-girl away from the hissing lizards, and they looked relieved to see me up close again. Neka threw her arms around my neck and nuzzled her face into my chest. I stroked at her hair and looked to Akela.  
 
    “We’re fine,” the silver-haired woman nodded, but then she looked behind me to the building the Desert chieftain had disappeared into with concern in her eyes. “What do you think happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we need to get in there,” I said firmly. “We need to do whatever we can to help Za’ec’s son, or this war will be over before it starts.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll let us in there?” Neka whispered against my shoulder as she glanced around at the dismounting riders and their still snarling lizards.  
 
    “They’ll have to,” I said and then turned to Sef’sla, who had joined us that moment with her father a few steps behind her shoulder. “If you tell them to.” 
 
    The Almort princess blinked in surprise. “Me?” she hissed incredulously.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied with resolve as I looked her in the eye. “You seemed to be getting through to him before the horn blew. He was listening to you. Besides, you’re a healer, an apprentice to Kot’ep, chieftain of the Marshland Tribe. If you demand to go in there, and these men don’t let you, and then that boy dies...?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Trust me,” I said, “no one wants that on their head. They’ll have to let you and by extension us in.” 
 
    Sef’sla looked uncertain, something akin to fear in her dark blue eyes. “I-I do not know if I can help him though,” she responded. “I do not even know what is wrong with him.” 
 
    I reached out and put my hand on the sharp curve of her shoulder. “But you’re the best chance he has,” I reasoned with her as I squeezed my hand. “Together, I’m sure we’ll figure out a solution.” 
 
    Sef’sla looked to Neka and Akela, who gave her twin nods of encouragement, and then the princess turned to her father.  
 
    “What is your counsel?” she asked U’eh.  
 
    The Almort chief frowned. “Za’ec will not welcome our intrusion,” he began, but then a different sort of emotion flickered across his face, one I couldn’t place. “However, you are skilled and talented, my daughter, and these starmen have proven themselves capable in many a dangerous situation. I believe if anyone can save Za’ec’s boy, it is this group I see before me.” 
 
    If this situation wasn’t literally life and death, I might have never recovered from the shock of hearing U’eh praise us so. As it was, I had to settle for gaping a moment before Sef’sla nodded firmly, whirled around, and marched up to the nearest Desert rider.  
 
    The pair were too far away for our translators to pick up their hisses and heated conversation, but I saw Sef’sla gesture wildly to us before she thumped powerfully at her own chest with a closed fist, every single one of her scales flaring with light. The male Almort looked uncertain and started to shake his head, but Sef’sla leaned up close into his face and hissed something quietly to the Desert tribesman. The Almort male’s eyes went wide, and he immediately dipped his chin and gestured toward the building’s entrance.  
 
    Sef’sla turned back to the rest of us and motioned for us to follow her. Some of the other riders called out to us as we walked toward the building, but the rider who Sef’sla had spoken to kept the rest from stopping us. We quickly strode through the entrance, and I flashed the Almort princess a proud grin before we slipped into the building’s interior.  
 
    Immediately, I realized we were in a hospital, or at least the Desert Tribe’s equivalent. There’s a certain universal smell to hospitals, no matter the planet or the species. It was always a sterile scent, sharp and unforgiving, underlaid with a faint hint of decay. Neka recognized it too because I watched her ears go flat and her face scrunch up.  
 
    “Which way do you think Za’ec went?” I whispered quietly. We stood in a long, dim hallway and there was no one in sight.  
 
    Instead of responding, Sef’sla strode confidently down the hall, and we could do nothing but follow in her wake. Most of the doors we passed were shut, but a few stood open, shadowy cots taking up most of the rooms beyond. I kept my eyes forward, for the most part, not wanting to intrude on the patients and people here. At the end of the hall, Sef’sla stood with her head cocked, and it was only from years of living with Neka that I recognized that the princess was listening intently. After a moment, she turned to the left and walked down the adjoining hall. We padded after her quickly and, as we went, I began to hear it too, a deep, wet, hacking cough that grew louder and louder as we approached. At the end of this hallway was a wide set of double doors, both propped open, and as Sef’sla reached the threshold, I could hear hissed conversations beneath all the coughing.  
 
    “There must be something!” Chief Za’ec’s voice snarled quietly.  
 
    “We’ve tried everything, chief,” an unknown voice simpered in return. “He is too weak now. I do not--” 
 
    “I do not want to hear your excuses!” the Almort chieftain barked, voice rising in volume, and Sef’sla decided now was the time to clear her throat and announce our presence.  
 
    I had barely stepped up to the doorway right behind Sef’sla, when I saw the Desert chieftain whirl around, his face wild and enraged. The room he stood in was moderately sized, at least twenty meters across. Tables and cots had been shoved up against the sides of the room, and along the far wall across from the door sat a lone bed, which several Almort hovered around. Za’ec stood in the middle of the room and had been looming over a slighter, cowering male before we made our entrance. Now, everyone looked at us. The rest of the Almort looked mostly confused, but the Desert Tribe chieftain was downright furious.  
 
    “What are you doing in here?” he seethed, his eyes narrowed, his teeth bared. “Get out!” 
 
    Sef’sla stepped forward with her chin raised high. “We have come to help,” she declared.  
 
    “I do not need help from northerners or starmen,” Za’ec snapped.  
 
    “So you will let your pride kill your son?” Sef’sla demanded with steel in her voice. The Desert Tribe chieftain balked at her tone, the other Almort flinched, but Sef’sla merely took a deep, calming breath.  
 
    “Please,” the princess went on more gently, “we mean you and your son no harm. You know I apprenticed under Kot’ep. Let me examine him.” 
 
    Za’ec stood there and panted in what I realized was fear-fueled anger. He was afraid for the life of his son, that was why he was behaving so hostile. Strangely, it made me respect the chieftain more.  
 
    When the Desert Tribe chieftain still hadn’t answered, the smaller Almort male beside him hesitantly cleared his throat. When his chief whirled on him, the male squeaked out, “Her skill would be valuable, sir. Kot’ep only trains the most prestigious students.” 
 
    Za’ec flared his gills, but another bout of wet coughing from the back of the room killed any argument before it could form. The Desert Tribe chieftain’s face tightened, but he finally acquiesced with a dip of his chin.  
 
    “Thank you,” Sef’sla told the chieftain as she walked further into the room. She looked between Chief Za’ec and the other Almort beside him. “Now, what has befallen your son?” 
 
    Suddenly, the coughing grew worse. The Desert Tribe chieftain spun on his heel and strode over to his son’s bedside without another word. Sef’sla looked to the remaining Almort for her answer.  
 
    “It is lung mites,” the Almort male sighed, his eyes downcast in defeat. Sef’sla inhaled sharply, and her face paled.  
 
    “What? What are those?” I asked. Just the words ‘lung mites’ made my skin crawl, and I didn’t like the expressions Sef’sla and U’eh now wore.  
 
    The Almort princess turned to me, and her face was pinched. “There are mites, small insects, that live deep down in the sands of the desert. They typically survive on the other creatures that live beneath the desert unless there is a sandstorm. The high winds lift the mites into the air where they can be breathed in. The mites then bury themselves in the lungs and destroy what they can find. The cloth the Desert Tribe wear over their faces keep out the sand but do little to stop the mites. Am I correct in assuming Z’oke encountered a sandstorm recently?” 
 
    She directed this question to the Almort male again, who nodded sadly. “Three days past. The boy is nearly of age and so has been seeking to prove himself. He went out into the desert without informing anyone to tame his own Vac’lek but became trapped in a sandstorm instead. We found him yesterday, but he was already dehydrated and weak. The small dose of Pa’ke we gave him has only made him worse.” 
 
    Sef’sla’s head drooped, and even U’eh clicked in sympathy. I glanced between the three Almort, who seemed suddenly defeated.  
 
    “Does that mean nothing can be done?” I questioned. My eyes darted to the bed at the back of the room. The Desert Tribe chieftain stood to the side, and he held his son’s hand in his own. The coughing had turned to deep, waterlogged wheezing.  
 
    Sef’sla put a hand to her forehead and closed her eyes. “Pa’ke is the medicine we use to kill most of our lethal parasites,” she explained, “We cut the leaves from the plant and feed them to the patient. However, it is a poison in and of itself. It only works if the mites are caught early and if the patient is strong enough to survive the effects of the Pa’ke.” 
 
    “Like the old chemotherapy they used in ancient times to treat cancer with,” Akela mused, but the words meant nothing to the Almort.  
 
    We stood silently in a huddled circle, the only sound in the room the boy’s death rattle and his father’s soothing hisses. I racked my brain for a solution, any solution, but as the seconds ticked by, nothing came to me.  
 
    However, a moment later, Neka gasped at my side and spun to face me.  
 
    “I-I think I have an idea,” she stuttered over herself, her yellow eyes wide and dilated. We all turned our attention to the cat-girl.  
 
    “Go on,” Sef’sla said, her face a mix of curious and hopeful.  
 
    Neka grew suddenly shy, her ears and tail flicking back and forth anxiously. “I don’t know if it will work,” she began hesitantly.  
 
    I shook my head. “We’re open to any idea right now, Neka,” I reassured her. “Please, tell us what you’re thinking.” 
 
    My assistant smiled softly at me in gratitude and took a deep breath. “Okay,” she went on. “So when I was young, I was always sick. My Makers created me to be pretty and appealing. They didn’t care if I was healthy or strong, so I had breathing problems as a child. I would have attacks where I couldn’t catch my breath, couldn’t inhale or exhale properly. It became such a problem that my Makers realized they had to do something. They could have fixed my lungs directly, but that would have cost money they didn’t want to spend. So, instead, they got me an inhaler, that way I would always be dependent on them for medicine. I eventually outgrew it, but that’s not the point. My idea was maybe there’s a way to turn the cure into something the boy can inhale?” 
 
    Sef’sla looked confused and lost, but Akela had begun to nod enthusiastically, her eyes bright.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” the mechanic agreed before she began to ramble. “If we can liquefy the cure, I can aerosolize it for inhalation. That way, Za’ec’s son receives a lower dose, but it goes directly into the lungs. It should kill the mites on contact.” 
 
    Adrenaline and hope began to spiral through my blood, making my pulse race. I looked to Sef’sla. “Could you liquefy the Pa’ke?” I asked her. 
 
    The Almort princess looked like she still didn’t completely understand what my mechanic and assistant had described, but she nodded all the same.  
 
    “Y-yes,” she replied. “I can, but I don’t understand how that will help. Drinking the Pa’ke would be just as dangerous.” 
 
    Neka shook her head adamantly. “No, he wouldn’t drink it,” she explained. “He’d breath it in. It would come out like a mist.” 
 
    Sef’sla’s brow furrowed, and she turned to Akela. “You can… mist the cure?” she questioned incredulously.  
 
    Akela rubbed at the shorn part of her skull and thought about it for a moment. “I’d need to grab a few things from the ship first,” she said. “An air compressor for one, and I don’t think we have any inhalers in med-bay, but we have oxygen masks.” Her mind turned over the details rapidly and then she gave a firm nod. “Yeah, yeah I can do it.” 
 
    “Then go,” I said immediately before turning to Sef’sla and the Almort male who stood behind her, looking completely and utterly lost. “Do you have a dose of the Pa’ke readily available?” 
 
    The Almort male hesitated but then dipped his chin. “Yes,” he replied before he walked over to one of the tables that had been shoved against the wall. He picked up a bowl made of orange stone and brought it over to us. In the shallow curve of the bowl, a pale, yellow flower rested, dried and withered. The Almort male offered it to Sef’sla, who took it gently in her hands.  
 
    “Go with Akela and Neka to the ship,” I instructed the Almort princess. “You can vaporize the Pa’ke more quickly there.” 
 
    A burst of static crackled in my ear, and Omni replied, “I can have the drones set everything up in the cargo bay. Simply tell me what you need, Akela.” 
 
    The mechanic nodded immediately, but Neka looked hesitant.  
 
    “I want to stay here,” the cat-girl argued, but I shook my head.  
 
    “Help Akela and Sef’sla however you can,” I responded but, truthfully, I wanted Neka with the other women together and out of the building as we put this plan into motion. If something went wrong, if the boy died before the cure was made, I didn’t want Neka or Akela to be in any danger. U’eh and I would be fine. We could handle Za’ec if it came to that.  
 
    Akela seemed to realize my motivations because she gently took Neka’s arm and steered her toward the door. “Come on,” she whispered. “We don’t have any time to waste.” 
 
    I turned to Sef’sla. “Will you be able to make it to the ship?” I asked and, as if in response, the boy began to cough again, loud and unforgiving.  
 
    Sef’sla gaze turned steely and resolved. “We’ll steal a Vac’lek if we must,” she said. Her gaze flickered over to the Desert Tribe chieftain, but I reached out and touched her arm.  
 
    “Go,” I encouraged her. “I will speak to Za’ec.” 
 
    The princess dipped her chin. “We will return quickly,” she promised, and then she, Neka, and Akela swept out the door. I could hear their running footsteps recede down the hall.  
 
    I took a deep breath and looked to U’eh, who looked equally concerned.  
 
    “They’ll make it,” I said, but I wasn’t sure if it was to reassure the Almort chief or myself.  
 
    I took a deep breath and slowly walked across the room. U’eh strode beside me, and the other Almort male, who I guessed was something like a nurse, trailed behind us fearfully.  
 
    I stopped a few meters away from the end of the bed. The other Almort glanced between me and the Desert Tribe chieftain in fright and took a few steps back, fading to the peripherals of the room. The chieftain didn’t even glance up at my approach. His attention was solely focused on the small youth in the bed. Z’oke wheezed pitifully as he lay there, his closed eyes sunken into his face, his scales and skin lackluster and sallow. He was half the size of his father, and he seemed to shrink even further with each labored breath.  
 
    “What?” Za’ec hissed softly but sharply at me, his eyes trained on his dying son’s face.  
 
    I swallowed tightly and kept my voice low. “Sef’sla and my crew have returned to our ship,” I informed him. “We believe we have found a way to save your son, but there are supplies we require that they must first obtain.” 
 
    The Desert Tribe chieftain’s mouth twisted in a sneer, but I could see the sadness and devastation behind it. Hope had abandoned the Desert chieftain. He believed his son was going to die, and there was nothing we could do to stop it.  
 
    “You speak of things you do not understand,” Za’ec snarled under his breath.  
 
    I opened my mouth to argue, gently, but U’eh beat me to it.  
 
    “You are the one who does not understand, Za’ec,” U’eh hissed and, finally, the Desert chief lifted his eyes, anger chasing away the shadows of grief.  
 
    “You insult me as my son lies dying,” Za’ec clicked in rage and disgust. “It seems any manners you once had decayed along with your beloved mate.” 
 
    My eyes went wide and darted back to U’eh. The Almort chief scowled and flared his gills, but he checked his rage.  
 
    “My mate is dead and gone,” U’eh hissed as he took a threatening step closer to the bed, “but if a starman like this had fallen from the skies and offered to save her, I would have jumped at the chance. I would have given anything.” 
 
    Doubt flickered across the Desert chieftain’s face, but he didn’t back down.  
 
    “How can you defend this outsider so?” he demanded, his voice harsh, but his hand still gently cradling his son’s.  
 
    “Because I have seen what he and his tribe can do,” U’eh replied simply, but firmly. “I have witnessed first hand their might and skill. They slew the Opalks and rescued my own son.  
 
    He gestured to me, his voice strengthening with resolve. “This starman became the first outsider to complete an Akornath, and after that, he set out with a plan to save our world. Already, he has saved more than one tribe. In the mountains, an accident occurred within Soh’e’s refinery, caused by an avalanche. We were trapped beneath snow, with a forge ready to explode, but the starman and his machine-healer were able to stop it. Then, in the hills, they battled a group of sky-machines and defeated them, saving Cex’ath and his people. If they say they have discovered a way to help your son, I believe them because they are both honest and honorable.” 
 
    Too many emotions flickered across the Desert Tribe chieftain’s face for me to track. He dropped his eyes again and gazed at the prone figure of his son.  
 
    “He is my only child,” the chieftain finally admitted quietly. He reached out tentatively and ran his fingers down the side of his son’s cheek. “My mate cannot have another. She’s sedated in the next room because she cannot bear to face this fate.” 
 
    For the first time since I’d met him, something like sympathy crossed U’eh’s face. He lifted his arm, hesitated, but set his hand gently atop Za’ec’s shoulder.  
 
    “Nothing is decided,” U’eh said, uncharacteristically soft. He withdrew his hand and touched his mate’s bracelet that encircled his wrist. “My daughter takes strongly after her mother. She will put everything she is into this cure for your son.” 
 
    “Then let us hope it will be enough,” Za’ec whispered, all the fight and rage had gone out of him. He turned back to his son more fully and bent down to speak to him softly. After a moment, I realized the chieftain was singing. The melody was soft and sad and so full of grief that I withdrew from the boy’s bedside, fearful that I was intruding on something too private. U’eh followed after me, and the two of us hovered near the door, the only sounds in the room The Desert Tribe chieftain’s song and his son’s fading wheezes.  
 
    Time passed slowly, and each lost second made my chest feel incrementally tighter as if my lungs were failing as well. I considered stepping out into the hall and checking in with Omni and the women, but a part of me was afraid of what they would tell me. 
 
    Outside the city, when the Desert Tribe chieftain first mentioned his son was ill, all I could think about was how if the boy died, so would our coalition. However, Warrick and the war with Terra-Nebula seemed like a universe away now, something that was happening somewhere and to someone else. In this hospital room, the boy’s declining condition seemed to take up the whole world. I could think of nothing else. Grief began to creep into my heart. I wanted to save every single last one of the Almort, but if I couldn’t even help to save this child, what did that say about me? Even more importantly, if my crew and I failed, Chief Za’ec would lose his only child. I had been on the other side of this scenario, and as an only child who lost his parents, I wouldn’t wish that kind of pain and sorrow on my worst enemy. Not even Warrick.  
 
    When an hour had slipped by, and I still had heard nothing from my crew, I began to fear the worst. Za’ec’s son’s breath came intermittently now, and each inhale sounded like a lungful of water. The Desert Tribe chieftain had slid to his knees at his son’s bedside, his eyes trained on Z’oke’s face, his hand numbly holding the boy’s.  
 
    Suddenly, like the crack of gunfire, static burst in my ear.  
 
    “We’re on our way back,” Akela panted, and I could hear the rhythmic thumping of the running Vac’lek they rode.  
 
    I held my breath and quickly walked to the doorway.  
 
    “Did it work?” I whispered urgently.  
 
    “We got it aerosolized,” Akela responded. “We’ll see if it works when we get there. How is Z’oke doing?” 
 
    I looked back to the boy’s bed and lowered my voice even farther. “I would push that lizard as fast as I could,” I encouraged her. “I’m not sure how much longer he has.” 
 
    There was a moment’s paused, and then the mechanic replied, “We’ll be there soon. Get everything ready.” 
 
    Then the transmission cut out, and I was left with only the sound of my pounding heart.  
 
    I walked quickly back to U’eh’s side. “They’re on their way back,” I told him, and a spark of hope flared in the chief’s eyes.  
 
    “Good,” he said, his voice relieved, and then we turned as one to face the Desert Tribe chieftain.  
 
    I took a deep breath and approached the kneeling chieftain.  
 
    “Sef’sla and my crew are returning as we speak,” I informed him. “They have a treatment ready.” 
 
    Za’ec looked up and there was the same flash of hope in his eyes that had been in U’eh’s. “They succeeded?” he asked in disbelief.  
 
    I gave him a small smile. “They have done what they can,” I amended. “We shall see if it works soon.” 
 
    The Desert Tribe chieftain turned back to his son with a short dip of his chin. “We shall see,” he echoed and clenched his finger’s around his son’s.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I heard a commotion down the hall. We all spun toward the doorway, and after a moment, Sef’sla skidded into the threshold, Neka and Akela fast on her heels.  
 
    “Does he still breathe?” the princess panted, her eyes wide and intense.  
 
    “Just barely,” U’eh replied to his daughter.  
 
    Akela pushed herself forward and strode across the room to join us at Z’oke’s bedside. In her hands she cradled an oxygen mask hooked up to a small, silver container. It was cylindrical with a valve at one end to control the flow of gas.  
 
    “What is that?” Za’ec asked as he rose to his feet. Hope and fear warred behind his eyes.  
 
    Sef’sla stepped forward. “It is a dose of Pa’ke,” she explained, “that I have turned to liquid and the machine-healer has turned to mist.” She gestured at the oxygen mask. “Z’oke will breathe the mixture in. It is a lower dose, which will not affect him so harshly, but since it will be administered directly into the lungs, it should kill the mites on contact.” 
 
    Then, Neka slid closer, and I realized the slight cat-girl had a large bag strapped to her back. “We also brought an in-field tissue replicator,” she added, slightly out of breath.  
 
    The Almort in the room looked to me in confusion. I rubbed at the back of my neck as I tried to think of a way to explain the machine. “It’s something used in dire situations, like combat or an emergency. It can scan and reproduce healthy tissue to replace damaged ones.” 
 
    The Desert chieftain still didn’t understand, and neither did the other Almort in the room. Akela sighed heavily and said, “It will fix the damage in his lungs once we kill the mites. But first, we need to do that, so…” 
 
    The mechanic trailed off as she stepped forward, closer to Za’ec and his son. Intense emotion passed over the chieftain’s face, and for one irrational second, I feared he would suddenly refuse, but at last, he nodded to the silver-haired woman. 
 
    Akela immediately rounded the bed to stand across from the Desert Tribe chieftain and beside his son. She looked hesitantly down at the boy, a flash of fear and doubt in her eye. I could tell she didn’t want to be the one to administer the medicine, and Sef’sla noticed too because the princess stepped up and held out her hand.  
 
    “I will do it,” she said kindly, and Akela passed the mask and container to her.  
 
    “Place the mask over his face and turn the valve slowly,” the mechanic instructed softly before she stepped away and joined me at the foot of the bed. 
 
    Sef’sla nodded in understanding and quickly leaned over the boy, whose chest barely rose and fell now. She whispered something softly in the boy’s ear, something that made Chief Za’ec glance at her in gratitude before she set her six-fingered hand over the gas valve and slowly began to twist.  
 
    A soft hissing noise issued from the mask and I watched as a fine mist began to billow from it. Sef’sla looked at the pale fog, closed her eyes, and set the mask over Z’oke’s nose and mouth.  
 
    At first, nothing happened. The gas continued to hiss, the boy continued to take shallow wheezy breaths, and we all stood by, holding our breaths.  
 
    However, the boy’s breathing slowly began to grow stronger and more frequent. After about three minutes, he finally inhaled deeply, his chest rising fully. The ember of hope that flickered in my heart began to flare more brightly, and the Desert Tribe chieftain even looked up with the hint of a smile playing at the corner of his mouth.  
 
    Of course, that is when Z’oke choked suddenly, the noise ugly and full of water. We all gave a start, but before anyone could move, the boy began to convulse, his spine arching off the bed, his pale eyes roving wildly before they rolled back into his head.  
 
    Za’ec gave a cry of dismay. “You are killing him,” he shouted, and he lunged to knock the mask and container out of Sef’sla’s hand. Without thinking, I launched myself forward to catch the chieftain’s hands.  
 
    “Wait,” I cried out, at the same time that Akela yelled.  
 
    “No, please, give her a moment!” she cried. 
 
    But the Desert Tribe chieftain was beyond reason as his boy shuddered and bucked, gasped and clutched at his throat. Before I could say another world, he spun around and charged me. I wasn’t prepared for the attack, so his shoulder struck me soundly in the chest, and the pair of us tumbled backward.  
 
    Screams and shouts rose up around us, begging the Desert chieftain to stop, but he wasn’t listening. He landed heavily on my chest and reached for my throat, all the while shouting, “You have murdered my son!” 
 
    I deflected his hands as much as I could without hurting him. “Wait, please, if you would just…” I tried to say, but Za’ec’s fist collided with my jaw before I could finish my sentence.  
 
    I didn’t want to fight a grieving father, but I realized he might kill me if I didn’t defend myself, so I drove a knee up into his gut and flipped him over my head. I scrambled to my feet, the taste of blood sliding down my throat, and held my hands up plaintively in front of me.  
 
    “Please,” I tried again as the Desert Tribe chieftain jumped to his feet, bloodlust in his eyes. “Just wait a second. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    The chieftain’s face twisted in rage but before he could attack again, Sef’sla’s voice cut through the air.  
 
    “Chief Za’ec,” she cried, but it was not terror in her voice. It was joy.  
 
    My opponent and I spun as one to face the bed. The other Almort and my crew had quickly moved to the side of the room when our fight had broken out so that we had an unobstructed view of the bed.  
 
    Sef’sla stood where we had left her, but her head was twisted around, and a fierce grin split her face. My eyes traveled downward to the boy who lay in the bed.  
 
    Z’oke was sitting upright, coughing shallowly, but across his and Sef’sla’s arms was a dark, viscous goo that he had apparently expelled from his lungs. He coughed harder and spat another glob onto the bedspread but, after that, he took a deep, uninhibited lungful of air and lifted his head.  
 
    His glassy and dazed eyes traveled around the room before they landed on Chief Za’ec.  
 
    “Father?” he rasped hoarsely.  
 
    I didn’t think one word could change an individual so, but the Desert Tribe chieftain’s face immediately transformed from abject fury to utter relief.  
 
    “My son,” he croaked in return as he stumbled to the boy’s side. He reached out and cupped the back of the boy’s head. “You are… alive.” 
 
    His voice was incredulous, and he looked to Sef’sla in disbelief.  
 
    “You have cured him,” he said in wonder. 
 
    Sef’sla was covered in bodily fluids, still clutching the mask and now-empty container, but her grin was one of wild joy.  
 
    “I might have helped, but it was these starmen and their technology that truly saved his life,” she conceded, her eyes wide and full of amazement. “They have created things our people have never even dreamed of.” 
 
    The Desert Tribe chieftain turned to me then, and I was shocked to find actual tears in his eyes. “Thank you,” he said, his voice choked with sincerity and gratitude. “You have returned something invaluable to me, starman, even after I met you with nothing but hostility.” He winced slightly. “I-I apologize for attacking you.” 
 
    I smiled tiredly and waved him off, and relief replaced the adrenaline in my veins. “You don’t have to apologize,” I reassured him. “You feared for the life of your son. I would have acted no differently in your position.” 
 
    “You truly are a man of honor,” Za’ec declared, “exactly as U’eh described.” 
 
    “It was the right thing to do, and I’m glad we were able to assist,” I said diplomatically with a dip of my chin.  
 
    The Almort chieftain turned back to his son, who smiled up at him in exhaustion. The chieftain leaned down and pressed a kiss to the boy’s forehead.  
 
    “I owe you a debt,” Za’ec intoned as he looked back up and met my eyes, “and I will repay it by agreeing to your coalition against the other starmen.”  
 
    “You don’t have to decide that right now,” I said to him, but the chieftain shook his head.  
 
    “No, it is decided,” he declared, and his eyes drifted over to U’eh. “My tribe may have differences with our northern brothers, but if you say this threat concerns all of us, I believe you now, starman. You have earned my trust.” 
 
    I bowed my head to the chieftain gratefully.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said earnestly, and then I let a lopsided grin stretch across my face. “But if we’re going to be friends, I insist you call me CT.” 
 
    Za’ec laughed, actually laughed, at that, the sound unrestrained and free. “CccT, the starman,” the chieftain clicked. “CT, the savior.” 
 
    My face grew warm, and I wanted to argue that Akela and Sef’sla had done more of the saving here, but the Almort princess beat me to it. 
 
    “It has a nice ring to it,” Sef’sla said with a grin.  
 
    I opened my mouth to refute her, but then a small, quiet voice piped up.  
 
    “E-excuse me,” Z’oke rasped from the bedside, looking between his father, Sef’sla, me, and my crew with confusion in his sunken face. “But who are you people?” 
 
    The Desert Tribe chieftain laughed again, and the rest of us couldn’t help but follow suit.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    After Za’ec’s son had rested a little, Sef’sla was able to give him a full examination and found that the improvised inhaler had really done the trick. The mites were all dead, and Z’oke was breathing deeply and easily once again. There were some minor damage and scar tissue left in the boy’s lungs, which Sef’sla assured us would heal in time, but Akela convinced the princess not to wait. We had the tissue replicator already pulled out of storage, and it would ensure Za’ec’s son would be back at one hundred percent in a matter of hours, not weeks. So together, Sef’sla and Akela healed the boy’s lungs until they were as good as new.  
 
    “So,” I said as I turned to Akela. “Do you think we could also give filtration masks to the Almort to help them prevent contracting the lung mites at all?” 
 
    “I thought of that, too,” the mechanic replied as she scrubbed her face, “but our scans show the mites are too small to be stopped by standard-issue masks. With a little tweaking, I think I can figure something out, but unless it’s high priority, it’s going to have to wait for a bit.” 
 
    “Great, let’s add that to the list,” I said as we returned to our ship. The chieftain’s boy, completely healed now, was even able to ride with us to the edge of the city, perched behind his father on a Vac’lek, as we returned to the Lacuna Noctis for some supplies to last us the next few days in Oe’huk. He was a curious child and, funnily enough, he doted on Sef’sla, hung on her every word, and followed her with his bright, two-toned eyes wherever she walked. He even pressed some sort of talisman or amulet into her palm before we rode off into the desert back to the ship. I could tell the boy was definitely in the throes of his first love, and I couldn’t blame him. If a beautiful princess saved my life, I’d be smitten, too.  
 
    Hell, I already was. 
 
    I slapped on a lopsided smile and turned to the princess. 
 
    “Be careful,” I teased Sef’sla as we boarded the Lacuna Noctis. “The next thing you know, Z’oke will be performing an Akornath to win the honor of being your mate.” 
 
    The Almort princess looked up from her hand which held the blue bit of glass the chieftain’s son had gifted her. A dark flush covered her cheeks.  
 
    “Do not be foolish,” she hissed with a shake of her head. “Z’oke is still a boy. He will not find his mate for years to come yet.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I singsonged as I slid my hands into the pocket of my coat. “I could definitely see his heart-eyes.” 
 
    Sef’sla cocked her head in confusion. “You saw… his heart in his eyes?” she questioned.  
 
    I smiled at her good-naturedly. “It’s simply a turn of phrase,” I explained. “It means he has a crush on you. A… juvenile bout of affection he’ll outgrow pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Ah,” Sef’sla clicked thoughtfully, but before she could go on, U’eh pushed passed us through the cargo hold.  
 
    “Z’oke is a strong boy,” the Almort chief mused as he turned to his daughter. “And he is quick on the path to become a man. There could be worse considerations.” 
 
    Sef’sla’s jaw hung open in shock and disbelief, but then I noticed U’eh’s mouth twitch with the faintest of flickers.  
 
    “Did… did you just make a joke?” I asked in disbelief. The chief turned to me, raised an eyebrow, and followed Neka and Akela into the bowels of the ship. I rubbed at my eyes to make sure it was still U’eh.  
 
    Suddenly, Sef’sla burst into raucous laughter beside me. When she turned to me, her face was radiant with happiness, her eyes bright, her smile wide.  
 
    “My father has not been in such good humor since before my mother passed,” she confided. Her smile turned into something softer than and her eyes went warm. “Thank you, CccT,” she hissed sincerely as she reached out and took my hand.  
 
    “What are you thanking me for?” I asked incredulously. “You, Akela, and Neka did more to save that boy than I did.” 
 
    Sef’sla shook her head, and she was so close now I could smell the scent of her, the ever-present essence of the salt and sea. “You have provided something much more valuable,” she replied. “You have given us hope. Before you arrived, starman, we merely existed. We lived in our tribes and our cities, and we didn’t think much of the people beyond our borders. Now, however, things have changed. Yes, there is this shadow that looms above us, that threatens our world, but it has united us, bound us to a common purpose. And with your technology and the resources you have offered my people, we can truly strive to improve, not one tribe but all the Almort. You have given us hope for a better future.” 
 
    As she said this, she squeezed my fingers tightly, and before I could think, she leaned forward and pressed her lips against my cheek. Her skin was cool and soft like the kiss of the wind on a starlit beach. When she pulled away, all the blood rushed to my head, and I rubbed at the back of my neck sheepishly.  
 
    “I-I don’t know what to say besides thank you,” I said honestly as I looked into Sef’sla’s dark blue eyes. “Seriously, I mean it. All I want is to help rectify Terra-Nebula’s wrongs. If you truly feel this way, then maybe I have already begun to succeed.” 
 
    “This is only the beginning,” Sef’sla replied with a grin and, for once, those words filled me with hope instead of dread. 
 
    Once we had gathered our supplies, I decided to check in with Cy’lass back in Ka’le. It had been more than a few days since we had spoken although Omni assured me everything was running smoothly at the refinery and with the shield. However, I thought it couldn’t hurt to speak to the prince directly. 
 
    “Are you ready to call Cy’lass?” I asked Sef’sla when we had all gathered on the bridge. “I’m sure he’ll be happy to see your face.”  
 
    “I will be happy to see his,” the princess responded, her eyes bright. I realized at that moment that Sef’sla must miss her brother greatly. I’m not sure how long her training had been in Sin’mot, but other than that I would bet she had never been apart from her sibling for an extended period of time, and even then, she had her uncle Kot’ep and her cousin Que’lek to keep her company.  
 
    Warmth bloomed in my chest at the thought of how ardently Sef’sla and her family had thrown their lot in with my crew and me. We hadn’t known each other long, but U’eh and his children had come to trust us implicitly, to the point where they put the fate of their people and their home in our hands. I vowed to do everything in my power to honor that trust.  
 
    “Then let’s give him a call,” I said with a smile, and together we turned back to the screen.  
 
    It took Cy’lass a while to pick up. When he did, like his father had been before, he was too close to the screen, and all we could see was a single, dark blue eyes blink at us.  
 
    “Lean back, brother,” Sef’sla teased, and Cy’lass followed her instruction until his face came into blurry focus. The tower windows were barely visible beyond his shoulder, awash in a purple glow from the now ever-present shield over the city. 
 
    “I apologize,” the prince grumbled. “I am still getting used to your technology, CccT.” 
 
    “No apologies necessary,” I replied with a dismissive wave of my hand. “We’re all on a learning curve here. You should have seen the first time I tried to mount an Atsae with the Hill Tribe a few days ago.” 
 
    Sef’sla giggled at the memory of me ending up face first in the grass, and even Cy’lass grinned roguishly at the thought.  
 
    “I would have liked to have seen that,” he hissed.  
 
    “You may yet,” I said with a laugh. “I still haven’t gotten the hang of it.” 
 
    “I will hold out hope then,” the prince clicked with a grin. “However, it is good that you called. I wanted to inform you that we have received the refugees from Cex’ath’s tribe. The children and elders will be cared for.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cy’lass,” I told the chief’s son sincerely. “That will be a relief for Cex’ath to hear, I’m sure.” 
 
    The Almort prince inclined his head in response. “We have also completed a great number of the weapons with your machine-healer’s designs and our stores of X’ebril,” he went on. “I planned to send a shipment to Cex’ath’s encampment in the morning.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” I grinned. “That’s great news. Everything is really coming together now.” 
 
    Cy’lass cocked his head to the side inquisitively. “You have mentioned briefly, though not in detail, your successes with the Mountain and Hill Tribes. Was Za’ec as easy to convince?” he asked.  
 
    “Not exactly.” I laughed. “He was a little reticent to speak with us at first, but that all changed when Sef’sla, Neka, and Akela saved his son’s life from lung mites.” 
 
    Cy’lass’s eyes went wide. “Lung mites?” he asked in disbelief, and then he turned to look at his sister. “And you were able to save him?” 
 
    Sef’sla nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, with some help from their starmen technology,” she emphasized as she gestured to my crew and me. “Z’oke, the boy, is completely healed. We even grew him new lungs!” 
 
    Cy’lass’s jaw fell open.  
 
    “Well, parts of new lungs,” Akela corrected as she leaned over my shoulder to address the Almort prince.  
 
    Sef’sla waved her hand dismissively. “Part or whole, it is still a miracle,” she clicked.  
 
    “I am surrounded by a planet of miracle workers.” I chuckled as I shook my head in disbelief.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Cy’lass asked as he cocked his head.  
 
    Sef’sla sat forward with a wild grin. “Let me tell you of the work done in Sin’mot,” she hissed excitedly. “Do you remember the western marshes, the one plagued by blight?” 
 
    And off the princess went as she recounted the tales of victory and success that we had accumulated these past few weeks. Once we had begun the work at each tribe, we had checked in with Cy’lass, but these were always short discussions, summaries, nothing very detailed since there was always something to go do, a task that needed attending to.  
 
    So, Sef’sla took it upon herself now to describe in detail how the western marshes had been cleared and healed, the scale of the greenhouse and what Kot’ep was cultivating there, and how fast it all grew. Cy’lass’s eyes widened further and further as he listened. Every so often, he hissed an awestruck exclamation under his breath, too quiet for the translator to pick up, but I could tell what he meant by his slack-jawed expression. Sef’sla described for her brother the changes in Ac’sok as well, how much the refinery had improved under Akela’s tutelage, how beautiful the shield looked as it engulfed the snowy, mountain city in purple light and protection.  
 
    After nearly half an hour, she finally finished relating to Cy’lass how the Hill Tribe had taken beautifully to the power and incomprehensible force of Akela’s rail guns.  
 
    “Even an Opalks would be no match for these weapons and the skill of their wielders, brother,” Sef’sla said with a shake of her head. “It is nothing like we could have ever imagined or conceived.” 
 
    Cy’lass was silent for a moment as he processed the vast amount of raw data Sef’sla had downloaded on him. After a minute, his dark blue eyes flicked to mine.  
 
    “Will it be enough?” he asked simply, directly, straight to the heart of the matter. “Will all this that we are doing being enough to stop the starmen?” 
 
    “Yes,” I responded immediately, confidently, and without a hint of doubt. “Absolutely. We’ve come so far already, and we still have even more time to prepare. Warrick’s reinforcements won’t arrive for at least another week. Until they drop out of hyperspace and appear in the sky, we will do everything we can to prepare.” 
 
    I moved into more specific plans. “By tomorrow, we will begin harvesting food and fish here for the war effort to come. Omni and his drones will also start construction on Oe’huk’s shield. The refineries in Ka’le and Ac’sok are churning out weaponry faster that the X’ebril can be harvested now, and with the food that we will be sending to you and Cex’ath plus the crops that grow outside of Ka’le, we have enough supplies to last at least a two-week siege. If everything goes according to plan, though, this war should last no longer than a few days, a week, maximum.”  
 
    “How do you plan to finish it so quickly?” Cy’lass questioned, skepticism in every scale of his face. “Even with all our resources and weaponry.” 
 
    “Easy. I’ll do what I do best,” I responded simply as a sharp smile cut across my face. The foundations of my plan were already laid. Now, I merely needed to sow a little more seed.  
 
    “I’ll beat Warrick at his own game,” I continued as confidence welled up in me. “He and T-N might have started this propaganda war, but I’m going to turn the tide against them. Before I’m done, every Corporation and colonized planet will be calling for Terra-Nebula’s metaphorical head.” 
 
    “When I’m finished,” I added dramatically with a dark and bloodthirsty grin, as the image of Warrick’s ruined future floated just out of reach, “the entire universe will know exactly how evil T-N is, and they will know it was the brave and valorous Almort who cast the villains down.”  
 
    Beside me, Sef’sla flashed a fierce grin in my direction, an expression that her brother quickly copied.  
 
    “Until that time comes,” the Almort prince replied, “I will keep doing what I can here in Ka’le.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I responded with a nod. “Your help is greatly appreciated. Once the harvest is underway here in Oe’huk, we’ll be heading back to you. Shouldn’t be more than a few days tops.” 
 
    With a final wave, I went to cut the transmission, but before I could, U’eh, who had been silent throughout this whole interaction, stepped forward and leaned over my shoulder. “You have done well, Cy’lass,” the chief hissed to his son. “I am proud of you for leading Ka’le in my stead.”  
 
    The Almort prince blinked in surprise. From our time together, I had gathered that U’eh was a man of few words, and even fewer if they were affectionate.  
 
    After a moment of silence, Cy’lass replied, “T-thank you, father.” He looked to Sef’sla with a thinly veiled, bewildered expression, but his sister only shrugged with a soft smile. Then the call cut out, and the screen went black.  
 
    After speaking with Cy’lass we had returned to Oe’huk and began work immediately. Well, the next morning at least. With all the excitement of that first day, I decided we deserved a little rest.  
 
    Za’ec has made sleeping arrangements for us in a pair of conjoined square, stone buildings that vastly differed from our guest pod in Ka’le. Oe’huk was austere by nature, so our quarters were simple, only the bare necessities. However, everyone had been so tired that we fell straight into our beds, Neka, Akela, and I piling onto one, and Sef’sla and U’eh retiring to their own room. I wouldn’t have minded sharing one building, there were two extra beds that Neka and Akela weren’t using, but I quickly became grateful there was at least a wall between U’eh and us. Sef’sla had been right. The chief snored like nothing I had ever heard before, audible even through rock and stone.  
 
    On the fourth morning in Oe’huk, I awoke to find Akela getting dressed for the day. Neka still purred softly in sleep beside me, her face nuzzled against my chest.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I whispered quietly to the mechanic at the foot of the bed. I gently stroked Neka’s hair so as not to wake the slumbering cat-girl.  
 
    Akela turned to me with a surprised smile. “Morning,” she whispered in return as she perched on the end of the bed to tug on her boots. “I was just going to check on the shield.” 
 
    “I thought that had been finished yesterday,” I said with a furrowed brow.  
 
    “It was,” the mechanic replied, “but I think one of the pylons is a degree off. Omni said readouts from that section of the shield aren’t at one hundred percent, so I was going to go check it out.” 
 
    “Do you want me to come with you? What time even is it?” I asked in confusion. Time was still a nebulous thing in the eternal twilight that Proxima V existed in.  
 
    “Just after breakfast,” Akela chuckled quietly as she pointed to three plates of food she had set on a small end table. Two of them were full and one, presumably hers, was wiped clean. “And no, I’ll be fine on my own. Actually, Sef’sla was looking for you. She said to meet her at the docks after you got up and ate.” 
 
    At the mention of the princess’s name, I couldn’t help but frown slightly. Akela, with her keen amethyst eyes, cocked her head at me as she scooted closer.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked in concern.  
 
    I shook my head and opened my mouth to say it was nothing, but the mechanic leveled me with a look that was impossible to argue with.  
 
    “It… it’s Sef’sla,” I finally admitted hesitantly. I was unsure of how to broach the subject of how I suspected the Almort princess felt about me, and how I felt about her in return. 
 
    “What about her?” the mechanic asked as a frown worked its way onto her mouth. “Is she alright?” 
 
    “Oh no, she’s fine,” I quickly responded with a shake of my head. “Nothing is wrong with her, but there’s this… complicated situation that’s arisen, and I’m having trouble figuring out exactly what to do.”  
 
    Akela considered me quietly for a moment. Her face and eyes betrayed nothing. I was beginning to sweat when she finally broke the silence.  
 
    “Are you referring to her romantic feelings for you?” she asked bluntly, her face still neutral. “Or yours for her?” 
 
    My jaw fell open, and I though my heart actually stopped in my chest for a second. “W-what?” I stammered. “I mean… how did you…? I didn’t even…” 
 
    Before I could embarrass myself further, Neka exploded into giggles against my chest, her whole body shaking. Apparently, she was no longer asleep. I looked down in shock as the cat-girl lifted her head and grinned sleepily at me.  
 
    “You can be a little obtuse, CT,” my assistant teased as she leaned down and pecked a kiss against my slack mouth. “But it’s all part of your charm!” 
 
    I looked between Neka and Akela in bewilderment. “You… you knew?” I asked incredulously.  
 
    Akela snorted. “We’ve known since our first day here,” she replied, and then she grinned slyly at me. “You might not remember a lot about the Opalks feast, but we do. You were making eyes at her for half the night.” 
 
    Blood rushed to my cheeks, and I cleared my throat nervously. “And you’re not upset?” I asked hesitantly as I rubbed the back of my neck. “I mean, I honestly didn’t plan this. I only kind of admitted it to myself a few days ago, actually.” 
 
    Akela shrugged, but it was Neka who responded.  
 
    “Of course we’re not upset, CT,” she said as she sat up more fully to face me. She reached out and stroked my cheek. “We know you would never do anything to hurt us. Besides, we like Sef’sla! She’s smart and funny and kind. Why wouldn’t you love her? And, anyway, we already know your heart’s big enough for two, so what’s one more?” 
 
    She grinned as she said this, but I felt like my face had gone numb. I pinched at my wrist to make sure I wasn’t still asleep and dreaming.  
 
    “Are… you serious?” I asked as I looked from my assistant to my mechanic.  
 
    Akela rolled her eyes. “Yes, you stubborn man,” she groaned before she leaned down and kissed me. Her mouth moved strongly against mine, and she nipped at my bottom lip. “Your feelings for us haven’t changed, right?” 
 
    “Never,” I breathed out immediately. I reached out and cupped the mechanic’s chin. “I’m afraid you’re stuck with me, Loric.” 
 
    The mechanic chuckled and then pretended to bite at my hand. “Then what’s the problem?” she asked.  
 
    “I-I guess there… isn’t one?” I responded hesitantly.  
 
    “Now you’re getting it.” Akela grinned. She slid to her feet and stretched, her body arching deliciously. I had the urge to tug her back into bed, but she bent down and pecked one last kiss against my cheek before she slipped out of arm’s reach and walked toward the door.  
 
    “I’m off to check the shield now,” she said as she waved over her shoulder. She paused as she opened the door and looked back at me, a teasing glint in her eye. “I would untie the knots in your tongue before you talk to Sef’sla. Just my advice.”  
 
    I pouted at her in return. “Are you saying I’m not smooth?” I asked.  
 
    “You’re smooth,” Akela admitted, “but you need a little polish, starman.” 
 
    Before I could retort, the mechanic slipped out the door, cackling all the way.  
 
    I looked back to Neka, who had crawled across the bed and was now trying to reach the plates of food Akela had brought for us. “Do you think I need some polish?” I questioned.  
 
    Neka wrinkled her nose adorably as she waggled her hand in a so-so motion. I sighed dejectedly and flopped back on the bed.  
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered.  
 
    Food in hand, Neka crawled back over to me and dropped a kiss against my cheek. “Anytime, CT,” she chirped happily. Then, she waggled her eyebrows at me. “Besides, you might need some polish, but on the other hand, I like it a bit rough,” she teased before she sat back to dig into her breakfast.  
 
    I choked on air and pressed my hands against my eyes as blood rushed up to burn in my cheeks. 
 
    Half an hour later, I was strolling through Oe’huk, my stomach full of food and my heart in my throat. I barely paid attention to where I was going, and twice I took a wrong turn and had to ask an Almort passing by which way to the docks. Eventually, I made it to the beach. The pale sands and tranquil, dark blue water were the antithesis of the docks themselves, which were an anthill of activity. Almort dashed to and fro, shouting and hissing to others on the boats.  
 
    There were water-faring vessels of every kind gliding through the shallows or lashed to the docks: huge, wooden sailboats with raised canvases of yellow and orange flapping in the wind, medium-sized speedboats like the ones used by the Marsh Tribe, even canoes and tiny fishing boats crewed by one or two Almort. No matter the vessel, each was etched in bioluminescent X’ebril, and every single boat was also either weighed down by heaving, wriggling nets full of a fresh catch or their nets shone silver and empty upon their decks as they returned to sea once more for another hunt.  
 
    I knew there was no hope of me finding Sef’sla in the middle of all this chaos, so I snagged the first Almort I could as he ran passed me.  
 
    “Excuse me,” I said as I caught his arm. He jerked to a stop and all but glared at me as he shifted his grip on the heavy net slung over his shoulder, but I pressed on, “Have you seen Sef’sla, Chief U’eh’s daughter? She told me to meet her here.” 
 
    The male Almort looked me up and down, a sharp look in his eye, but at last, he hissed out, “She is on the southern dock, near the end.” He turned to point down the beach, to the furthermost platform of wood and X’ebril.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said with the dip of my chin.  
 
    The Almort yanked his elbow from my grasp and continued on his way without another word. I frowned as I looked after him. Some of Za’ec’s tribesmen have been slightly reticent to take anything resembling an order from me, my crew, or even U’eh and Sef’sla for that matter. There was still some resentment in the Desert Tribe against the other chieftains for hoarding resources in the north. However, Chief Za’ec still held sway over his people, and he was still indebted to us for saving his son.  
 
    When I had brought up the concern of tribe morale to him, he swore he would be able to curb any rebellious inclinations until after we had dealt with Warrick and Terra-Nebula. I had the utmost faith in the chieftain, but I made a mental note to talk with Omni about installing central air conditioning and even an irrigation system as soon as possible, just a few things to make life for the Desert Tribe easier. I had put those ideas on the back-burner to focus on the war preparations, but with the shield completed and the fish harvest well underway, I thought we could spare a few drones.  
 
    I found Sef’sla where the Almort fisherman had indicated and, predictably, Z’oke was attached at her hip. The chieftain’s son had barely left the princess’s side these last few days, stumbling after her with stars in his eyes. Heat suffused my cheeks as I realized I was little better.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said as I reached the pair, and I couldn’t help the smile that bloomed across my face as Sef’sla turned toward me. She looked like a painting as she leaned there against the railing of the dock. Her eyes were the same color as the sea but twice as luminous. Her hair, which always carried the salty, crisp aroma around us, blew gently across her face with the wind. She grinned as she saw it was me, and I could think of no other way to describe her than as radiant as starlight personified.  
 
    “Good morning, CT,” she hissed, her voice as a harmonious echo of the surf. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    I nodded because I suddenly did not trust myself to speak. My throat had gone dry as the desert behind us, and my heart was a galloping horse beneath my ribs.  
 
    “Z’oke here was pointing out the various species of fish they are catching,” the Almort princess went on as she gestured to the boats that bobbed in the shallows. She had her other hand placed gently on boy’s shoulder, and he was smiling as proudly as he could.  
 
    “Sorry,” I managed to croak. I cleared the throat and tried again. “I didn’t mean to intrude on your lesson.” 
 
    I hoped my tone came out as light as I intended and not as strangled as I thought it sounded to my own ears.  
 
    Sef’sla shook her head, still smiling. “You did not intrude,” she reassured me. “Z’oke has to return to his father now.” With a mock stern expression, she nudged at the boy, whose smile flipped into a frown. “He has schooling to attend to.” 
 
    “Do I have to?” he complained with a pout. “I learn much more with you and the starmen than I do at school.” 
 
    Sef’sla and I both laughed. Still grinning, I bent down slightly to look the boy in the eye. He was only a youth, but already he was nearly as tall as I.  
 
    “Tell you what,” I whispered conspiratorially. Z’oke leaned in with wide eyes. “If you go to school, I will speak to your father, and maybe I can give you a tour of my sky-ship this evening.” 
 
    The chieftain’s son gasped. “Yes, please,” he hissed out, his face alight with pure joy and excitement. “I would like that very much, starman CccT.” 
 
    I clapped him on the shoulder and tried to look serious, but my mouth still fluttered at the edges. “Then, you better get going,” I said, “if you’re late to school, your father might think me a bad influence and not agree to the tour.” 
 
    Utter dismay filled the boy’s expression, and before I could say another word, he spun to Sef’sla, threw his arms around her hips in a quick hug, and then was darting down the dock, back the way I came.  
 
    “Goodbye, starman, Sef’sla,” he called over his shoulder as he ran. “I will see you this evening.” 
 
    He picked up his pace like it was a promise and within a few moments, he had disappeared from view.  
 
    “He will hold you to your word.” Sef’sla laughed.  
 
    “I’m sure Za’ec will be amenable.” I shrugged with a smile.  
 
    We both turned then to look out across the ocean. Well, Sef’sla did. I found my eyes drawn constantly back to her profile. As I watched her close her eyes and take a deep breath, a gentle smile on her face, I thought how much she looked like she belonged here, amongst the salt and the sea. She looked so beautiful.  
 
    As if she could hear my thoughts, Sef’sla opened her eyes and caught me staring. “What?” she asked with a smile.  
 
    I mentally shook myself and swallowed past a suddenly dry throat. “N-nothing,” I stuttered. “I just, um… Akela said you had been looking for me.” 
 
    I kicked myself even though I rationalized that this was a legitimate conversation. However, I knew I was procrastinating. I swallowed tightly again and worked to undo those knots in my tongue Akela had called me out on.  
 
    Sef’sla, thankfully not noticing my inner turmoil, dipped her chin as she turned to face me more fully. “Yes,” she clicked. “I spoke to Za’ec earlier this morning and wanted to give you an update on the harvest.” She gestured to the boats again before adding, “Za’ec would give it to you personally, but he and my father are currently updating Kot’ep, Soh’e, and Cex’ath.” 
 
    In all the chaos, I had yet to see all the Almort chieftains interacting together. They were such an interesting collection of leaders, I knew it had to be a fascinating meeting. I wished I was a fly on that wall.  
 
    I shook the thought away and tried to come up with something to say. “Well, I don’t exactly mind talking to you, so I guess that’s fine,” I finally said with a weak smile. I hoped that was witty.  
 
    It must have been because Sef’sla grinned in return and her cheeks flushed a darker blue. “I don’t mind speaking with you either,” she replied, almost shyly, and I almost blurted out everything right then, but the princess beat me to it.  
 
    “As you can see,” she said abruptly as she turned to look out at the hundreds of boats again. “Za’ec has sent every boat available out to aid with the harvest. They’ve been scouring the western coast for the last four days now, and the catch has been grand. With the sonars Ak’ela created, the Desert Tribe has had a greater yield this week than they have had all year. Already, they have salted and preserved at least ten thousand kilograms of fish and other marine life. Half of that is being kept here, in Oe’huk, in case the starmen deviate from your estimated course of action and decided to attack the Desert Tribe. The other half of the catch is being packed into boats and sent up the river along to Ka’le, in case the city is sieged, and to help feed the Hill Tribe hunters that we have trained.” 
 
    My eyes went wide as I heard the exact numbers of Za’ec’s success. “They’ve caught that in four days?” I asked incredulously.  
 
    Sef’sla turned back to me and grinned, but from this close, I could also see the shadow of exhaustion around her eyes and tugging at the corners of her mouth. While rewarding, it had been a few long and hard weeks, and even with everything falling into place now, none of us were getting a lot of sleep.  
 
    “Za’ec’s tribe are incredibly skilled fishermen,” she observed, and there was no little amount of awe in her voice.  
 
    “In the last month, I’ve learned that all the Almort are incredible,” I replied, and my heart started to beat furiously again as the words tumbled out of my mouth. “In one way or another.” 
 
    Sef’sla blinked owlishly at me, and I watched as she blushed fiercely. I saw my opportunity, and I took it.  
 
    “I-I actually came to find you this morning for another reason,” I admitted, only slightly stumbling over my words. “There’s… something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.” 
 
    The Almort princess bit her lip and clasped her hands in front of her. “Yesss?” she hissed hesitantly. Something like hope sparked in her deep, dark, fathomless eyes. I took a deep breath and took the plunge.  
 
    “I know we haven’t known each other long,” I began as I took a step closer to the princess. “And I know the timing is anything but opportune, I mean we are on the cusp of war for god’s sake.” I laughed nervously and rubbed at the back of my neck. “But I can’t deny it anymore, and once Terra-Nebula gets here, it’s going to be nonstop chaos until I can knock Warrick off his pedestal. I know we are going to win, but I want to go into battle with a clear head, and I can’t do that if I don’t say what’s in my heart.” 
 
    Sef’sla moved closer to me, nearly bringing us chest to chest. Even standing amidst the spray of the sea, her scent was unique and overwhelming. “And what is in your heart, Colby Tower?” she hissed, and my full name seemed to roll off her tongue almost seamlessly. It sent shivers down my spine. 
 
    I looked deep into her eyes and confessed, “Love. For you. And as crazy as it all seems, I think that you might feel the same way.” 
 
    The Almort princess exhaled softly, cool air brushed passed my lips. Her eyes scanned my face, but there was conflict in her own. “But what of Ne’ka and Ak’ela?” she asked quietly, pronouncing the other women’s names in that endearing way of hers.  
 
    I chuckled thinly. “They knew my feelings before I did, and they approve. They’ve come to care for you deeply as well, as a friend or a sister,” I amended with a nervous smile.  
 
    An answering smile bloomed on Sef’sla’s face. “I always wanted a sister,” she admitted shyly. “Now, I have been offered two.” 
 
    “And what about me?” I asked, no louder than a whisper, my heart lodged in my throat.  
 
    The strife in Sef’sla’s face had melted away. In its place was only relief, happiness, and hunger. I watched as the princess’s eyes fell to my lips. 
 
    “Do you remember the feast on the night you arrived?” she whispered.  
 
    “Not much,” I replied, just as quiet. “But there is one thing I do remember.” I licked my lips at the phantom taste of her mouth.  
 
    Her eyes lifted to mine, and something akin to an electric shock went through me as she laid her hands on my chest. “I have thought of that moment every day since,” she admitted. “I have thought how, although it was for your own good, I regretted putting you to sleep the minute my teeth pierced your lip.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave you with any regrets,” I replied as my hands found the curve of her hips. My heart pounded like a war drum inside my chest.  
 
    “Then, I think you should kiss me, starman,” she hissed lowly, and her eyes fluttered shut.  
 
    Who was I to say no? 
 
    My mouth slanted against hers as easily as two puzzle pieces coming together. As my arms went around her lithe body more fully, I licked at the seam of her lips. They parted easily under the gentle caress of my tongue, and I was overwhelmed by the taste of her, the coolness of her mouth, the insistence of her own tongue as it slid against mine. In my enthusiasm, I nicked myself on one of her sharp teeth and withdrew quickly, my eyes going wide as my hand lifted to my mouth.  
 
    Sef’sla threw back her head and laughed, and the sound was like a melody, harmonizing with the sea and surf. “Do not worry,” she grinned slyly. “I have to produce the sleeping toxin by will. You are in no danger of falling asleep again.” 
 
    My heart leaping wildly in my chest, feeling emboldened and invincible, I looked heatedly at the princess and grinned. “Can you only make a sleeping toxin?” I asked. “Or are there other chemicals you can produce? An aphrodisiac perhaps?” 
 
    Desire flared in Sef’sla’s eyes. “Perhaps you will have to find out for yourself,” she teased me, and I felt myself twitch below the belt at the implications and images.  
 
    “Oh, believe me,” I whispered huskily as I pulled the princess toward me again. “Once I kick Terra-Nebula’s ass, I plan to spend a week, at least, doing just that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    With Oe’huk’s shield completed, the fish harvest well underway, and our tentative month deadline drawing to a close, I decided it was time to get back to Ka’le. When we boarded the Lacuna Noctis early the next morning, so early it was still night, Chief Za’ec came with us. 
 
    After all, Terra-Nebula could arrive at any time now. We needed to finalize the preparations so that when Warrick did show his face, we presented a unified front. Chiefs Kot’ep and Soh’e were already making their way to the capital city, leaving their own cities protected behind strong and fortified shields. By tomorrow, we’d all be together in Ka’le. 
 
    I sat alone on the bridge of my ship, hunched over my display screen and rubbed at my tired eyes. Everyone else was doing their best to get some sleep, even Za’ec, who had looked uncomfortable from the moment he stepped aboard the ship. 
 
    There was no rest for me, however, which is why I was here, scanning through radio transmissions at the ass crack of dawn. I had thought that finishing the shields and preparations would put me at ease, but it seemed to have done the opposite. Now, the anticipation was killing me. I knew Warrick had spent this whole month watching me, but after the drone attack, there had been no contact. The broker had to have spent that time ramping up for the coming war, exactly as I had been, but I didn’t know what moves he had made, and the lack of information gnawed at me.  
 
    Even though I ardently wished this war didn’t have to happen, that Terra-Nebula would see sense and leave the Almort in peace, a part of me just wanted it to get started already. I always thought best while in motion, when I was pumped full of adrenaline. This calm before the storm felt suffocating.  
 
    “You know O would wake you if there were anything to report,” a voice yawned behind me.  
 
    I turned in my seat to find Akela slouched against the doorway. Neka was sleepily nuzzled against her shoulder, and her tail wrapped around the mechanic’s wrist. I smiled tiredly at the pair of women.  
 
    “I know,” I admitted. “Just wanted to do my due diligence.” I shrugged. “What are you two doing awake? We still have about an hour before we reach Ka’le. You should be sleeping.” 
 
    Neka untangled herself from Akela and stumbled across the bridge to plop in my lap. She tucked her head against my chest and purred softly. “We missed you,” she mumbled drowsily. Her ears tickled the underside of my chin. “The bed’s too big without you.” 
 
    I chuckled and ran my fingers through her hair. “Yeah, that’s called having room, sweetheart,” I teased.  
 
    “Don’t like it,” the cat-girl pouted and wiggled around to get comfortable on my lap.  
 
    “So, before she started crying,” Akela joked as she made her way more gracefully across the bridge, “we came to find you.” 
 
    I reached out and tugged the mechanic down until she perched on the armrest of my chair. “You missed me too, huh?” I grinned as I wound my arm around her hips.  
 
    Akela mock scowled, but the effect was ruined when she leaned down and kissed me, her lips warm and open against mine. “Hmm, maybe a little,” she confessed against my mouth.  
 
    “Well, I’m sorry to drag you all this way,” I replied with a sigh as I looked back toward my display. “I wasn’t having any success here, but it felt wrong to simply go to sleep.” 
 
    “You work too hard,” Akela mumbled against my temple as she bent her head against mine.  
 
    “You’re one to talk, machine-healer,” I snorted. “After the last few weeks, I think your blood is about ninety percent pure caffeine now.” 
 
    “Bold of you to assume it wasn’t always,” the silver-haired woman shot back with a laugh. I rolled my eyes and tickled at her ribs in retaliation. The mechanic gasped and batted at my hands as she wriggled away. I couldn’t stop the grin that stretched across my face or the warmth that bloomed in my chest.  
 
    The three of us sat there silently for a while, pressed so tightly together that I could feel three heartbeats vibrate through my chest. I closed my eyes and let the weight and feel of my assistant and mechanic soothe me. I was on the cusp of dozing off when Neka broke the silence. 
 
    “So, did Sef’sla not keep you company last night either?” 
 
    My eyes snapped open to find the cat-girl looking at me curiously. In my peripherals, I could see Akela smirking.  
 
    Blood rushed to my cheeks. “No,” I muttered. “She turned in with the rest of you. I haven’t seen her.” 
 
    “Should we go wake her?” Neka asked excitedly as she cocked her head to the side.  
 
    “Let her sleep,” I argued as my heart pounded in my chest. “We’ll be in Ka’le soon enough.” 
 
    Neka pouted and Akela snickered. Ever since I had told them about the moment Sef’sla and I had on the docks yesterday, my assistant and mechanic had been insistent on their efforts to try to push the Almort princess and me together as quickly as possible. I didn’t say anything at first, but now the question gnawed at me.  
 
    “Why are you trying so hard to play matchmaker between Sef’sla and me?” I questioned as I looked between the two women in my lap. 
 
    “What’s there to be confused about?” Akela asked. She looked down at me with a quizzical expression. “Sef’sla makes you happy, doesn’t she? We think you deserve a little happiness, especially in the face of T-N’s impending arrival.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Neka agreed with a firm nod of her head. “You’ve been too stressed. Besides, you’re cute when you blush, CT.” She leaned forward and pecked me on my still warm cheek. 
 
    “Apologies for the interruption,” Omni abruptly cut in, “but Chiefs U’eh and Za’ec have awakened and are on their way to the bridge. Additionally, we will reach Ka’le in approximately half an hour. Should I inform Cy’lass of your arrival?” 
 
    I cleared my throat and took a deep breath to cool the heat in my cheeks. “Thanks for the update, O,” I replied to the AI. “And yes, please let Cy’lass know.” 
 
    Akela sighed and slid to her feet. She stretched her arms above her head, and her shoulders crackled loudly. “Guess play time’s over,” she said as she glanced down and winked at me. “Until tonight at least.” 
 
    I felt myself twitch. Neka must have felt it too because she giggled against my neck and pressed harder down into my lap. I did my best to stifle a groan. There hadn’t been much time to do anything more than sleep the few chances that we had to fall into bed together this past month, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t thought about it. A lot. It seemed the two women had been thinking about it, too.  
 
    “Hold that thought,” Neka whispered into my ear, causing me to shiver and more blood to race south. Before I could say anything, the cat-girl bounded off my lap and into her own chair, moments before the door to the bridge slid open, and U’eh and Za’ec walked in.  
 
    I cursed internally and spun my captain’s chair around to face forward. I took a deep breath and willed myself to calm down. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Neka grin sweetly at me, the vixen.  
 
    “Good morning, chiefs,” I called as I glanced over my shoulder. My voice wobbled a little, and I cleared my throat to steady it. “I trust you slept well.” 
 
    “Well enough, given the circumstances,” Za’ec muttered as he looked around the bridge distrustfully. From the dark circles under his eyes, I deduced he also hadn’t slept a wink. The Desert Tribe chieftain was still unused to starmen technology.  
 
    U’eh merely nodded in response to my question. “Your speaking-machine informed us we will arrive in Ka’le soon,” he said with thinly veiled excitement. A bright spark glinted in his eye, and the phantom of a smile flitted around the edges of his mouth. After nearly a month, the Almort chief was anxious to see his home again.  
 
    “In about thirty minutes,” I replied with a nod. “Omni has already informed Cy’lass as well.” 
 
    “Good,” U’eh hissed, and his eyes flicked over to the viewport as if he could already see the outline of his city in the distance.  
 
    “Where’s Sef’sla?” Neka suddenly asked, her face the picture of innocence. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as U’eh blinked and refocused on me before looking over at my assistant. I narrowed my eyes at the cat-girl in warning, but she ignored me.  
 
    “My daughter will join us shortly,” U’eh clicked in response. “She was enthralled by the bathing facilities in our room.”  
 
    My throat instantly went dry as I imagined Sef’sla in the shower, and I forced myself to shove the thought away before my pants grew too tight again. Akela grinned at me over U’eh’s shoulder, and I scowled at her in return. Playing matchmaker was one thing, but doing it in front of U’eh was another thing entirely. I liked and respected the chief, and after the month we had spent together fortifying his planet, I think he had come to feel the same way about me.  
 
    However, I didn’t think that goodwill extended to me kissing his daughter. It sure as hell didn’t extend to the other things I wished to do with Sef’sla, but that was beside the point. The point was that until Warrick and Terra-Nebula were taken care of, and I had proven myself honorable in every definition of the word, I thought it best to leave U’eh in the dark.  
 
    “The speed of this sky-ship in unfathomable,” Za’ec declared, effectively changing the subject. I could have kissed him.  
 
    “This is nothing,” I responded as I latched on to the lifeline and drew U’eh’s attention elsewhere. “We’re actually going pretty slow to conserve fuel. If we pushed her to the limit, the Lacuna Noctis could take us from Oe’huk to Ka’le in as little as an hour.” 
 
    Za’ec hissed in wonder and shook his head. “On the back of a Vac’lek, the journey is three days,” he clicked. “And travel is hard and dangerous through the desert. That is why we have become so isolated.” 
 
    U’eh looked over to Za’ec with narrowed eyes. He had caught the hint of bitterness in the other chieftain’s words, too. Despite all the work we had done in Oe’huk, there was still some tension between the Plain and Desert chieftains. Even in the face of an overwhelming adversary, old grudges were still hard to let go.  
 
    “Well, once we take care of Terra-Nebula, Akela can help build you some vehicles to make the journey easier,” I said to Za’ec. “I’ll also have Omni and some drones make some more updates to your city. Central air conditioning, indoor plumbing, whatever you think will be useful. We can even look into terraforming some of the desert between Oe’huk and Ka’le to make travel easier.” 
 
    Za’ec glanced over to me with surprise in his eyes. “You will do this?” he hissed as if he didn’t believe me.  
 
    “When the starmen are defeated, we can do whatever the hell we want, and what we want is to help the Almort, all the Almort,” I promised with a firm nod.  
 
    The Desert Tribe chieftain still didn’t look completely convinced, but before he could respond, the door behind him slid open once again, and Sef’sla walked onto the bridge.  
 
    Immediately, the princess’s eyes found mine, and she broke out into a grin. Even though her father was right beside me, I couldn’t help my answering smile.  
 
    “Good morning,” Sef’sla said. She tried to make it seem like she was addressing the whole room, but her eyes were fixed to mine.  
 
    “Morning,” I replied with a goofy grin still stretched across my face. Neka and Akela echoed me, wearing sly smiles of their own.  
 
    “You arrived just in time,” I added as I came to my feet. “Ka’le should be within sight any minute now.” 
 
    Sef’sla’s eyes glittered at the mention of her home, and her smile widened. Her face was practically radiant with joy. “It will be a most welcome sight,” she hissed in response as she walked across the bridge to stand before me. Every hair on my body stood on end to have her so close.  
 
    I cleared my throat and turned to gesture to the viewport. “Better get a front-row seat then,” I said with a weak chuckle. I felt suddenly dizzy as her scent of salt and sea enveloped me.  
 
    Sef’sla nodded and slipped by me to join her father and Za’ec, who had turned to make their way to the front of the bridge. However, as she passed by, the princess reached out and brushed her hand against mine. An electric shock traveled up my arm, and I would have thought it all in my head if I didn’t see the flare of light that raced up Sef’sla’s wrist. The Almort princess glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, and my knees almost went weak at the heat I saw there.  
 
    These three women were going to kill me.  
 
    I was very much okay with that.  
 
    We all drifted toward the viewport after that. We stared out the glass as we skated low across the fields of gently swaying grass. It was an odd feeling as we approached U’eh’s city. A few minutes later, Ka’le appeared on the horizon. The shield had turned the capital into a bright, glowing purple jewel. Its familiar tower rose up and pierced the sky beneath the translucent energy field as if to welcome us back. Strangely enough, the sight filled me with the same emotion the Lacuna Noctis usually did. It felt almost like coming home.  
 
    I glanced to Neka and Akela on either side of me. By the soft smiles on their faces, I concluded that they felt the same way.  
 
    We landed the ship on the outskirts of the city, and before the ship’s ramp even lowered fully, Cy’lass had ridden out to meet us. As we finally stepped out into the flattened grass, barely ten meters away a vehicle braked sharply, and the Almort prince stepped out before the truck had even come to a full stop. He jogged out to meet us, his eyes wide, eager, and glad.  
 
    “Welcome back.” His eyes settled at last on his father after he gave each of us a smile. “How was your journey? Did you have any troubles?” 
 
    “We encountered some...” U’eh began as he stepped forward and placed his hand on his son’s shoulder. The chief’s serious tone caused Cy’lass to look concerned, but then U’eh smiled, so strong that his son’s eyes went wide in shock. “... but nothing we could not handle.” 
 
    Cy’lass grinned and tipped his head back with a laugh. Lights danced across the scales of his face. “That is a relief to hear,” he exclaimed, “though it sounds like you have quite a story to tell.” 
 
    I smiled at the prince’s infectious joy. “Oh, you don’t even know the half of it,” I said with a chuckle.  
 
    “Well, I am eager to listen,” the prince replied but then his eyes traveled beyond us and landed on Za’ec. Surprised flittered across Cy’lass’s face. I didn’t know if Omni hadn’t informed him of the other chieftain on the ship or if the prince simply hadn’t believed the previously hostile Za’ec would accompany us.  
 
    “Chief Za’ec,” he said and inclined his head, suddenly more formal and reserved, much like the prince we had met weeks ago on the beach of Ua’mek Bay. “Welcome to Ka’le. It is good to see you again.” 
 
    Za’ec dipped his chin, and his eyes ran appraisingly over the prince. “The last time I saw you, you were around my son’s age,” the chieftain grunted, but there was respect in his gaze as he looked to the shield that covered Ka’le. “It seems you have grown into a competent leader to run the city in your father’s stead.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Cy’lass hissed with another small bow. “Despite the circumstances, I hope you will enjoy your stay.” 
 
    Cy’lass then turned to his sister, who had been standing off to the side. A fierce grin quickly overtook the prince’s face, and he opened his arms just in time to catch Sef’sla as she launched herself at him.  
 
    “It is good to see you again, little sister,” Cy’lass laughed as he spun her around in circles.  
 
    “I missed you, too, brother,” Sef’sla replied as he set her back on her feet. She reached out and grasped his hands fervently, her eyes bright and eager. “I have so much to tell you of our travels.” 
 
    “Well, come then,” Cy’lass replied as he gestured back to his vehicle. “Let us finally return home, and you may tell me everything, all of your adventures and also our plans for the future.” 
 
    The prince was quick to usher us into his vehicle and back into the city after that. A small thrill of pride and satisfaction rushed through me as the shield parted to let us through and then closed behind us. At least, no matter what, the cities of the Almort would be protected.  
 
    I thought Cy’lass would drive us to the tower or perhaps our own guest pod, but instead, he drove us past both of those structures and continued heading north. Nostalgia filled me as I took in the streets Ka’le and its people. I hadn’t really considered it, but I had missed this city, too.  
 
    When Cy’lass finally stopped, we were still in the tower’s shadow but in front of a large, white, oblong building that looked like an elongated version of our guest pod.  
 
    “What is this place?” I asked Sef’sla as we stepped out of the vehicle. U’eh and Cy’lass were already walking toward the entrance, deeply engaged in conversation with Za’ec trailing behind them. 
 
    The Almort princess turned to me with a smile. “This is our home,” she replied. “Mine, my brother’s, and my father’s.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “What are we doing here though?” I questioned with a furrowed brow. “I thought we were meeting to finalize the next steps of the plan.” 
 
    “We are,” Cy’lass called from the doorway with the same grin he had worn for the last twenty minutes. “But we cannot very well plan the fate of our people on an empty stomach, can we?”  
 
    He waved for us to join him, but he didn’t have to tell us twice. Sef’sla and I shared a quick look, hunger flaring in both of our eyes. However, before we could even take a step, Neka nearly bowled us over from behind, Akela hot on her heels.  
 
    “Move it or lose it guys,” the mechanic called over her shoulder with a wild grin. “We got one starving cat-girl on our hands. I can’t promise you anything will be left after thirty seconds.” 
 
    “That’s being generous,” I told Sef’sla with a laugh. “We better get in there.” 
 
    On a whim, I offered the princess my arm, caught up in the light and happy atmosphere that surrounded us. Sef’sla looked surprised but slowly slid her arm through mine until our elbows interlocked.  
 
    “Princess,” I intoned formally with a dip of my chin. Sef’sla giggled softly, her eyes bright, and together we entered her home.  
 
    The overall floor plan of the building was an enlarged replica of our guest pod it seemed. Several additional doors led to unknown rooms, but the main living area that we entered was virtually the same. In the center of the room sat a large pool full of midnight blue water. The quiet gurgle it made was soothing, and the tension in my shoulders eased. The mouth of the pool itself, however, was covered by a thick sheet of glass that served as a makeshift table. The surface was laden with a feast of food, fish and meat, vegetables and grain, even some things that looked so colorful they had to be dessert. Silver and blue-green cushions were scattered around the pool turned dinner table, and Slal’ops stood waiting beside them, a wide smile on his face.  
 
    “I am glad to see you returned healthy and whole,” the chief’s advisor said as he inclined his head.  
 
    “Victorious as well,” Cy’lass declared as he walked over and clapped me on the back. 
 
    “How did you get this set up so quickly?” I asked as I gestured to the spread of food.  
 
    Cy’lass smiled. “When you called yesterday to say you would be returning, I gathered some supplies,” he replied with a sly grin. “And then when your speaking-machine informed of when you would arrive, I had Slal’ops finalize things here as I drove out to meet you.” 
 
    Neka had already situated herself on a cushion and was busy piling her plate high with food. I chuckled at that sight and shook my head. “I guess I should say thank you quickly before it all disappears.”  
 
    “It is the least we could do,” Slal’ops responded, and Cy’lass nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Yes,” the prince said, “but come, come, let us sit and eat before it gets cold.” 
 
    A loud slurping noise filled the room, and we all turned to find Neka with a plate held under her chin and tentacles hanging out of her mouth. She looked back at us with wide, guilty, but satisfied eyes.  
 
    Cy’lass laughed. “Your assistant has the right spirit,” he crooned before he sat across from her.  
 
    We all quickly followed suit, even Za’ec who looked uncomfortable in such an intimate and unfamiliar setting. Still, we were all hungry enough, so a few moments later, we found ourselves seated around the table together. Each of us filled our plates and passed around the larger dishes.  
 
    Much like every Almort feast we had attended, there was seafood of every type Neka could ever dream of. There were several species of large fish available, with scales of green, purple, and blue so dark it looked nearly black, each of them charred over an open flame and seasoned with dried herbs. There were tentacled creatures too, some of which were pickled in a salty brine, some of which were fried in a flaky batter. Clams the size of my head were cracked open on a large, flat platter, the meat in the shells drizzled with something that tasted like butter.  
 
    There was a wide array of vegetables, too, leafy greens, blue, root-like tubers, and a round, purple something that tasted almost exactly like a potato. For dessert, there were bowls of fresh fruit, full of bright green berries that were so sweet they made my mouth water and magenta orbs that burst with enough juice that it cascaded in sheets down my chin. Everything was so delicious, I didn’t care how much of a mess I made. 
 
    As we ate, Sef’sla took it upon herself to begin filing Cy’lass in on our adventures. She started with Kot’ep, which caused her brother to glance at U’eh in concern, but the chief was content and at ease and only remarked simply that Que’lek, their cousin, had grown into a fine, strong, competent male. Cy’lass looked surprised by the lack of tension in his father, but he only smiled and let Sef’sla continued her story.  
 
    The Almort princess was a fine storyteller, dramatic yet succinct in all the right places. She described grandly how the planet had looked from above as we soared across Ua’mek Bay and into the mountains. Her hands flailed wildly as she related the avalanche at the refinery, and she praised Akela’s quick mind and hands so much the mechanic went cherry red. Even though most of us at the table had experienced it, we all listened raptly as Sef’sla detailed our flight and fight through the hills. Neka jumped in here to embellish the tale. She even set down her near-empty plate to demonstrate the destruction of the drones with her hands, adding sound effects to make the whole experience that much more realistic.  
 
    As I looked around the table then, everyone cheering as Neka mimed the explosion of the last drone, warmth bloomed deeply in my chest, and it took me a moment to recognize it as happiness mixed with true contentment. This is what life should be, I thought, sitting around a table full of food and friends, the air echoing with laughter. I looked around at everyone’s smiles and did my best to commit this moment to memory.  
 
    However, as I was too well aware, all good things must come to an end. Soon enough, our dishes were picked clean, and Sef’sla was wrapping up the harrowing ordeal of saving Z’oke’s life.  
 
    “Akela then showed me how to use the machine to fix the damage in the boy’s lungs,” Sef’sla described, and there was still amazement in her face. “It was like nothing you can imagine, brother, truly.” 
 
    “It was indeed a miracle,” Za’ec agreed solemnly with a nod. Throughout the meal, the tension had slowly bled out of the Desert chieftain’s shoulders. He now sat relaxed and full on the other side of Sef’sla, and he reached out and set his hand on the princess’s shoulder as he added, “A miracle I will not ever forget.” 
 
    Sef’sla smiled softly in response and set her hand on top of Za’ec’s. “I am simply glad I could help Z’oke,” she replied. “He is a fine boy. He deserves the chance to grow up strong and healthy and to have a future.” 
 
    “Speaking of futures,” I cut in as I drained the remaining water out of my glass. I then took a deep breath and sighed. “I don’t want to ruin the mood, but we need to discuss what we’re going to do to finalize preparations before Terra-Nebula gets here.” 
 
    Everyone sat up a little straighter as I spoke. We may have won a victory in uniting all the tribes and shoring up Proxima V, but we all knew that there was still a lot of work to do.  
 
    “What do you have in mind?” U’eh asked, the first one to recover and settle back into this serious mindset. The chief sat cross-legged across from me, his hands on his knees, his spine ramrod straight. I felt honored that he deferred to me so easily.  
 
    “Well,” I started as I reached up and ran my fingers through my hair, “Chiefs Kot’ep and Soh’e are on their way to Ka’le as we speak. They should arrive by tomorrow, and they are bringing with them all the goods they have produced in the last few weeks. That means the new medicines from the Marsh Tribe and weapons and vehicles from the Mountain Tribe. Za’ec’s shipment of food has also arrived already, plus the extra crates we brought back in the ship.”  
 
    I pulled out a hand-held screen that I had taken from the Lacuna Noctis. “Hey, O,” I asked, “can you pull up a map of the continent, please?” 
 
    “Of course, Colby,” the AI responded, and a moment later, a blue light projected out of the device and cast out a hologram of the Almort’s country.  
 
    I leaned forward and gestured to the center of the map. “Here, we are in Ka’le,” I explained. “When we face Terra-Nebula, I don’t want to meet Warrick and his forces anywhere near a city. That is why I had stationed Chief Cex’ath and the Hill Tribe due east where the plains give way to the hill country. That is where I had planned the battle to be, where we were going to make our stand.” 
 
    “But not anymore?” U’eh hissed in confusion.  
 
    I shook my head. “No. Now, we’re going to face T-N outside of Oe’huk, in the desert.” 
 
    “The desert?” Za’ec echoed, his brow furrowed. “Why? Will the starmen not just attack Oe’huk regardless?”  
 
    “They’ll most likely try,” I admitted, “but Warrick is focused on destroying me. He’ll follow where I lead, but even if he does decide to play dirty, the shield will protect the city.” 
 
    “But what specifically is the plan to defeat these starmen?” Za’ec hissed as he leaned forward. He looked up to meet my eye. “Even with your upgrades and your guns of X’ebril, they will still have the superior numbers and weapons. You can’t expect us to win on strength alone. Also, the desert is hostile. It will not be easy to wage battle there.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it,” I replied with a grin. “The guns and the upgrades are a show of force, but their primary purpose will be for defense, to keep Terra-Nebula’s men and machines at bay. The real battle will be fought on my ship by my crew and my AI.” 
 
    The Almort chieftain blinked in surprise, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Akela gape at me, also floored by this news. Neka simply tilted her head to the side in curious confusion. I turned to my mechanic with an apologetic smile.  
 
    “Sorry,” I told her, “you’ve been so busy with everything else, I didn’t want you worrying about this before it was time.”  
 
    “Okay, but what exactly am I doing then?” Akela asked with a faint scowl as she cocked her head, silver hair falling into her eyes.  
 
    “You’re getting ahead of me,” I said with a slightly teasing smile. The mechanic rolled her eyes and held up her hands as she motioned for me to continue.  
 
    “So,” I went on as I looked around the circle, “as I’ve explained before, typically Corporations like Terra-Nebula wouldn’t try something as crazy as invading a whole planet. Their means are usually more insidious and subtle. However, Warrick is out to get me. He is seriously gunning for my head, which is how I think he convinced T-N to follow through on this course of action and attack. With me as a scapegoat and with Proxima V being so isolated, they think they can get away with just about anything without any consequences. My plan is to make sure they actually face these consequences and then some.” 
 
    I looked back to Akela. “What I need from you and Omni,” I said to the mechanic, “is a way into Terra-Nebula’s computer system. I need a way to control and use their communications array so that we can give them a taste of their own medicine when we release our own propaganda.” 
 
    “What’s our message?” the silver-haired woman asked with a furrowed brow.  
 
    “The truth,” I responded simply. “We have all our calls and interactions with Warrick recorded. We show the universe what Terra-Nebula is doing and how they feel, in Warrick’s own words, about the native population. Nothing is so damning as the truth.” 
 
    “But if you plan to send out this message,” U’eh questioned as he frowned, “why meet them in battle at all?” 
 
    “There are a few reasons, but practicality is the most prevalent one.” I sighed as I rubbed at the back of my head. “In order to hack into their system, Warrick and his ship need to be physically closer to us. However, the fighting itself will also be important. If we can record footage of the Almort fighting off Terra-Nebula drones to defend this planet, that will be like the final nail in the coffin for T-N. There will be no mistaking that they are an unwanted invasion force, not the liberators that they’ve tried to portray themselves as. Once we have control of their communications network, and I threaten to release this footage to the universe, Terra-Nebula will have no choice but to surrender.” 
 
    “What is to stop them from destroying us from their sky-ships?” Za’ec shot back. “They have the power, yes? They would not even have to land.” 
 
    I shook my head. “They won’t do that,” I answered confidently. 
 
    Za’ec narrowed his eyes. “But how do you know?” he emphasized.  
 
    “Because I know Terra-Nebula,” I replied simply. “They don't want the mess or the potential bad publicity. An orbital bombardment, even if it got through the city shields, would cause way too much indiscriminate damage to the resources they want out of the planet, not to mention how hard it will be to cover up from the galactic media. That is why they will send in a small invasion force. Mostly drones, because they won’t want to spare the money on too many actual troops. They’ll send in just enough machines to curb what they think is a weak rebellious force. When they realize how strong we are, it will throw them off center. We’ll use that moment of weakness to deal the killing blow, send out our message, and expose them for the evil bastards they are.” 
 
    “And you think our weapons will be enough to stop them?” Cy’lass chimed in, his face serious. “Enough to hold them at bay while you and your crew send your message to the stars?” 
 
    “Oh, definitely,” I replied with a grin. “Their shields will be useless against the rail guns we made, and our shields and vehicles are top of the line, thanks to Akela. Plus, we’ll have an even more powerful weapon at our disposal: the desert.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Chief Za’ec clicked. The Desert Tribe chieftain tilted his head in curiosity. 
 
    “I mean that we lead Warrick and his men into a sandstorm,” I replied with a wicked grin. 
 
    Akela gasped, her eyes wide. “The mites?” she asked, her nose wrinkled in disgust.  
 
    I nodded in response. The expression of the Desert chieftain’s face was a mix of horrified and impressed.  
 
    “We have Omni study weather patterns and predict where and when the next sandstorm will strike,” I went on. “And then we lead Warrick into the trap. Once the mites infect his troops, it’ll buy us more time and give us more leverage to negotiate a surrender.” 
 
    “Then it is a fight for time,” U’eh observed sagely as he absentmindedly rubbed at his late wife’s bracelet around his wrist. “We only have to fight them long enough for you and the lung mites to force the starmen to surrender.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I looked around the circle, at each one of the faces that surrounded me. 
 
    “Does this plan sound agreeable?” I asked.  
 
    Neka nodded her head first, eager as always, followed by Akela, Sef’sla, Cy’lass, Slal’ops, U’eh, and lastly Za’ec. I clapped my hands together.  
 
    “Then it’s decided,” I declared. “We all have our marching orders now. Tomorrow, we will meet with the other chieftains and inform them of our plan. We’ll get everything into place, and then we’ll join Chief Cex’ath and his tribe at the campsite turned battlefront to wait for Warrick to show his ugly mug. Are there any other comments, questions, or concerns?” 
 
    Neka raised her hand high and waved it back and forth. Her ears and tail mimicked the motion.  
 
    I chuckled at my assistant’s enthusiasm.  
 
    “Yes, Neka?” I called on her.  
 
    Neka dropped her hand. “Is punching Warrick in the face still part of this plan?” she asked with a pout.  
 
    I felt a fiendish grin spread across my face.  
 
    “Oh yes,” I replied. “That’s the grand finale.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    A siren shrieked out across the bridge of the Lacuna Noctis, urgent and ear-piercing. From behind my closed eyelids, I could see the red flare of lights. Since I knew the ship like the back of my hand, I reached out with my eyes still closed and calmly turned off the alarm. I kept my face as neutral as possible, but my heart began to race below my sternum.  
 
    This was it.  
 
    The time had come.  
 
    Exactly one month and five days after Terra-Nebula had sent out that broadcast, a little late by my estimates, but nonetheless, they were finally here.  
 
    I opened my eyes and looked at the display in front of my captain’s chair. The radar showed ship after ship dropping out of hyperspace and into orbit. Three troopships, seven carriers for drones, and three additional cruisers joined Warrick’s cruiser, the Mercenary Star, far above our heads. I brought up the stats and calls signs for the cruisers and saw that they were the Emissary, the Liberator, and the Star Finder respectively.  
 
    I let out a low whistle. “Bringing out the big guns I see,” I muttered to myself. Nolan Buchanan, Arron Severt, and Bennett Solari were not only the owners of each of those cruisers, but they were also top Terra-Nebula executive officials. I couldn’t recall exactly what their bureaucratic, bullshit titles were, but they were pretty high up there. They called a lot of T-N’s shots.  
 
    It made sense why they would deign to show themselves now. They were a trio of vultures, come to watch Warrick destroy me so that they pick Proxima V clean.  
 
    “Yeah, not on my watch,” I growled under my breath. “O, get everyone on the line. Tell them it’s showtime.”  
 
    “On it, Colby,” the AI responded and then did as I instructed.  
 
    It didn’t take long for everyone to gather. Ever since we had hit the month deadline, we’d known T-N could show up at any second. Once we had moved the Almort host from Ka’le to Oe’huk, which took a full day by itself, we had all stayed busy making last-minute preparations. Everyone had been in full battle gear for the last few days. Hell, I was still making rounds until half an hour ago, when something in my gut told me to board the ship and wait on the bridge.  
 
    Turning my attention back to the task at hand, I smiled as two separate video transmissions appeared on my screen. Sef’sla and Kot’ep crowded together around one camera, while the other four chieftains, U’eh, Za’ec, Soh’e, and Cex’ath gathered around a second. Just as the transmissions came online, the door to the bridge whooshed open as Akela and Neka entered the bridge.  
 
    “All systems are squared away,” the mechanic reported as she and my assistant slid into their respective chairs. They had spent the last few hours double and triple checking everything on the ship to make sure it was ready for battle.  
 
    I nodded my thanks to the mechanic before I turned back to the camera. 
 
    “In case you haven’t looked up in the last five minutes,” I began as I looked at the gathered Almort faces on my screen, “T-N has finally arrived. Is everything prepared?” 
 
    “We have just finished stocking the medical tent full,” Sef’sla replied. Worry shone in the Almort princess’s eyes, but her voice was steady. Over her shoulder, I could see the shielded clinic that we had set up on the edge of Oe’huk, right outside the city’s shield.  
 
    “Excellent,” I responded, and even though every part of me ached to bring Sef’sla aboard the Lacuna Noctis to keep her safe, I knew that right now she belonged at the Marsh Tribe chieftain’s side.  
 
    I shifted my gaze to the Marsh Tribe chieftain, Kot’ep. “Are the two of you clear on what you need to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Care for the sick and wounded, as I always have,” Kot’ep replied solemnly.  
 
    “If it is even necessary,” Sef’sla added with a firm set to her jaw. The princess still held out hope that Terra-Nebula would see reason and simply leave, that they would surrender without conflict. She still had reservations about weaponizing the lung mites. Even though I wished more than anything that T-N would surrender, I knew Warrick, and I knew Terra-Nebula. They wouldn’t let Proxima V go without a fight. So, a fight is what I had prepared for. 
 
    “I will do my best to speak with them,” I promised Sef’sla. “But we must prepare ourselves for the worst.” 
 
    I didn’t want to see the disappointment and sadness in the Almort princess’s eyes, so I turned to look at her father and the other chieftains instead. “I will be joining you in a moment,” I informed U’eh, “but I need you and the other chieftains to get the troops gathered as close as you can to the ship. You then need to come to stand at the front of the host. There is a certain image we need to present when the starmen land. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes,” U’eh hissed, and the other chieftains dipped their heads in unison over his shoulder. “We shall await your presence and further instruction.” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” I replied and cut their transmission. I looked back to Sef’sla and Kot’ep.  
 
    “Stay behind the tent’s shield,” I instructed them, my heart in my throat as I memorized every inch of Sef’sla’s face. “You’ll be safe there.” 
 
    Kot’ep nodded in acknowledgment, but Sef’sla leaned forward and pressed her fingers against her display screen, distress and worry in her eyes.  
 
    “May the sea take you,” she hissed quietly.  
 
    I swallowed tightly, my heart aching in my chest, and replied, “And may she bring you home once more.” 
 
    For an instant, I saw surprise register across Kot’ep’s face at the emotion in our voices, but Sef’sla cut the transmission a moment later. I blinked at my pale reflection in the black screen and took a deep breath to center myself.  
 
    “She’ll be okay,” Akela said. I turned to look at my mechanic, and firm resolve and certainty shone in her amethyst orbs. “The shield will protect her, and she’s not on the front lines heading into the sandstorm. She’ll be perfectly fine.” 
 
    “I’m not only worried about her,” I replied with a strained smile as I came to my feet. I walked over to the mechanic in her copilot’s chair and cupped her cheek. “You and Neka need to be careful too, alright?” 
 
    Akela rolled her eyes. “We’ll be on the ship,” she argued. “That’s the safest place to be. Besides, all my fighting is going to be digital.” She tapped the side of her computer screen fondly but then leveled be with a concerned look. “You’re the one that needs to watch yourself. Don’t do anything stupid.”  
 
    “When have I ever?” I joked even though my chest felt equally heavy and hollow at the thought of the impending battle.  
 
    The beautiful silver-haired woman scowled, but then she turned her face into my hand and kissed the center of my palm. “Once Warrick’s ship is close enough, Omni and I will break into their system as fast as we can,” she vowed as she looked up into my face. “The flying drones are all cloaked and equipped with cameras to record and transmit footage to me in real time. Get Warrick to dig his own grave, but stay on your toes, okay? As we both know, Terra-Nebula doesn’t like to play fair.”  
 
    While the mechanic was strong, smart, and fierce, I could see fear flicker in the depths of her amethyst eyes. I leaned down and kissed her softly. I put every emotion I couldn’t articulate into the motion of my lips. Akela kissed me back, but I could feel her lips tremble.  
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I whispered to her as I pulled away. The mechanic’s eyes were wet and glassy, but she nodded sharply and turned back to her display. She pretended to busy herself, but I could see the tears she fought to keep at bay.  
 
    Neka, on the other hand, was freely crying when I turned to face her. Crystalline tears flowed out of her ochre eyes and down her porcelain cheeks as she sniffled, and my throat caught at the sight of her. I always hated to see her cry.  
 
    “Hey, hey, none of that,” I gently admonished my assistant as I strode over to her chair and held open my arms. The cat-girl instantly launched herself into them and plastered herself to my chest, her face nuzzled furiously against my neck.  
 
    “Do you have to go?” my assistant mewled pathetically as she tightened her hold on me. “Can’t you stay here with us on the ship?” 
 
    “I wished I could,” I told her honestly as I leaned down and kissed the top of her head, “but I have to meet Warrick face to face. I have to stand with the chieftains and present a unified front against Terra-Nebula.” 
 
    “I know.” Neka sniffled as she pulled back and looked up into my face. “I’m just scared for you, CT. Warrick already tried to kill you once, and those lung mites are nasty!” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the mites. Akela made us some badass masks that will keep us all safe, and we saw how well Warrick’s first attempt turned out,” I replied with a smirk of bravado. I cupped my assistant’s face and forced her to meet my eyes. “I’ve bested Warrick every time for the past ten years. That’s not about to change now. He won’t even know what hit him when I’m finished.” 
 
    Neka giggled at that and wiped at the tears on her cheeks. “You’re still going to punch him in the face for me, right?” she asked with a thin smile.  
 
    “Of course,” I promised right before I kissed her. Neka threw her arms around my neck, and I nearly crushed her against my chest as I hugged her tight. As I delved into her mouth and tasted the salt of her tears, I vowed to beat Warrick black and blue for hurting the women I loved.  
 
    “I have to go,” I whispered a moment later after I pulled away. Neka squeezed her arms tight around me like she was going to refuse, but then her arms fell away, and she took a step back.  
 
    “Go kick his ass, CT,” my assistant commanded as she lifted her chin and tried to stiffen her upper lip. All I wanted to do was pull her to me again, but I clenched my fists at my side instead.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I replied with a salute. As I lowered my arm, I looked first to my assistant’s kind and lovely face and then to Akela’s striking profile.  
 
    “I love you both,” I said sincerely. The welter of emotions that roiled in my gut caused my throat to tighten. “And when we’re done taking care of Terra-Nebula, I promise a beach vacation for all of us.” 
 
    “We love you, too,” Neka responded with a small smile, “but we can talk about vacation destinations later. The Almort need you now. Go save them from all the Corporate horrors we wished someone had saved us from.” 
 
    “Here, here,” Akela called as she lifted a middle finger over her shoulder. “Give Warrick my regards.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” I said with a grin and, with one last look at my assistant and mechanic, I spun on my heel and marched off the bridge, headed for war.  
 
    Outside the ship, Proxima V had become a different world than the one I had landed on nearly a month and a half ago now. As I walked off the Lacuna Noctis, I blinked my eyes to help them adjust to the perpetual low light levels of this planet, and when my vision cleared, something like awe took root in my chest.  
 
    The desert stretched out endlessly before me. I had landed the Lacuna Noctis barely a mile from the city of Oe’huk and faced it north where the sand dunes continued past the horizon. As I exited the ship, five hundred Almort stood waiting for me, three hundred from the Hill Tribe and another two hundred from both the Plains, Mountain, and Desert Tribes, who had joined us only a few days ago once production and harvest in Ka’le, Ac’sok, and Oe’huk had come to an end. Some of them stood on their own two feet, railguns strapped across their chests or gripped tightly in their hands. Since we were no longer in their territory, most of the Hill Tribe were mounted on Vac’lek’s, the lizard steeds of the desert. The Desert Tribe were more familiar on their own mounts, but the Hill Tribe had adapted from their lithe Atsae horses to the lizards quickly and efficiently. 
 
    Those who weren’t on foot or mounted steeds either lined up beside or hung out of a fleet of X’ebril vehicles, all retrofitted with Akela’s railguns and other upgrades. Although there weren’t many, there were even some small hovercraft in the mix of the larger, armored trucks. The hover vehicles could only fit one or two Almort, and they couldn’t fly as high as Omni’s drones could, but they were wicked fast and, in the hands of the Mountain tribesmen, sure to be lethal.  
 
    The four Almort chieftains, minus Kot’ep who was stationed in the med tent, stood at the head of their host and faced the ship, waiting for me as I had instructed. They were an interesting sight, each in the garb of their own tribe, but with the barrels of rail guns sticking out over their shoulders. Like the rest of their army, the chieftains also had bioluminescent paint streaked across their faces and the exposed skin of their chest and arms. The paint glowed dimly on its own, but when U’eh caught sight of me striding down the ship’s loading ramp, he tipped back his head and let out an undulating cry that the rest of the Almort echoed. As their cry rose up and up in the dark sky, the paint flared brightly in time with their scales. Light and color flashed in waves through the host before me, and the sheer scale and magnificence took my breath away.  
 
    No matter what, I could not allow Warrick and Terra-Nebula to ruin these people or their planet. I had to protect them, whatever the cost.  
 
    I crossed the thirty meters of sand that separated me from the Almort and, behind me, I heard the ship seal shut. I gave one last thought to Neka and Akela and trusted that they would do what needed to get done and that Omni would look out for them. Right now, I needed to focus on Warrick, and the speech I had crafted to help him destroy himself.  
 
    “Everything looks well in order,” I said in lieu of greeting as I came to stand before U’eh. I inclined my head to him and the other chieftains. “Well done.” 
 
    “We shall see,” U’eh hissed as he glanced up at the sky and the dozen ships that hovered there. “The true test has yet to begin.” 
 
    I reached out and clapped him on the shoulder. “We prepared for this,” I reassured him. “All we have to do now is give Warrick the rope and watch him hang himself with it.” 
 
    “Is your machine-healer ready to commence her attack on the sky-ships?” Soh’e asked as he stepped forward. The Mountain Tribe chieftain and my mechanic had become fast friends as they toiled away in the refinery together. He had been a little disheartened to discover they wouldn’t be fighting side by side with the upgrades and weapons they had created.  
 
    “Once Warrick lands, she’ll begin,” I responded with a nod. “Our job is to keep him and his men preoccupied and distracted long enough for her to work her magic.” 
 
    “How do you know this starman will come to us?” Za’ec asked directly. The Desert chieftain’s two-toned eyes shone strangely back-lit by the glowing paint across his face.  
 
    A grim smile stretched across my face as I craned my head to look up into the sky. I couldn’t pick out Warrick’s specific ship from orbit, but I knew the bastard was watching. “Oh, he’ll come,” I responded confidently. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Surrounded by the Almort host that I had armed to the teeth to defend their planet, I raised my middle finger high above my head and bared my teeth at the stars.  
 
    “Come and get it, you son of a bitch,” I muttered to Warrick.  
 
    I didn’t have to wait long for a response.  
 
    Not fifteen minutes later, the atmosphere vibrated with multiple sonic booms as Terra-Nebula’s fleet broke through the atmosphere and descended on Proxima V. Warrick’s ship, the Mercenary Star, led the charge, followed by the three troopships and the seven drone carriers. The three T-N executives, Nolan Buchanan, Arron Severt, and Bennett Solari, stayed in orbit as their cruisers circled like vultures.  
 
    Around me, the Almort began to shift and hiss to each other, awed and maybe slightly terrified at the sight of so many starmen. The chieftains, though I knew they still had their concerns about challenging such unprecedented power, faced the oncoming ships with lifted chins and straight spines. These were the leaders of an entire people. They were fighting for their planet, for their home, and for their families. They could show no weakness, and so they bared their teeth with fire in their dark, fathomless eyes, and they faced their invaders head-on.  
 
    Warrick’s ship landed two hundred meters away from us and his fleet settled into the fields behind him. I stood flanked by U’eh and the other chieftains, and we all narrowed our eyes and widened our stances as we were buffeted by the ships’ backdraft.  
 
    As we watched, the Mercenary Star lowered its ramp, and even from this distance, I could spot Warrick making his way down it by his arrogant walk alone. I glanced to each of the chieftains, gave them a firm nod, and together, we began to walk toward Terra-Nebula’s forces. The Almort army stayed behind, close to the ship so that if Warrick tried anything, the shields on the Lacuna Noctis could project out and protect them, except for one male in particular, who I had worked into the speech I was about to ruin Warrick with. As we walked out to meet the broker, I gestured for the Almort male to follow. 
 
    Warrick, the arrogant asshole, walked out to meet us alone. No troops or drones accompanied him. We met in the middle ground, a hundred meters from either of our forces. The blond broker looked pristine and well rested, his hair perfectly coifed, his Terra-Nebula flight suit neatly pressed and shiny. I wanted nothing more than to punch him straight in his smirking mouth, but I reigned the violent urge in and reminded myself to stick to the plan.  
 
    I couldn’t see them, but I knew a few of Omni’s cloaked drones had flown out after us and were now hovering in the air, recording our every move and word. I also had a micro camera embedded in my suit to get all the close-ups. Now, all I had to do was guide Warrick’s foot into his own mouth.  
 
    We came to a stop fifteen meters from each other. I forced myself to keep a neutral expression, but it was difficult when Warrick’s smirk only grew as he casually slipped his hands into his pockets.  
 
    “Nice to see you, CT.” The blond broker grinned. “You’re looking great. Incredibly well rested, I’ve got to say. Running all the way to the desert has done wonders for your complexion.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the scowl that twisted itself across my face. I knew all too well how haggard I looked. The bastard was just trying to get a rise at me, and, while it was working, it wasn’t working that well. 
 
    “Cut the crap, Warrick,” I snapped as my hands clenched into fists at my side. “You tried to kill me not two weeks ago with your drones.”  
 
    “Oh, come now,” the other broker replied with a sly smile and a playful tilt of his head. “That was just a game, and you’ve always been so good at those. I knew you’d be fine.” 
 
    Even though his words were meant to mock me, I saw how difficult it was for Warrick to admit I’d bested him again. I could see a vein pulse at his temple, and his smile turned brittle around the edges.  
 
    He was making it almost too easy. 
 
    I took a deep breath and brought the speech that I had crafted for this exact moment to the forefront of my mind. 
 
    “This isn’t a game, Arden,” I responded. I emphasized the other broker’s first name to get under his skin since he’d always hated it. “These are people’s lives we’re talking about.”  
 
    I turned slightly and swept my arm out to gesture to the chieftains behind me and the army that resided near my ship. “The Almort are a peaceful people,” I spoke loudly, and my voice carried across the wide open plains. “They are a fully sentient, civilized species. As such, they are a protected class under Galactic Law, Article 7H-5. They have refused you and Terra-Nebula’s contract, as is their right, three times now. You have no authority to invade this planet.”  
 
    I paused here for dramatic effect before I lifted my chin and declared, “What you and Terra-Nebula are doing here is illegal.”  
 
    Warrick rolled his eyes minutely. “You gave me the authority, Colby,” he replied, throwing my first name back at me in retaliation, “when you yourself invaded this planet.” He put his hand to his heart and adopted a fake, simpering expression. “I’m here, on Terra-Nebula’s behalf, to save the Almort from your tyrannical grip.”  
 
    A sharp smile knifed across his face as he added, “I mean, we all saw how you slew that poor savage in that barbaric duel.” 
 
    Even the mention of that slandering broadcast they’d sent out made my blood boil. I tried to calm myself, but it was beyond difficult when the bastard kept smirking and smiling at me.  
 
    “We both know that’s not what happened,” I snarled through clenched teeth. “In fact, I have proof it didn’t happen.” 
 
    I turned and gestured for the additional Almort male who joined us to step forward. “This is K’lox,” I said to Warrick with a sneer. “He is the one I fought in the Akornath. As you can see, he is not dead.” 
 
    K’lox beat at his chest and sent lights skittering down his scales. “The starman Cccolby Tower spared my life,” he hissed and then narrowed his eyes. “What you have said is a lie.” 
 
    The vein in Warrick’s head grew twice in size. He gnashed his teeth as he looked between me and the Almort male. Finally, he smirked, though the expression wasn’t as genuine as it had been before.  
 
     “Well, these savages all look alike,” he sneered. “Who’s to say this is even the same one? Besides, it’s a ‘he said, he said’ situation, Tower, and who’s going to believe you?” Warrick replied smugly as he cocked his head to the side. “You’re the disgraced broker who went off the deep end and subjugated a whole planet only because Terra-Nebula wouldn’t listen to your incredibly unreasonable demands for a raise. Or… well, at least that’s the story the Corporate news cycle is running.” 
 
    “A false story,” I shot back.  
 
    “Eh, the truth is relative.” Warrick shrugged, unaware that he was tightening the noose around his own neck as our cameras recorded every word and sent them streaming back to Omni and Akela.  
 
    I masked my rising glee behind gritted teeth and lined myself up to deliver the last nail in the blond prick’s coffin.  
 
    “The truth is right in front of you. I’m giving you one last chance, Warrick,” I cautioned him as I held up a lone finger. “One last chance to leave. Now. Leave these people and this planet in peace. If you don’t, we will defend it, fiercely and violently.” 
 
    “Ooh, I’m quaking in my boots,” the other broker mocked me as he pretended to shiver and shake.  
 
    I bared my teeth in anger. “If you won’t listen to me,” I snapped, “or to K’lox, then listen to the leaders of the very people you’re supposed to be ‘liberating.’” 
 
    I stepped to the side and gestured for U’eh and the other chieftains to step forward. When I had told the Almort chiefs that they would need to speak to Warrick themselves, U’eh had asked why, saying that the starman had never listened to him before. I had told him while that was true, I couldn’t do all the talking on behalf of the Almort, or it would simply feed into Terra-Nebula’s story of my imposed rule. The Almort had to speak in defense of themselves.  
 
    As U’eh came to stand beside me, it struck me for the first time in a while how imposing the Almort male was. Well over two meters tall, he scowled down at Warrick with flared gills, and the tips of his needle-sharp teeth glinted behind his peeled back lips. The rail gun that was strapped to his back also helped with the intimidation factor.  
 
    “I am Chief U’eh,” the Almort leader hissed menacingly. “I am ruler of the Plains and overseer of the five tribes. Behind me are Chiefs Soh’e, Cex’ath, and Za’ec, of the Mountains, Hills, and Desert.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Warrick wisely kept his mouth shut, but his lips pursed into a thin line, and he darted a glance back to me as if to ask what I was trying to pull.  
 
    “Do not look to him,” U’eh snapped at Warrick, which made the other broker’s eyes swing back to the Almort chief. “CccT has offered his assistance, but this business is between you and me, starman. This is Almort land. This is our planet. If you seek to take our home from us, against our wishes and will, then you must look me in the eye and declare so.” 
 
    Warrick bit the inside of his cheek and contemplated what to say next. At last, he responded, “Chief, I don’t know what CT told you, but I think you misunderstand my and Terra-Nebula’s intentions which is not your fault. Corporate dealings can be a little complex and difficult to understand.” 
 
    His condescending tone made each of the Almort chieftains bare their teeth. I bit my tongue to suppress a grin. 
 
    “We are not simpletonssss,” U’eh hissed as he took a threatening step forward. Warrick fell back a few centimeters. “And we are not savages as you have called us. We understand that you desire to come here, take our land and resources, and subjugate us under your will. Am I incorrect?” 
 
    Warrick opened his mouth to respond, but U’eh didn’t even give him the chance.  
 
    “Do not speak,” he clicked sharply, and Warrick’s mouth snapped shut.  
 
    “You have proven you have no honor, starman,” U’eh went on, disgust in contempt in his face as he looked Warrick up and done. “Thrice, you have ignored my refusal to bow to you. Then, you propagated lies about CccT and made him out to be a murderer, when in truth, he has done nothing but honor and respect my people.” 
 
    “If that was not dishonorable enough,” U’eh continued as he drew himself up to his full height and loomed over Warrick, “you then sent your sky-machines to attack the Hill Tribe, who were only saved by the quick reflexes of CccT and his crew. Now, you have arrived here with your army, to take what is not yours by force. I would not deal with you or your kind, starman, even if it was my only choice.” 
 
    Finished with his speech, Chief U’eh took a step back and spat in the sand at Warrick’s feet. We had not rehearsed that. I had the vague urge to burst out in applause.  
 
    Warrick didn’t seem to fancy U’eh’s speech as much as I did. The blond broker’s face had gone stony, his eyes made of flint and glass. He didn’t like to be told off, and it must have been humiliating for him to be eviscerated so by someone he considered inferior. I wanted to laugh at his constipated expression, but I feared it would make the throbbing vein at his temple burst. 
 
    Before Warrick had the chance to respond, I stepped between him and U’eh. Warrick’s eyes flicked back to me, and there were fury and black hatred in their depths.  
 
    “Now you’ve heard it directly from the Almort,” I said as I looked the other broker in the eye. “They do not want or need you or Terra-Nebula. Leave, while you still can. I’ve spent the last month preparing for this moment, and let me tell you, my mechanic’s pretty much a genius.” I couldn’t help the smirk that bloomed across my face. “Well, you saw what she did to those little drones you sent to kill us.” 
 
    Warrick actually bared his teeth in a snarl as if he had any right to be pissed. The Almort were fighting to defend their homes and lives, and this bastard was throwing a fit over a paycheck. My blood came to a boil again, but I forced myself to stay on track, to reiterate the points that would bury Warrick. 
 
    “All you want is to drain Proxima V dry, like you have all your other conquests, and then you’d abandon the Almort to fend for themselves,” I snapped, and my face twisted to match the hatred in Warrick’s eyes. “We’ve both seen it time and time again, like on Proto where I grew up, just like Theron Prime. And don’t try to sugarcoat it, you son of a bitch. I know the truth because I’ve been behind the curtain.”  
 
    “Oh please,” Warrick scoffed as he rolled his eyes. He seemed to have fixed his mask of bravado because he tossed me yet another smirk. “You’ve always been such a bleeding heart, but now it’s just pathetic. You make everything out to be a tragedy or a conspiracy, but Colby… it’s simply business.” 
 
    He shrugged and spread his arms out nonchalantly as if to say there was nothing he could do, his hands were tied. 
 
    “Genocide and ecological destruction are simply business?” I spat in return. 
 
    “Tomato, tomahto,” Warrick replied blithely as he waved his hand back and forth. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the other broker. He was suddenly too confident again. I needed to wrap this up. We’d gotten most of the footage we needed. Now it was up to Akela to work her magic.  
 
    “So you won’t surrender?” I asked Warrick directly as I lifted my chin and raised my voice. “You would illegally take this planet by force?” 
 
    I clasped my arms behind my back and gave the Almort chieftains the signal to prepare themselves for whatever the other broker had next up his sleeve. 
 
    Ever predictable, Warrick grinned smugly. “All in a day’s work,” he replied, and then he lifted his hand and snapped his fingers.  
 
    An instant after Warrick snapped his fingers, a concussive forced exploded out from his suit. It was the same force generator Akela had integrated into my own clothes, and as an old T-N perk, so I knew what to expect.  
 
    As Warrick had raised his hand, I had increased the output on my personal shielding network. Powered by the small disks Akela had engineered in Ac’sok, a thin but powerful energy field enveloped me like a second skin or invisible armor. It could only take a few direct hits before shorting out, but that’s where the handheld shield came in. The shield disk itself was mounted into a X’ebril gauntlet I had on my forearm, and it was activated when I clenched my fist.  
 
    When I had given the Almort chieftains my signal, they had all braced and prepared themselves. So, when Warrick’s force generator went off, the first wave rebounded off my personal energy bubble, and as I stood there looking at Warrick, his eyes narrowed in rage. 
 
    “You know,” he said as he glared at me. “Once you’re dead, and I have the rest of your friends in chains for aiding your planetary takeover,” he nodded to the chiefs, “know that I’m going to enjoy taking extra special care of your cat girl.” He tapped his chin. “What was her name again?” He shrugged like he couldn’t be bothered to remember. “I guess it doesn’t matter because once I’m done with her, well...” He spread his hands, and as he did, missiles and drones shot out from behind the Mercenary Star and screamed through the sky.  
 
    A smirk I couldn’t help spilled across my lips as they soared over us and toward the Lacuna Noctis and the gathered Almort host. I knew my ship’s defenses would protect them, but Warrick didn’t.  
 
    As the missiles crashed into the purple energy shield and exploded on impact, I turned my eyes back toward Warrick. “So, that didn’t work.” I smiled brightly at him and held out my hand toward him. “Sure you don’t want to surrender now?” I nodded toward the sky. “Then your bosses won’t watch you get crushed like the ant you are.” 
 
    Instead of replying, the broker drew his dual laser pistols and pointed them right at my head. I clenched my fist and tensed my muscles to draw my own weapon, but before I could, another explosive sound went off behind me. Warrick hit the dirt as X’ebril bullets cut a swath through the space where his head had been only a moment before. I spun on my heel to see Chief Soh’e with his face twisted in the meanest snarl I had ever seen. The barrel of his railgun still smoked. 
 
    I wanted to cheer, but there was no time. More drones and trucks were spilling from Warrick’s forces, and they tore across the sand to reach us. I took a step toward Warrick with every intention to grab him, but U’eh’s shout drew me up short.  
 
    “CT, look out!” the Almort chieftain bellowed, and I looked up in time to see one of Warrick’s drones had soared above us and taken aim. I activated my shield and ducked behind it just in time to absorb the drone’s laser blast.  
 
    Warrick used the opportunity to jump to his feet and sprint back toward his forces. I got a brief thrill of satisfaction to see him stumble in the sand. The Almort chieftains hissed and yelled after him, but we were taking heavy fire and couldn’t come out from behind our shields to shoot back.  
 
    “Retreat to the ship!” I yelled over the commotion. “Get behind the shield and mount up! If it’s a fight Warrick wants, let’s show him what we’ve got!” 
 
    The Almort chieftains nodded in unison and together we started to jog backward as we kept our shields up in front of us.  
 
    “Omni,” I called into my comm system. “We could use a little covering fire!” 
 
    “With pleasure, Colby,” the AI responded and, a moment later, I heard the plasma guns on the Lacuna Noctis begin to charge.  
 
    “I meant cover fire from your drones,” I tried to say, but it was too late. Omni fired the ship’s guns over our heads, and the red bolts of energy slammed into the ground where Warrick boarded one of his trucks. Sand exploded into the air, and we used the cover to sprint back toward the ship. As we ran, Omni’s drones flew out over our heads and raced to meet Warrick’s. We reached the protection of our own shield, and the energy field parted to let us through before it closed behind us. Once we were safe, the chieftains dispersed amongst their troops to mount up. U’eh, Soh’e, leapt onto two separate trucks and Cex’ath and Za’ec swung up into the saddles of two Vac’leks.  
 
    As I jumped up and grabbed one of the roof handles to pull myself up onto one of the trucks, I whipped around to look back the way we’d come. The dust and sand had begun to settle, and I could barely make out the shape of Warrick’s own truck as it rocketed back toward his ship. It seemed Omni had missed or his shot had been deflected, and now the broker was high tailing it back to safety.  
 
    “Coward,” I seethed through gritted teeth. My heart pounded like a war drum in my ears.  
 
    From my slightly heightened vantage point, I looked out over the Almort host. Determination shone in most of their eyes even as they witnessed the raw power Terra-Nebula exuded. We watched as Warrick’s army was released from the troop ships, over three hundred soldiers in trucks or on foot now marching across the desert. Another couple hundred drones of all shapes, sizes, and abilities rose up into the air and scuttled along the ground before the foot troops. It was an army meant for one purpose. 
 
    Total annihilation.  
 
    I reached up and tapped at my earwig. “Hey Akela, not to rush you, but how’s the hack job coming?” I asked as I tried to keep my voice even. In front of me, the T-N forces began to approach.  
 
    There was a moment’s hesitation before static burst in my ear.  
 
    “We’re going as fast as we can,” Akela replied. There was an edge to her voice which meant that she was feeling a little stressed.  
 
    “Try to go a little faster,” I responded. “We’ll keep Warrick and his men preoccupied for as long as we can, but I don’t want this fight drawn out. We need a ceasefire as soon as possible, and to achieve that, we need to hack Terra-Nebula’s system for leverage.” 
 
    “I know the plan, CT,” the mechanic snapped. I then heard her take a deep breath. “Sorry, I’m sorry. I know what has to get done, CT. Just you do your job, and Omni and I will do ours.” 
 
    “I have the utmost faith in you,” I said in response. I wanted to say more but now was not the time. “Let me know when everything is in order.” 
 
    “Just try to stay in one piece until then, yeah?” Akela shot back, and then the transmission went dead.  
 
    I closed my eyes for an instant and took a deep breath to center myself.  
 
    This was it.  
 
    This was the moment where the Almort were saved or destroyed.  
 
    I’d give my life to make sure the latter scenario never came to pass.  
 
    When I snapped open my eyes, I turned to the four chieftains that had made their way back with me. I looked each Almort male square in the eye. We might have had our differences at first, but over the last month, we had all come to respect each other, even like each other. I’d even go as far to say that I considered the chieftains my friends. We had all come so far, and I wasn’t about to let Warrick ruin all that I had built here.  
 
    “All we need to do is hold them at bay until Akela and Omni can get into Warrick’s ship,” I said to the gathered chieftains. “It might not look it at first glance, but we have the greater firepower. Their guns might be more technically advanced, but they’re useless against our shields. Fire when you’re ready and clear, keep your shields up if you get pinned down. Call for help if you need it. When I give the signal, you and your men don the masks Akela made. And above all else, though I know it goes against everything Almort, you must show them no mercy.” 
 
    “That will not be a problem,” Chief U’eh hissed, and his fellow chieftains nodded gravely in agreement, righteous fury in their deep, dark eyes.  
 
    “Good,” I said with a grim smile.  
 
    As I watched, U’eh turned away from me then and climbed on top of the roof of his X’ebril truck. He stood with the mounted rail gun between his legs, and he raised his arms as he tilted his head back and gave a fierce, wild, undulating cry. The Almort host turned in his direction and then U’eh, chief of all the Almort, addressed his people.  
 
    “These starmen have come for our home, like we were warned they would,” he bellowed as he stabbed an accusatory finger toward Warrick’s forces. “They have no honor! Are we going to allow them to steal from us?” 
 
    “No!” the host cried in unison, so strong it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.  
 
    “Will we stand down and surrender our homes?” U’eh shouted.  
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Will we let them take our land, our families?” the chieftain roared.  
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Then fight!” U’eh thundered. “Fight to repel these starmen! Fight for your mates, your children, your livelihoods! Fight until we have forced these would-be-thieves back to the stars from whence they came!” 
 
    The Almort chieftain slammed his fist against his chest. Lights and colors spiraled up his scales. The host followed suit, thumping their chests until they had built a rhythm.  
 
    It was a beat for marching, a melody for movement, a song for war.  
 
    I felt it snare me in its grasp. My heart rate jacked up, my hands began to sweat, but despite all that, a wild and unrestrained smile ripped across my face.  
 
    Warrick had no idea what he had just awakened.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    With their voices raised and their guns loaded, the Almort began to march in unison as Warrick’s forces hit the halfway mark. As I suspected, now that the element of surprise was ruined, Warrick’s ship stayed silent and stationary where it had landed. The troops and drones were the only things marching forward. Warrick never did like to get his hands dirty.  
 
    However, without the Mercenary Star in play, our armies were better matched. Warrick’s tech and weaponry might be newer, but that didn’t mean it was smarter. The smartest, and most beautiful if I had to say, mechanic in the known galaxy had crafted our tools for war. The poor bastards on the other side of the field had no clue what was about to be unleashed on them.  
 
    But first, time for a little chaos.  
 
    “We still on track, O?” I asked my AI.  
 
    “Yes,” Omni responded immediately. “Head seven kilometers due west. It’ll put you right in the path of the next sandstorm.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I grinned. 
 
    The moment we rode out past the range of the Lacuna Noctis’s shields, the entire Almort host banked sharply to the west. Warrick’s drones and troops who were in range began firing en mass. Shields bloomed up over the Almort, over the vehicles, even over the lizard steeds. The energy fields held strong, but I could see the Almort struggle to find a safe moment to drop their shields to fire their own railguns. We needed an opening.  
 
    “Hey, O, got any of those EMP carrying drones handy?” I shouted over the cacophony of laser fire.  
 
    The AI practically sighed in my ear. “Coming right up, Colby, but I’m a little busy at the moment, so you’ll have to pilot it yourself.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” I said with a grin. I reached in my pocket and pulled out a small, glass screen, and a solitary joystick. I affixed the screen’s adhesive-covered mount to my temple, and the display flickered to life before my right eye. I could suddenly see what the drone’s camera saw as it swooped out of the Lacuna Noctis and soared out over our heads. The joystick was powered by and connected to my suit, which Omni also controlled, so as I moved my fingers back and forth, the drone mirrored my movements.  
 
    “Here I come, Warrick,” I snarled. I cartwheeled and swooped the drone across the field. The little machine was fast as hell, and I was able to dodge almost all of Warrick’s drones with skill and precision. The few crack shots that managed to hit me glanced off the drone’s shield, and I kept on going.  
 
    When the drone was centered over T-N’s marshaled forces, an evil grin spread across my face, and I dropped the payload. The EMP fell from the drone and, right before it crashed down into the army, it exploded. I watched the wave of energy ripple out over the army as their drones teetered and dropped from the sky and the troop’s guns glitched out in their hands.  
 
    “Now, it’s on,” I called to the chieftains through the comm system. U’eh let out another undulating cry, echoed by his fellow chiefs and the rest of the Almort host.  
 
    “Attack!” U’eh bellowed, and the Almort listened to their leader.  
 
    Vac’lek-mounted Desert Tribe warriors tore across the sands, outstripping even the trucks and hovercraft. Warrick’s forces were still scrambling. Their trucks had stalled out, their guns were freezing and then firing in random bursts, and their drones still flopped along the ground, if they twitched at all.  
 
    As such, Warrick’s troops were unprepared when the Almort finally got within range and opened fire. They tried to duck behind some shields that flickered sporadically, but they didn’t expect X’ebril bullets to rip through even their strongest shield. A Hill Tribe warrior caught a T-N troop in the chest, and the rail gun ripped right through him. Blood arched high into the air before it splattered against the dirt.  
 
    My breath left me at the sight of such destructive force, and even the Almort seemed to pause as the first wave of troops fell like wheat before the scythe. However, U’eh’s people were nothing if dutiful and diligent, so they kept pressing forward, the rail guns in their hands erasing all in their path. 
 
    Once the first wave of troops had been demolished, we refocused our energy on moving west. Eventually, the effects of the EMP wore off, and the T-N troops regained full use of their shields and weaponry, but it was of no use. Most of the Almort host had already withdrawn a kilometer west. The Almort that remained fired constantly at T-N’s broken front line, and it was full bloody mayhem.  
 
    I knew that Warrick had to be pissed. Not only were the Almort crushing Terra-Nebula, but we were also thinning out and tiring their forces as we led them on a merry chase through the desert. I thought he might have boarded the Mercenary Star to chase us, and my crew was standing by to bring the Lacuna Noctis into battle if needed. But Warrick’s arrogance knew no bounds, and he thought he could beat us even without his ship. So, the broker’s cruiser stayed rooted in the sand as we withdrew to the west. Warrick tried to send out drones ahead to cut us off, but our shields held strong, and our railguns cut through the machines like they were made from wet paper. 
 
    Since I manned one of the truck-mounted rail guns, I was in the thick of it, and there wasn’t time to take a breath and assess the damage. Laser fire and bullets rent the air around me, sand billowed everywhere, and above it all rose the sounds of the dead, dying, and furious. I had just blasted one of Warrick’s trucks with a spray of bullets when a scream sounded to my right, close and ear piercing. I turned to see a Hill Tribe fighter go down, his Vac’lek steed buckling beneath him. I didn’t even think, I just swung my gun around and squeezed the trigger in the direction of enemy fire. I looked back to the Hill tribesman who had fallen, but another Almort had swooped in on his own steed, thrown his injured companion over the back of his Atsae, and rode off back east, the long way around T-N’s forces, where Sef’sla and the medical tent were located outside Oe’huk.  
 
    Eventually, I ducked back into the interior of the truck. One of the Almort who had been hanging out the window to fire took my place on the roof-mounted rail gun, and I wiped at my face to get the sand out of my eyes as I moved toward the front of the truck to check the radar mounted on the dashboard. The display showed a huge green cloud two kilometers ahead of us, past the line of dunes that blocked our view. The sandstorm was at least a kilometer wide.  
 
    I patched into the comm system. “Everyone put on your masks,” I shouted. “The sandstorm is almost here. Be sure the seals are tight and keep heading forward! The storm is moving laterally past us. We should only be in the thick of it for a few minutes, but it’ll be enough to stop Warrick’s troops.” 
 
    I received a few garbled shouts in response, but everyone knew the plan, and once we crested the dunes in front of us, everyone would be able to see the storm.  
 
    Warrick and T-N’s forces would be able to see it too, of course, but we knew something they didn’t, which was that their standard masks weren’t going to do shit against the mites. The holes were too large to stop the alien bugs. So, when we mass produced our own masks for the Almort army, we had made them correctly.  
 
    While Warrick and his troops had filtration masks, I knew they weren’t going to do shit. 
 
    As we crested the line of sand dunes, what little light that reached this planet was instantly wiped out by the gigantic sandstorm that rose up into the sky. I swallowed tightly and donned my filtration mask. The Almort at the wheel and the one who manned the railgun quickly followed suit.  
 
    “Brace yourself, starman,” my driver hissed, and I widened my stance just as we hit the end of the storm.  
 
    The storm hit us with the sound of a train wreck, all crunching, groaning metal. The truck pitched sharply to the side, but since it operated on hover tech, it didn’t even come close to flipping. Visibility out the windshield had dropped to zero. Everything was darkness and sand. Even though I knew the Almort on foot had personal shielding to protect them from the worst of this, I was still grateful to be in the truck.  
 
    We drove forward through the storm for what seemed like forever. I couldn’t hear anything outside over the raging sand, but even over the comm system, the chaotic din of battle and gone silent. I looked back down to the radar and saw that while the Almort host had managed to stay together as they moved forward, Warrick’s forces had fallen back in sporadic groups. They weren’t advancing very much either.  
 
    Finally, after nearly ten minutes, the sandstorm passed over us, and the Almort host slowed to a stop. The silence after the cacophony of the storm felt almost deafening.  
 
    “Everyone alright?” I called through the comms.  
 
    I received a collection of mostly affirmative answers. I looked back at the monitor, but T-N’s troops hadn’t moved. 
 
    “Omni, can you fly a drone over Warrick’s men?” I asked. “I need footage on their status.” 
 
    Since Almort and human physiology were different, I wasn’t one hundred percent certain how quickly the lung mites would start to affect T-N’s troops. However, given the fact that the Almort were twice the size of a grown man and that they just inhaled carnivorous alien bugs, it didn’t look good for Warrick.  
 
    “Footage is coming online now, Colby,” my AI responded a minute later. The screen in front of me switched from a radar of thermal images to a live aerial shot of Warrick’s men. They were scattered over a kilometer of sand in staggered groups. I couldn’t see inside the trucks, but the men on foot were coughing and clutching at their chests. No one turned blue or coughed up blood, so it didn’t look like the mites were instantaneously lethal. I knew they had to hurt like a bitch though. 
 
    I jumped back on the comm system. “U’eh, you and the other chieftains have your men surround T-N’s forces,” I instructed. “Corral them, with force if you have to, but they don’t look to be in prime fighting condition anymore.” 
 
    “Understood,” the Almort chieftain hissed in response.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, the Almort host had formed a loose circle around the cornered T-N troops. Most of Warrick’s drones had been destroyed by the sandstorm, but the few that remained were quickly picked off by our railguns. The soldiers had withdrawn into a tight defensive knot, but they were too busy coughing to shoot, let alone shoot effectively.  
 
    As I looked over the hundreds of sick men and the high of a victory buzzed through my veins, Akela’s voice sounded at my ear as if from a dream.  
 
    “CT!” the mechanic shouted at me. “Colby fucking Tower!” 
 
    I started at her volume. “I’m here!” I replied in a normal tone of voice. 
 
    “I did it!” Akela exclaimed. “Omni and I are in! And we got some great fucking footage! If this gets out, T-N is going to be strung up in the town goddamn square! They’ll have to surrender now!” 
 
    A fierce grin overtook my face. “You’re amazing!” I shouted back to the mechanic as I began to laugh. “You’re a goddamn fucking miracle, Loric!” 
 
    “Should I send it?” Akela asked, a dark sort of glee in her voice. 
 
    “Fire away,” I instructed with a grin. “The sandstorm worked like a charm. Between needing the cure and this transmission, T-N will have no choice but to surrender now.” 
 
    The mechanic let out a maniacal chuckle. “Annnnnd sent,” she replied a moment later. “God, did that feel fucking awesome.” 
 
    The broadcast that Akela had just sent using Terra-Nebula’s own communication array, which they didn’t notice we had hacked, had included most of our conversations with Warrick. In addition to those where he called the Almort savages and admitted to a lot of illegal shit, such as invading Proxima V, the transmission also included some footage of the battle outside the Desert Tribe city. It showed T-N forces descending from the sky and trying to lay waste to the Almort, who were only defending their home. It was damning evidence, but interspersed with interviews and sound bites from each of the Almort chieftains detailing how Terra-Nebula was trying to wrong them, it also made for one hell of a compelling story.  
 
    All in all, it was a PR fucking nightmare.  
 
    Adrenaline and triumph coursed through my veins as I opened the door to the truck, leaned out, and looked up at the sky with a wild grin. I took a deep breath and began to count.  
 
    It took less than a minute for static to crackle in my ear.  
 
    “Colby, there is a call coming in for you from the ship the Emissary,” Omni informed me. “It is Nolan Buchanan.” 
 
    Got him, I thought smugly.  
 
    “Put him through,” I replied immediately.  
 
    When the call connected, I felt a grin stretch across my face. “Nolan,” I drawled casually. “It’s been a long time. How are things?” 
 
    “Colby Tower,” the T-N executive grunted. He said my name like it was a curse word, like it hurt coming up. “Didn’t think I’d be speaking to you again.” 
 
    “Oh, you know me,” I responded, “I’m like a bad penny.” 
 
    “So it would seem,” Buchanan muttered. There was a beat of silence before he added, “We received your little message. What do you want?” 
 
    “Straight to business, I can respect that,” I replied as I craned my head back to try to pinpoint the Emissary in the sky. “And I think an apology would be a great place to start. Besides, you’ll need the practice. I reckon you’re going to be doing a lot of apologizing in the next few weeks, months, even years.” 
 
    The only thing Terra-Nebula hated worse than bad press was bad profits, and the fiasco here on Proxima V was sure to guarantee both.  
 
    “While the actions that were taken are regrettable, I’m afraid they were the actions of one sole individual,” Buchanan diplomatically evaded.  
 
    I snorted and looked toward the still coughing soldiers. I wondered where the blond broker was among them. “Let me guess,” I said dryly, “Arden Warrick?” 
 
    “Mr. Warrick has had a contentious relationship with you for years, Mr. Tower,” the T-N executive said in return. “It seems his obsession with besting you got the best of him instead. Terra-Nebula did not sanction the illegal invasion of Proxima V. All the actions Mr. Warrick took on the planet, he did so of his own volition and without Corporate approval.” 
 
    My lip curled back over my teeth. Of course, Terra-Nebula still needed a scapegoat. If they couldn’t use me, they’d take Warrick as the next best thing.  
 
    “So these soldiers bearing the colors of Terra-Nebula weren’t authorized?” I accused. “And your flagship just happens to be in orbit because…?” Silence answered my questions. Buchanan knew I was recording this.  
 
    “Well, it’s a good thing these aren’t your men, then,” I added and my voice grew sharp. “Because they ran into a little trouble in the desert and now, they’re all dying. Of course, the Almort have a cure that can be administered… for a price.”  
 
    “I ask again, Mr. Tower,” Buchanan repeated through what sounded like clenched teeth. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Terra-Nebula leaves the Almort and Proxima V alone,” I said resolutely, my words made of steel. “No loopholes, no amendments. Proxima V becomes declared a sovereign planet, and the Almort obtain the right to govern themselves, their homeworld, and the Icarius System wormholes. T-N leaves this corner of the universe for good.” 
 
    Silence was the only response I got for a long time. I knew it was a hard pill to swallow, I knew it was killing Buchanan to even consider the offer, but we both knew he had to say yes unless he wanted hundreds of his men to die and for this PR nightmare to become a thousand times worse.  
 
    Finally, static crackled once more at my ear.  
 
    “Fine,” the T-N executive conceded. It sounded like he had to spit the word out. “We agree to your terms.” 
 
    After a moment he added blithely, as if he couldn’t care less, “Is Mr. Warrick still alive perchance?” 
 
    I looked back to the sickly soldiers. No one had fallen over dead yet.  
 
    “I believe he’s still breathing,” I admitted, “though he might be a little worse for wear.” 
 
    “Then we ask that you return him to us,” Buchanan responded, “so that proper justice can be dealt for the crimes Mr. Warrick committed on Proxima V.” 
 
    A wicked smile bloomed across my face as I looked to the Almort around me and the defeated soldiers we had surrounded.  
 
    “Well, Mr. Buchanan,” I said in my best broker voice, “I think I’m going to need that in writing.” 
 
    “We’ll need time to prepare the paperwork,” the T-N executive argued. “Will you administer the cure to the troops in the meantime?” 
 
    “Mass genocide isn’t really my cup of tea,” I replied, “so yes, we will save your men.” 
 
    “Then we will call you when the paperwork is completed,” Buchanan announced, and before I could respond, he cut the transmission.  
 
    Still smiling, I tapped at my earwig again. “Hey O, send the drones from the medical tent and have them release the cure,” I instructed my AI.  
 
    “On it, Colby,” Omni responded.  
 
    It took nearly fifteen minutes for the drones to reach us but, once they did, they swooped low over T-N’s troops and sprayed a fine mist over the coughing men. The soldiers were so weakened, only a few managed to do more than sit up before the cure began to take effect. Then, the coughing and hacking began in earnest as the vaporized Almort herb expelled the mites from the men’s lungs. The Marsh Tribe chieftain had even worked a little bit of a sedative into the mixture, so even when the troops were free of the mites, they were too groggy to stand or even remain conscious for very long.  
 
    Once the aerosolized cure had dissipated, I was about to approach the drugged soldiers to find Warrick when Omni came back on the comm system.  
 
    “Colby, you have another call,” the AI informed me.  
 
    I frowned. “Is it Buchanan again?” 
 
    “No. The call is coming from the Mercenary Star.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as my eyes darted back to T-N’s troops. Had Warrick not followed me? 
 
    I walked back to one of the trucks and took the call on the monitor. Warrick’s face appeared on the screen almost instantly. The other broker wasn’t looking so hot. His perfectly coiffed hair had been mussed, there was dirt streaked across his cheek and nose, and his shiny, new, red and blue flight suit was ripped and scuffed.  
 
    “Doing all right there, Warrick?” I taunted, even though I was unsettled that the other broker wasn’t with the rest of his men. “It looks like you got a little something on your face there.” 
 
    Warrick bared his teeth but didn’t otherwise rise to my bait. Warning sirens began to go off in my head. The other broker should be foaming at the mouth. He didn’t exactly look happy, but he definitely shouldn’t look this calm.  
 
    “You think you’ve won, haven’t you,” Warrick hissed as he narrowed his eyes.  
 
    “Took the words right out of my mouth,” I replied. “Actually, I’ve already spoken to Nolan, so this conversation is a little redundant.”  
 
    I scrutinized the other broker’s face. What was he hiding? 
 
    “I know,” Warrick hissed. “He’s already sent out a message to all the troops that I’m to be brought in. The transmission was clever, but you lose points for originality since you copied the idea from me.” A dark and wild gleam glinted in his eye. “But once you and your savages put down your weapons, Buchanan will forgive me. This will all blow over. Hell, he’ll welcome me back with open arms!”  
 
    Warrick looked a little unhinged as he shouted. His eyes were wide and bloodshot. That wasn’t good. 
 
    “I think you’ve got it backward.” I frowned. “I already have all your men surrounded and drugged. They’ve been neutralized, Warrick. You’ve lost.” 
 
    “But have I, Colby?” Warrick simpered as a wicked smile began to climb across his face. 
 
    As he said this, he leaned off-screen and jerked something toward him. An instant later, Sef’sla stumbled into view. Her hands were bound in front of her, and her mouth was gagged. There was also a dark, indigo bruise that bloomed against her temple, and blue blood trickled down her cheek.  
 
    “Sef’sla,” I gasped as I took in the sight of the Almort princess. My heart felt like it stopped in my chest. Everything faded to white noise. All I could focus on was Sef’sla and Warrick’s grubby hand wrapped tight around her elbow.  
 
    “Let her go,” I snarled at Warrick, fury unlike anything I had ever felt boiling like magma in my veins.  
 
    “Sure,” Warrick replied with a shrug. “When you surrender, and the savages sign my contract.” He met my gaze with nothing but cool, calculating cruelty in his eyes. “You have thirty minutes. If I don’t have your surrender by then, you can say bye-bye to your little savage princess.” 
 
    I looked to Sef’sla, saw the terror in her eyes, and opened my mouth to promise her I would save her, that she would be alright, but Warrick shoved her off-screen before I had the chance.  
 
    “One hour, CT,” Warrick repeated as he held up one finger. He smirked at me and, just before the transmission cut out, he lowered his index finger and raised his middle one.  
 
    “Your move,” he taunted, and then the screen went black.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    I stared at the black screen for what felt an eternity. Everything was just static in my ear. The world had gone gray around the edges gray. The only word that echoed through my mind was Sef’sla’s name.  
 
    Sef’sla, Sef’sla, Sef’sla.  
 
    It dimly registered in the back of mind that I was going into shock. I shook my head, but when that didn’t help to clear the fog that was settling over my thoughts, I reached up and slapped myself.  
 
    The slight bite of pain helped to center me. I blinked, clenched my fists, and feeling returned to my numb fingers. My shattered and chaotic thoughts also began to fall back in line.  
 
    “Omni, I need you to open a line between all the chieftains,” I croaked, my voice hoarse as it punched through my constricted throat. “Patch in Neka and Akela, too.” 
 
    The Almort chieftains were busy checking on their tribesman and keeping an eye on T-N’s drugged troops.  
 
    “Yes, Colby,” the AI intoned, and a moment later, static crackled loud in my ear, interspersed with the chaotic symphony of battle.  
 
    “This is CT,” I called into the comm. My heart beat steadily in my chest, but my throat still felt too tight. The image of Sef’sla, bruised, bloody, and bound kept flashing in my mind. “U’eh, you and the other chieftains need to meet me with some of the trucks. Omni will send my exact location to your data pads. There’s something… urgent we need to discuss.” 
 
    This seemed like an impossible thing to tell U’eh, but I owed it to him to at least deliver the news in person. There was a brief moment of static, but then everyone tried to start speaking at once.  
 
    “What happened?” the Almort chieftain hissed in response.  
 
    “Are you okay, CT?” Akela asked.  
 
    “You didn’t breathe any lung mites, did you?” Neka exclaimed in terror.  
 
    I rubbed at my mouth harshly and took a deep breath. “No, I’m fine,” I replied. “It’s… not me. I’ll explain everything when the chieftains and I are together.” 
 
    “We will be there shortly,” U’eh clicked, and I shut my eyes as I palmed at my forehead.  
 
    Goddamn Warrick. I wanted to pump him full of lung mites and watch as they chewed their way out. No matter what, I was getting Sef’sla back safely, and I would make Warrick pay for thinking he could take what was mine.  
 
    Within five minutes of the ransom call, the chieftains along with U’eh’s son, Cy’lass, had made their way to my location. I slid out of the truck right as Chief U’eh stepped up to the door. 
 
    “What has happened?” he immediately asked, straight to the point.  
 
    I didn’t know how to put it eloquently or tactfully. My brain was too busy running itself into the ground trying to formulate a plan, so I came right out and said it.  
 
    “It’s Sef’sla,” I said, and the princess’s name caught in my throat. “Warrick has her. He’s holding her hostage until we surrender and you sign his contract. He thinks if he can get you to sign, Terra-Nebula will take him back.” 
 
    A moment of silence followed my announcement. I could hear Neka gasp over the comm system. The other chieftains let out a simultaneous hiss of anger and displeasure. 
 
    But it was U’eh that I looked to. The Almort chief’s face was deadly still. His dark, fathomless eyes betrayed nothing. “How did this happen?” he hissed softly, and a shiver went down my spine. It would have been better if the chieftain had roared and raged. This icy, silent fury was terrifying. Beside him, Cy’lass had blanched at the news of his sister, his face drained of nearly all color, his features left a washed out, pale blue.  
 
    Before I could respond that I didn’t know, another voice came over the comm system.  
 
    “She left the medical tent,” Kot’ep, the Marsh Tribe chieftain, reported. My data pad buzzed in my pocket with an incoming video call, and I took it out to see Kot’ep’s face as Omni patched him through. Blue blood was splattered across his cheeks, but the Marsh Tribe chieftain looked otherwise whole.  
 
    “What do you mean she left the tent?” U’eh snapped as snatched the data pad out of my hand and snarled at his brother-in-law. “She was meant to stay by your side and tend the wounded! She was to be safe behind that shield!” 
 
    “I know,” Kot’ep cringed as he held up his six-fingered hands. “But there were many wounded, and someone ran into the tent and said they needed help to carry an individual with a broken leg. With most of the starmen’s forces following you into the desert, Sef’sla thought it safe and ran out to help. I thought she was still tending to people in the field. I had no idea she had been…” 
 
    The Marsh Tribe chieftain trailed off in horror, his own green features pale and sickly.  
 
    Before U’eh could explode, I cut in and asked, “Kot’ep, have there been any casualties as yet?” 
 
    Kot’ep’s eyes flicked back to me. “N-no,” he hissed. “Mostly minor injuries, only a few severe, but they will all live. The masks your machine-healer worked as well. We have had no cases of lung mites.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. So my plan had worked. The weaponry had demolished T-N’s forces, the sandstorm decimated them, and Akela even released that damning transmission, forcing T-N to surrender. Then, this bombshell happened.  
 
    Goddamn fucking Warrick. He was going to live to regret this.  
 
    “We need to surrender, now,” U’eh declared, and his voice cut through my thoughts. I looked to the Almort chieftain, but Kot’ep was already nodding his head on-screen.  
 
    “Yes, I agree,” the chieftain of the marshlands added.  
 
    “No one is surrendering,” I argued as I stepped forward with a frown.  
 
    U’eh bared his teeth, and he spun to face me. “That is my daughter,” he hissed, his eyes wild with fear and fury. “I do not care about your starmen games. Whatever is required of me to get her back safely, I will do it.” 
 
    “Even at the cost of your people?” I countered. “Your planet?” 
 
    “Whatever the cost,” U’eh snarled. His gills flared and lights raced down his arms to his clenched fists.  
 
    “You must see how unreasonable that is, U’eh,” Za’ec said as he crossed his arms in front of him. The Desert Tribe chieftain had a frown etched across his face. “There are whole tribes to consider here, hundreds of lives. You’d sacrifice all of them for one?” 
 
    “Would you not have done the same for your son?” U’eh snapped, his voice serrated.  
 
    Za’ec’s frown deepened, but he wisely did not respond.  
 
    “The starmen saved your boy,” U’eh hissed in accusation. “They have taken my daughter. Do not speak down to me as if you would behave any differently if our positions were reversed.” 
 
    “Okay, enough,” I said as I moved between the two tense chieftains. “Enough. We’re not surrendering.” 
 
    As U’eh opened his mouth to argue, I held up a hand, looked in his eyes, and added, “But I’m not going to allow Warrick to harm Sef’sla.” 
 
    “We’re going to rescue her,” I declared firmly, my chin raised in defiance and my spine ramrod straight.  
 
    “How?” Cy’lass croaked as he came to stand beside his father. His face was still pale, but an ember of hope flared in his eyes.  
 
    Ever since I had spoken to Warrick, my mind had been churning through ideas and half-cocked plans, anything to save Sef’sla. I had immediately disregarded the notion that Buchanan would be any help at all. He was a professional at washing his hands of responsibility, and I could hear his excuses of Warrick being a rogue operative, how he wasn’t following orders, how Buchanan’s hands were actually really tied. I didn’t have time for his bullshit, so it was up to me to find a way. The problem was Warrick knew me, just like I knew him. We had been taught all the same tricks in negotiation. I had to think of something out of the box. Something he wouldn’t expect.  
 
    Something just a little bit crazy.  
 
    “I have a plan,” I announced. I looked around at the gathered chieftains and my crew, all who gazed expectantly back at me. “But I’ll need a little help and a lot of trust.” 
 
    I turned to the data pad in my hand. “I need something from you,” I said to the Marsh Tribe chieftain, “and I need it in the next thirty minutes.” 
 
    “If it’ll help save my niece,” the chieftain replied with a fire of rage in his strange, dark eyes, “I will give you anything you ask for. I will give you my life.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled at his bloodthirsty enthusiasm, “but I have something a tad bit easier in mind.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, with the plan already set in motion, I gave Warrick one last call.  
 
    “Finally come to your senses, have you?” the other broker drawled smugly as he appeared on-screen.  
 
    I kept my face carefully neutral. “The Almort have agreed to your terms. They will surrender and sign Terra-Nebula’s contract if you return Sef’sla alive and unharmed,” I replied through only slightly gritted teeth.  
 
    “Oh, she’s fine,” Warrick said dismissively as he waved his hand. “She only has a little bump on her head is all.” 
 
    “In thirty minutes, we will meet you outside the city at a neutral location away from both of our ships,” I continued as if he hadn’t said anything. “I will send you the coordinates, and we’ll make the exchange there.” 
 
    Warrick narrowed his eyes at me. “If they’ve already agreed, why not meet now?” he countered suspiciously.  
 
    “Because you gave us an hour deadline, and we have to make sure your men don’t die before we trek back across the desert,” I snapped. I put a little more fire and emotion in my voice to make the excuse believable.  
 
    It seemed to have worked because Warrick rolled his eyes. “Such a bleeding heart,” he muttered. “Fine. I’ll meet you in your little neutral zone. Bring the savages’ leader. The main, big brute, but no one else, just the two of you. And don’t try to slip any more past me. As you know, T-N flight suits have a proximity scanner of up to one hundred meters. Well, maybe you don’t know. It’s a newer upgrade.” 
 
    “I’m not the dishonest one, Arden,” I said evenly as I ignored his last jab, although my hands itched to wrap around his neck and squeeze.  
 
    “Don’t be such a sore loser, Colby,” Warrick fired back as he sniffed in disgust. “It’s pretty pathetic.” 
 
    “I’ll see you in half an hour,” I replied, not rising to his bait, and then I cut the transmission.  
 
    Warrick’s ruination began to take form in my mind's eye. I swore to myself right then that I was going to destroy the blond prick for daring to lay his slimy, awful fingers on Sef’sla.  
 
    When it was time to go, a truck waited for me with U’eh standing impatiently beside it, his face an impenetrable, stern mask. We drove as fast as the vehicle could take us back toward Oe’huk, and as we drew closer to the city, the medical tent came into view. The other chieftains plus Neka and Akela stood outside. 
 
    Neka bounded to my side the second I stepped out of the truck and after one look at my face, she threw her arms around me. 
 
    “Your plan will work,” the cat-girl said reassuringly as she pressed her face into my chest.  
 
    I held my assistant tightly against me and felt grateful to have her in my arms.  
 
    “It’s a little crazy,” I chuckled dryly as I dropped a kiss against the top of her head.  
 
    “Yeah well, your middle name is crazy,” Neka replied with a serious look on her face. “In the ten years I’ve known you, you haven’t let me down once, CT, not once. You’re not about to start now.” 
 
    I looked down at my assistant, who trusted me one hundred percent, who followed me around the universe blindly and with the utmost faith. So many thoughts swirled around in the chaotic eddy of my mind, but only one tumbled out of my mouth.  
 
    “I love you,” I said earnestly. 
 
    Neka blinked in surprise but then smiled sweetly. “I know you do,” she replied. “And I love you, too. But now’s not the time for that.” 
 
    The cat-girl extracted herself from my arms, tugged on the lapels of my coat, mussed my hair, and then stepped back and ran a critical eye over me. 
 
    “Perfect,” she declared. “Now, you better get going so you can punch Warrick in the face, and bring Sef’sla back home safe to us,” she ordered as she shoved me toward the other chieftains and Akela. She even went so far as to slap me on the ass.  
 
    The sting of her hand and her stern face actually made me smile. “Yes ma’am,” I said solemnly as I put two fingers to my forehead in a salute.  
 
    I approached Akela next. “Everything ready?” I asked my mechanic, who nodded in confirmation.  
 
    “Yup,” Akela replied as she lifted her chin. “Chief Kot’ep’s got the goods. I only supplied the delivery system.” 
 
    I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the silver-haired woman’s forehead. “Have I ever told you that you’re amazing?” I muttered against her brow.  
 
    Akela chuckled thinly. “You might have mentioned it once or twice,” she mumbled in reply. We took a brief second to breathe each other in but then the mechanic pushed me away.  
 
    “Go on,” she said as she averted her eyes, but not before I saw the wet gleam in them. “Go save the princess and give Warrick a good kick in the nuts for me while you’re at it.” 
 
    “I’ll send your regards,” I joked with a half smile. I turned to speak to the chieftain of the Marsh Tribe next, but before I could, Akela reached out and snagged my hand.  
 
    “Be careful,” she cautioned as she lifted her eyes to mine. She bit her lip and seemed to struggle with her next words, so I helped her out.  
 
    “I love you, too,” I said, and Akela smiled thankfully at me. She gave my hand one last squeeze and then let me go.  
 
    The marshland chieftain held out his hand when I reached him. “I gave your machine-healer what you requested, and she created this,” Kot’ep explained as he slid a small metal vial into my grip. It was cool and light as I rolled it around my palm until Kot’ep reached out and stopped me.  
 
    “I would advise caution in handling this,” he warned me, “until it is time to use it.” 
 
    I nodded and carefully slipped the vial into my pocket. “Thank you,” I said sincerely to the chieftain.  
 
    Kot’ep shook his head. “Do not thank me until my niece is returned home safely,” his hissed.  
 
    I reached out and set my hand on his shoulder. “She will be,” I promised.  
 
    If it’s the last thing I do, I added to myself.  
 
    I met Chief U’eh at the truck. However, as we went to enter, Cy’lass stepped forward.  
 
    U’eh immediately put a hand on his son’s shoulder and shook his head. “No,” he hissed. “You must stay here.” 
 
    Cy’lass frowned fiercely, and his gills flared in indignation. “She is my sister,” he clicked sharply.  
 
    “And you are my heir,” U’eh shot back. He tightened his grip on his son’s shoulder and looked deep in his eyes. “If something were to happen to me and Sef’sla, you need to lead the Plains Tribe in my stead. They will need your strength in the future.” 
 
    “Father,” Cy’lass started to argue further, but U’eh cut him off.  
 
    “I cannot lose both of my children,” the chief of the Almort finally admitted quietly, and Cy’lass deflated like a popped balloon. Father and son stood silently for a moment before the Almort prince lowered his head in resignation.  
 
    Without further delay, the Almort chieftain and I loaded up into the truck and set off for our destination. The coordinates I had sent Warrick were for a location two kilometers away from the city and our ships. 
 
    We, of course, arrived before Warrick did. The asshole always liked to make a grand entrance. I had to clench my fists tight at my side when the other broker finally crested a sand dune in one of his trucks, knowing that he had Sef’sla with him. When he stepped out of the vehicle, I saw that he had a laser pistol in his right hand. He saw that I saw it and smirked at me as he opened the back door of the truck and yanked out Sef’sla, her hands bound and her mouth gagged. The Almort princess looked wide-eyed as Warrick prodded her forward with the pistol, but she didn’t seem to be otherwise injured. The only bruise I could see was the one on her temple that I had spotted during Warrick’s ransom call. Dark, vengeful thoughts churned in my mind at the sight of her discolored skin.  
 
    “Well, I’m surprised, Colby,” Warrick sneered as he came to a stop a handful of meters before the Almort chieftain and me. “It looks like you actually followed instructions, though you could have left the guns behind.” He motioned to the railguns U’eh and I still had strapped to our backs. 
 
    I ignored his goading. “You never said to come unarmed. Now, do you have the contract?” I asked stiffly. I did my best not to look at Sef’sla so I could keep my face placid and neutral.  
 
    “Always such a wet blanket.” Warrick sighed with a shake of his head. He didn’t even bother arguing further about the guns. He knew we couldn’t safely use them with Sef’sla in the way.  
 
    The other broker reached into the pocket of his coat and pulled out a folded piece of parchment. Most Corporate deals, especially with lesser Corporations, were done digitally, and Terra-Nebula usually followed suit. However, for special occasions, for the really big clients and the era-defining deals, mega Corporations like T-N pulled out all the stops. Due to their wealth and high status, they still had the privilege of paper printed from Earth trees, a rare commodity. Warrick was really rubbing my face in his victory.  
 
    Just like I knew he would. 
 
    “It’s all there,” the other broker said as he took a step forward and held out the folded contract. He gave me a mocking smile. “I’d ask if you want to read it first, but we both know you have to say yes.” 
 
    As if to emphasize his point, he jerked Sef’sla back against him and ran his pistol down the side of her face.  
 
    “Stop it,” I gritted out as I snatched the contract out of his hand. “We’re complying. You don’t have to hurt her.” 
 
    I unfolded the contract and turned to U’eh. “Sign here,” I muttered as I handed him the pen Warrick had tucked into the paper.  
 
    As U’eh signed away Proxima V, I turned back to Warrick, my lip curled in a sneer. My heartbeat thundered loudly in my ear. When the chieftain was finished, I took the contract back from him to hand to Warrick, and as I did, I secretly slid the metal vial out of my pocket and into the hem of my sleeve. With my heart in my throat, I held out the paper to the blond broker, but when he reached for it, I tugged it back out of his reach. 
 
    “Release Sef’sla,” I commanded. “We had a deal.” 
 
    Warrick scowled and looked like he was going to argue, but then a sly grin slid onto his face. “You know I was quite surprised at first to find that you’d gone native,” he drawled as his eyes flickered over to the Almort princess. “I mean you really had your tongue down her throat on those docks by the sea.” 
 
    My spine stiffened at the realization that he had been watching us so closely. Behind me, I could almost feel U’eh’s eyes snap to the back of my neck and burn a hole of shocked outrage there. I pinched my lips shut and ignored both Warrick and the Almort chief.  
 
    When I didn’t respond, Warrick thought he had struck a nerve, and his grin grew crueler. “I guess I shouldn’t have been too surprised,” he went on. “You always had a thing for freaks. How is Neka, by the way? I haven’t seen her sexy little body in a few days at least.” 
 
    “Let Sef’sla go,” I bit out through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Who would have thought Colby Tower, the best broker in the universe,” Warrick mocked with a sneer of contempt, “would be so broken by just a hot piece of alien ass?” He looked me up and down in disgust one last time and then shoved Sef’sla toward me. As she stumbled forward, Warrick snatched the contract out of my hand. I let it go without a struggle which the other broker didn’t expect.  
 
    However, the moment Sef’sla was out of Warrick’s reach, U’eh moved to intercept her. I, on the other hand, immediately slid the vial that I had up my sleeve into my palm. Warrick was still drawing the contract to him when I pressed a button on one side of the metal vial and a fine, odorless, and nearly imperceptible mist sprayed out of my hand and directly into Warrick’s face.  
 
    The other broker screamed as the liquified Pa’ke, the very thing that had killed the mites in his troops’ lungs, burned into his eyes. The medicinal herb cured parasites but, like the old, barbaric practice of chemotherapy, it was also toxic. Warrick coughed and gagged as he inhaled the poison and the contract fluttered out of his hand as he staggered.  
 
    “You son of a bitch,” he gasped as he floundered. He had dropped his laser pistol in the sand, too, and his face was slowly turning red, then purple, and the vein at his temple throbbed so violently I was certain it was going to burst right there. His eyes were blood red and watered profusely.  
 
    “I told you to leave, Arden,” I snarled. “I gave you the chance to leave in peace, but you refused, so now you and Terra-Nebula will leave in pieces.” 
 
    I kicked Warrick as hard as I could in the knee, and the bone gave way with a resounding crack. The broker let out a high-pitched scream as he fell. When he hit the sand, I kicked him again, this time in the ribs. They snapped beneath my boots like twigs. 
 
    “That was from me, for kidnapping Sef’sla,” I growled.  
 
    I kicked him again, this time between his legs, and the other broker rolled to the side as he vomited.  
 
    “That one was from my mechanic. She wanted to send her regards,” I said with a sharp smile as I leaned down and grabbed him by the collar.  
 
    “And this is from Neka,” I added as I cocked back my fist and punched him straight in the face. His nose caved beneath my knuckles and blood doused my hand.  
 
    I dropped Warrick back in the sand and straightened up. The other broker collapsed in a pitiful pile and whimpered. As I shook out my hand, Sef’sla caught my eye, and I immediately shifted my focus to the Almort princess.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked hurriedly as I strode to her side and reached out to cradle her face. Her restraints and gag were gone, and the blood had already dried on her cheek, but the bruise on her temple looked worse up close.  
 
    “I am fine,” she hissed, but her eyes were wild and bewildered as she looked at the broken man at my feet. “What did you attack him with?” 
 
    “An extra-strength dose of Pa’ke that was lying around the medical tent after the cure for the soldiers was made,” I replied. At the sight of her face, free of restraints and now safe from danger, I felt my face break out in a fierce grin. My chest no longer felt constricted or tight, either. I could breathe again.  
 
    Warrick suddenly blubbered incoherently again, and as I looked down at him, something trapped under his shoulder caught my eye. I bent down to tug at the yellowed triangle of material. The broker moaned as the motion jostled him, but then the contract slid free from under his body. The parchment was torn and crinkled from where it had been crushed by Warrick’s back.  
 
    I smirked as I grabbed each side of the contract. I had known Warrick wouldn’t make the contract digital. He meant it to insult me, but really, he had just handed me the final piece of my victory.  
 
    “Whoops,” I said as I ripped the contract in half and in half again. I shredded the paper until it was confetti and then I leaned down and dropped the dozens of pieces on Warrick’s face.  
 
    “Not like that’s valid anymore,” I smirked down at the other broker. “I’d kill you, but I kind of like the idea of you being in jail for the rest of your life better.” 
 
    Warrick could only whimper in response. 
 
    We drove back to Oe’huk not long after. The rest of the Almort host had returned to the desert city, and Buchanan had already withdrawn his defeated troops back to their ships and back into orbit. So, the Almort merely awaited our triumphant return. I wanted nothing more than to celebrate, but there was still one last thing to do.  
 
    An hour later, I stood on the outskirts of Oe’huk with my chin held high. Before me stretched the endless desert, and the sky was clear and dark indigo above my head.  
 
    At my back stood the assembled host of Almort, and they all stood proudly and imposingly as we watched the starship Emissary descend out of orbit and enter the planet’s atmosphere. 
 
    To my left stood the Almort chieftains, plus Cy’lass and Sef’sla. Akela stood directly to my right with her shoulder pressed tightly against mine, and Neka stood on her other side. The cat-girl was oddly twitchy. She had been fiddling with her Odrine coat ever since we marched out here to meet Nolan Buchanan and his Terra-Nebula delegation. Her eyes flicked back and forth from the Emissary to Warrick, slumped in front of her with his arms bound at the small of his back. 
 
    We had slapped some emergency aid on the other broker to keep him from bleeding out or dying from the poison I had sprayed in his face, but nothing that made him comfortable. He could barely stand on his own two feet, and he swayed slightly as we stood there silently and waited for his judge, jury, and executioner to land. 
 
    When the Emissary touched down, I prodded at Warrick’s back, and he limped forward, followed by me, the Almort chieftains, and my crew. Five figures exited the space cruiser and made their way toward us. As they drew closer, I saw Nolan Buchanan, Arron Severt, and Bennett Solari, three of Terra-Nebula’s highest officials. Behind them trailed two soldiers, and I smirked at the pair of handcuffs one of them carried. They looked just Warrick’s size. 
 
    Buchanan was the one to step forward when the rest of the delegation stopped ten meters away from us. He was a severe looking man with a long, pale face, sharp black eyes that matched the color of his thinning hair, and a crooked hook of a nose. When he met my gaze, his upper lip twitched with contempt. 
 
    “Mr. Tower,” he said flatly in lieu of a greeting. His eyes flickered over the blond prisoner beside me. “I see you weren’t exaggerating Mr. Warrick’s condition.” 
 
    “What can I say,” I replied with a smirk. “Proxima V is a dangerous planet. He really should have been more careful.” 
 
    Buchanan’s pinched his lips together tightly, but he didn’t respond. Instead, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a data pad. “Here is the contract you requested,” the T-N executive bit out. It looked like the words were physically killing him, and I loved every second of this. 
 
    “Every last term was met,” he added as I took the data pad from him. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure,” I replied with a sarcastic nod, “but you’ll forgive me if I find it hard to take you at your word, Nolan. You won’t mind if I double check, would you?” 
 
    I could practically hear his teeth furiously grind together, but the T-N executive merely waved for me to continue. I pulled a cord out of the sleeve of my flight suit and connected it to the screen. 
 
    “O, if you could me a favor, please?” I asked my AI. 
 
    “Got it, Colby,” Omni responded. Barely ten seconds passed before he added, “Everything looks in order. There are no loopholes or hidden clauses.” 
 
    There were a lot of perks to having a supercomputer as a member of my crew. As a broker, speed reading was definitely one of the top benefits. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said with a smile. I turned to Chief U’eh beside me and handed him the data pad. “Just sign on the dotted line there.” 
 
    “And this will make the starmen leave?” the Almort chieftain hissed as he looked from Buchanan to me. “For good?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said and then added with a grin, “and if any more starmen wish to come here in the future, they’ll have to pay you. It’s all right there in the contract.” 
 
    The Almort chieftain nodded, took the stylus that was attached to the side of the screen, signed the paperwork, and officially declared Proxima V a sovereign planet, out of the reach of Corporate control. 
 
    U’eh handed the data pad to me, and I turned to pass it back to Buchanan. “I think we’re done here.” I grinned. “A pleasure doing business with you, Nolan, as always.” 
 
    The T-N executive barely suppressed baring his teeth. “What of Mr. Warrick?” he asked as he glanced to the other broker. “And there’s also the matter of his ship, the Mercenary Star.” 
 
    “Oh, you can have him.” I laughed as I shoved Warrick forward. The broker stumbled but sadly didn’t fall. I looked back to Buchanan with a smile and added, “But I think we’ll be keeping the Mercenary Star. Let’s call it a spoil of war. Or the cost of doing business if you’d prefer.” 
 
    Buchanan scowled but didn’t argue. He gestured for his soldiers to take Warrick into custody but before they could, a voice split the air. 
 
    “Wait!” Neka shouted. 
 
    I turned to see my assistant bound forward, a serious and urgent expression on her face. Everyone froze as she skidded to my side. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as I glanced to the Terra-Nebula delegation, always suspicious of a double-cross. 
 
    “I wanted to say something to Warrick before they left,” the cat-girl declared, her chin raised high and a defiant fire in her eyes. 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “O-okay?” I said hesitantly. I looked to Buchanan who merely rolled his eyes and made an impatient motion with his hand. 
 
    “Better make it quick,” I said to my assistant, who only smiled sweetly in return. 
 
    “It’ll only take a second,” she chirped happily. 
 
    She spun on a heel and skipped forward the few meters to where Warrick slouched pathetically. Her tail lashed back and forth in that excited way of hers. She came to a stop before the other broker who looked at her warily from behind a bruised and bloody face. His eyes were nearly swollen shut, and his nose still hung at a crooked angle. The injuries weren’t life-threatening, so I didn’t think it pertinent to fix them. 
 
    “Hi!” she bubbled as she gave Warrick the warmest smile I’d seen on her face all day. I tilted my head curiously. What was she doing? 
 
    “I only have one thing I want to say, and I want to say it to you myself,” she continued as she stood there with a grin. I saw her fiddle with the pocket of her coat then she took a step back and rocketed her fist into the side of Warrick’s jaw. 
 
    I heard the resounding crack from over five meters away. The blond broker was literally lifted off his feet as he pitched sideways and fell to the ground like a sack of potatoes. A moment later he groaned, lifted his head, and spat out a mouthful of blood, plus a few teeth. 
 
    I looked back to Neka, my mouth agape in shock. The slight cat-girl skipped back to my side, and it was only then that I noticed the X’ebril gauntlet she wore on her right hand. It must have been what she had been fiddling with in her pocket.  
 
    I turned to look at Akela with narrowed eyes. The mechanic grinned back at me innocently. “What?” she asked sweetly. “There were extras lying around.” She shrugged her thin shoulders. “And so I may have also tweaked the energy cell in the glove to act more like a force generator than a shield, but that was purely to see if it would work.” 
 
    “I think it worked fantastically!” Neka trilled. The cat-girl looked as happy as I’d ever seen her. When I looked down at my assistant with raised eyebrows, she blinked back at me. 
 
    “What?” she pouted. “You got to do it. I wanted a turn, too.” 
 
    I threw my head back and laughed as the T-N soldiers hauled Warrick off the ground and slapped him in cuffs. The blond broker gurgled in pain as he spat out more blood and teeth. I caught his eye and gave him a jaunty little wave. 
 
    “I’d say I’ll see you around, Arden, but I don’t think that’s true anymore,” I called with a wide grin. 
 
    Warrick glared hatefully at me as Buchanan spun back toward his ship and marched away. The other T-N executives followed suit, and the soldiers brought up the rear, dragging Warrick between them.  
 
    They were going to drag his name through the deepest mud and probably throw him in the darkest hole imaginable.  
 
    Good, I thought. He was getting what he deserved.  
 
    As the Emissary ascended back into orbit and Terra-Nebula began the long limp home through hyperspace, Chief U’eh tilted back his head and let out a wild, undulating cry. One by one, the other chieftains echoed the call, and then the Almort host behind us joined in, too. I looked around me at all the uplifted faces and the scales that flared with jubilant light and color. A fierce emotion welled in my chest. It grew and grew until it forced its way up my throat, and I craned my head back to let loose my own wild cry of victory. Neka and Akela looked startled for a moment before wide grins stretched across their faces and they lifted up their chins, too, and joined their voices in harmony with the triumphant Almort. 
 
    We had won.  
 
    Terra-Nebula was defeated, Sef’sla and the other Almort were safe. Proxima V was now officially out of reach for any of the mega Corporations. 
 
    That meant it was time for the real work to begin. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    I had come to this planet with the intention of making it on a par with any Class A colonized world. With the Terra-Nebula crisis dealt with, I had to start making good on some promises. After T-N had left Proxima V’s orbit and disappeared into the black reaches of space, we spent the next three weeks continuing the improvements we had begun in each Almort city.  
 
    Akela returned with Chief Soh’e to Ac’sok, the city of the Mountain Tribe. She installed hover-lifts in the X’ebril mines to replace the old rail system, exactly like she’d promised she would, and she also drafted out schematics for a spaceship port with the Mountain chieftain. It would take a few months for the port to be completed, but she made sure the Almort had all the tools and knowledge to complete it on their own.  
 
    The port was necessary because, with the communications array the mechanic had taken from Warrick’s ship the Mercenary Star, coupled with the standard, factory version of Omni she extracted from the ship’s software, the Almort could now overcome the atmospheric interference caused by the wormholes in this system and communicate with the wide universe beyond their small planet.  
 
    The first transmission the silver-haired woman helped the Almort chieftains send out was another eloquent condemnation of Terra-Nebula and their tactics. The second transmission declared Proxima V and the wormholes of the Icarius System beyond the planet open for trade and business. Soon, more travelers would be coming to the Almort’s homeworld, for a nominal fee of course, and with the defenses, weaponry, and top of the line space cruiser we had gifted them, the Almort were more than capable of governing and protecting their own planet.  
 
    However, despite all the amazing tech Akela created and the expansions to the hospital and greenhouse in the Marsh Tribe city of Sin’mot, my favorite improvement was by far the work we did outside of Oe’huk, capital of the Desert Tribe where we had ground Terra-Nebula into the sand.  
 
    Once Omni’s drones had gotten well underway, we took Chief Za’ec and his son to the northern edge of their city with blindfolds over their eyes. When we removed them, the pair looked out over the once endless dunes of sand with abject awe in their faces.  
 
    “This… this is grass!” the chieftain’s son explained as he bent down and poked at the blue-green seedlings that were sprouting up through the sand. He was so gentle and cautious with his touch as if he believed too rough of a hand would kill the new growth.  
 
    “Well, it’s the beginnings of grass,” I amended with a smile. “It’ll take a few weeks if not months for the terraforming to be complete, but once it is, the land from here to Ka’le will be arable and temperate.”  
 
    I turned to Chief Za’ec and set a hand on his shoulder. “You won’t have to worry about supply or crop shortages any more,” I explained as I gestured out to the soon to be endless fields of grass and vegetation. “You can grow whatever you need right here, outside of your own city.” 
 
    The Desert Tribe chieftain was speechless with gratitude. I didn’t know if he surprised himself or me more when he pulled me into a fierce embrace.  
 
    “Thank you,” he choked out in a hiss. My translator clicked as the chieftain stuttered to find the right words, but he eventually lapsed back into stunned silence.  
 
    I awkwardly patted him on the back while Neka and Akela giggled beside me.  
 
    Like with every job, there was always more stuff to do, more tasks to complete, but we had reached a point where the Almort were basically self-sufficient. My crew and I were no longer needed on Proxima V, and despite the fact that we had grown fond of this planet and its people, we knew the time for us to leave rapidly approached.  
 
    We had saved the Almort, but there were hundreds of species just like them out in the galaxy, weak and vulnerable against powers like Terra-Nebula. I couldn’t rest easy when I knew there were trillions of people suffering out in the stars, and I could do something to help them. 
 
    With that, we began to prepare for our departure. Each Almort tribe insisted on giving us what supplies they could, and Chief U’eh announced we’d have one last feast before we left.  
 
    “Oh, we really don’t need--” I tried to argue, but the Almort chieftain refused to listen to any of my excuses.  
 
    “We will have the feast,” he hissed as he clapped me on the shoulder and looked me in the eye. Despite how close we had become, U’eh had a look in his eye that made me believe he might feed me to an Opalks at the feast.  
 
    The chieftain and I had not yet addressed the truth that Warrick had revealed about Sef’sla and me. I had told myself we had both been busy, but really, I thought that neither of us knew exactly what to say. 
 
    So, I agreed to the celebration with a tight throat and a sharp nod. 
 
    The feast was to be thrown the night before we left, almost two months after we had first landed on Proxima V. Chief U’eh pulled out all the stops. There were bonfires for kilometers in every direction around Ka’le, a variety of strong liquors, and enough food to feed ten armies which turned out to be necessary since all the Almort were in attendance. Every chieftain and their tribe, thousands of Almort, had traveled to the Plain Tribe’s capital city for the celebration and to bid us farewell.  
 
    We ate, and we drank, and we reveled, and it was the happiest moment I could remember having in a long damn time. 
 
    However, if I had been awed by the mere spectacle and size of the feast, the closing ceremony floored me.  
 
    As the night wound to a close, Chief U’eh stood before the largest of the dwindling bonfires and raised his voice in a chittering cry one last time. The sound of it carried over the plains, amplified by the speakers Omni’s drones had helped construct just for this celebration. Once the gathered Almort had quieted, Chief U’eh began his speech.  
 
    “Tonight, we celebrate our freedom,” the Almort chieftain declared, back-lit by the fire, “and we extend our gratitude to the starmen who helped us win it.” 
 
    He raised his glass in a toast toward my crew, and the assembled Almort let out a raucous cheer. With a wild if slightly inebriated grin, I raised my glass in return and took a large gulp from its contents. I thought Chief U’eh was keeping the speech short and sweet, but he continued.  
 
    “For standing with us against the invaders,” U’eh went on when the crowd had fallen silent again, “and for the tireless work you have done to improve our cities and our planet, I now declare you, Cccolby Tower, and your crew, official honorary Almort and members of the Plains Tribe.” 
 
    The Almort chieftain met my gaze as he raised his glass again. There was a very distinct look in his eye, but Akela broke my focus a moment later when she latched on to my arm and tugged my ear toward her lips.  
 
    “Do you know what this means?” the mechanic shouted over the din of the Almort. When I shook my head, still dumbfounded, she added, “This means we can use the wormholes freely! As part of the Almort, we have the right!” 
 
    I looked back to U’eh with my mouth agape. I had read through a copy of T-N’s contract with the chieftain very thoroughly. He must have known what this gesture meant. I tried to move forward through the crowd to thank him, but music had begun playing again, and I lost sight of him in the dancing and undulating Almort.  
 
    A hand caught my elbow then, and I turned to find a smiling Sef’sla. The Almort princess always looked beautiful, but in the light of the fire, with a flush of liquor in her cheeks, she looked breathtakingly ethereal.  
 
    She had two cups in her hand, and I was suddenly thrown back to the first Opalks feast when the princess had spent the whole night making sure my plate and glass were full.  
 
    I grinned and shook my head as I reached forward and took one of the cups.  
 
    “What is it?” Sef’sla asked with a tilt of her head.  
 
    “It’s nothing,” I chuckled. “I was just… thinking back to the Opalks feast. Cy’lass told me that night that you admired me.” 
 
    The Almort princess blushed and ducked her head. “My brother knows me too well,” she clicked with an embarrassed laugh.  
 
    “Do you still?” I asked as I reached out and brushed the side of her hip. The liquor in my veins was making me bolder than usual. Sef’sla’s father and brother could appear at any moment, but I couldn’t find it in me to care anymore. We had defeated Terra-Nebula, changed Proxima V into an industrial and prosperous planet, and a beautiful princess was looking at me with her big, gorgeous eyes and I wanted nothing more than to kiss her.  
 
    “Do I still what?” Sef’sla questioned as she took a step closer. Our chests were a hair’s breadth away from touching.  
 
    “Admire me,” I replied with a cheeky grin.  
 
    A spark of desire flared in the princess’s eyes and, instead of responding, she reached out, took my hand, and began to tug me through the crowd.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked with a laugh. I had nearly to shout to be heard over the music and the crowd.  
 
    Sef’sla glanced back at me over her shoulder with a mischievous smile, and I felt myself twitch in my pants. We set our empty cups down on the nearest table as we weaved through the crowd, and I looked one last time over the gathered Almort, I caught sight of Neka’s orange hair, bright as any of the bonfires that burned across the fields. Akela was by her side, and my assistant and mechanic caught my eye as I stumbled after Sef’sla. When they saw that the Almort princess was tugging me off toward Ka’le, they both flashed me impish grins, and Akela even raised a thumbs up in my direction. 
 
    I was flushed, but I waved at them anyway, embarrassed but slightly thankful for their encouragement and support.  
 
    Sef’sla towed me all the way to my guest pod in the center of the city. We hadn’t said a word to each other once we had left the feast behind, but once the door had slid closed behind us and we were alone together in the dark, the Almort princess threw her arms around my neck and pulled my mouth to hers.  
 
    I immediately pressed her up against the nearest wall and delved deeply into her mouth. Our tongues slid against each other, and Sef’sla let out a moan as I tugged at her lip with my teeth.  
 
    “W-wait,” she gasped as I started to move down her neck. I froze immediately. My hands were wrapped tightly around her hips, and my lips were pressed up against her racing pulse.  
 
    I drew back and looked into her face. “Is this okay?” I rasped, my voice hoarse with desire.  
 
    The Almort princess nodded and slid her hands up my chest. “More than okay,” she hissed, and whatever blood I still have left in my brain instantly flooded south.  
 
    “But,” Sef’sla added, and I suppressed a groan as I forced myself to focus on her words and not how tight my pants had become, “there was something… I needed to ask.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and withdrew myself from the princess’s arms. It was too hard to think with her pressed up against me. When there was enough oxygen in my brain again to form a coherent thought, I lifted my head and met Sef’sla eyes.  
 
    “Before you ask your question, can I say one thing first?” I said to her.  
 
    The princess blinked but nodded.  
 
    I inhaled sharply and rubbed a hand through my hair. “I only want to say that… this isn’t a one-night thing for me,” I continued. “I mean I’m not that kind of guy. I-I want more, which is why I’ve spent the last few weeks trying to find the right time to ask you this but there’s no time like the present, right?” 
 
    I chuckled nervously, and Sef’sla looked confused. 
 
    “What did you want to ask me?” she questioned. 
 
    I decided to bite the bullet, so I lifted my head, locked gazes with the Almort princess, and asked the question that had been swirling around my mind since the moment Sef’sla had kissed me on the docks by the sea. 
 
    “Will you come with me?” I asked as I reached up and cradled Sef’sla’s cheek. “With us, I mean. Neka, Akela, and me. I want you to come with us when we leave. There’s an endless universe out there, and I want to show you all of it. We can soar through the stars, see the sights, and develop more planets. What do you say?” 
 
    I held my breath as I waited for her answer.  
 
    Sef’sla’s face was carefully neutral as she looked into my eyes. Her own were dark, fathomless, and unreadable. However, just before I started to panic that I had made a mistake, a dazzling smile bloomed across the princess’s face. The breath whooshed out my lungs all at once, and I got dizzy for a second. 
 
    “Is that a yes?” I croaked hopefully as my heart thundered wildly in my chest.  
 
    Sef’sla nodded enthusiastically and threw her arms around my neck again as she embraced me and let out a joyful laugh. I grinned, wrapped my arms around her waist, and spun her in circles.  
 
    When I set her back on her feet, I looked at her with a goofy smile and said, “Okay, what was your question now?” 
 
    “We had the same question,” Sef’sla replied with a grin, and I threw back my head with a laugh. “I was going to ask if I could accompany you when you left, CT.” 
 
    “Great minds and all that I guess,” I said as I continued to chuckle. Then a thought occurred to me, and even though it was the farthest thing from sexy, I had to ask.  
 
    “What about your father?” I asked with a cringe. “What will he say?” 
 
    Sef’sla tipped back her head in a laugh. “Silly starman,” she teased. “He already gave us his blessing. Why do you think he made you an honorary member of the Almort and his tribe?” 
 
    “As a thank you?” I hedged.  
 
    The Almort princess shook her head. “Because he knew it would grant you access to those holes in the stars,” she corrected me. “Because he knew it would be easier for you and me to return.” 
 
    I blinked in dumbfounded bewilderment. “Oh,” I said simply. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Sef’sla hummed as she stepped close to me once again. Desire scorched through me like a wildfire as her hands slid down my chest.  
 
    “So is there anything else we need to talk about?” I asked as her hand reached the hem of my pants.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Sef’sla smiled coyly. Her fingers danced across my hip bones before they dipped down and gripped me tightly.  
 
    I let out a groan, and my head fell back. “Thank god,” I muttered before I swooped down and swung Sef’sla up into my arms.  
 
    The princess let out a peal of laughter as I carried her to the bedroom and dropped her onto the bed. We quickly shed our clothes, and when I saw her at last, naked and glowing dimly in the faint light from the window, I said the first thing that came to mind.  
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    A warm smile stretched across Sef’sla’s face. “I love you, too, Colby Tower,” she hissed. She laid back on the bed and opened her arms to me, and words were no longer needed.  
 
    I slid my body up the length of hers, kissing as I went, and when I reached her mouth, I slanted my lips across hers and delved deeply into her mouth. Sef’sla groaned and arched her body up to press against mine, her breasts cool against the skin of my chest. The instant our skin touched, I was lost.  
 
    We spent the rest of the night making passionate love. Once we had exhausted ourselves, we collapsed to the bed and spent an additional few hours acquainting ourselves with each other’s bodies. Sef’sla asked me about the scars I had obtained during my rough childhood on Proto, and I had found myself fascinated with the million different ways I could make lights race across the princess’s scales.  
 
    The next morning, we strode through Ka’le hand in hand toward the edge of the city where the Lacuna Noctis waited for us. We took our time as we walked, and I did my best to commit the beautiful city around me to memory. Of course, since Sef’sla was now joining us, we’d return eventually, but who knew what Ka’le would look like in a few weeks, let alone a few months?  
 
    When we arrived at the ship, we found my crew and Sef’sla’s family already waiting for us. Neka, Akela, and Cy’lass all had knowing, sly grins affixed to their faces. U’eh was stern-faced, as usual.  
 
    “Have a good night, CT?” was how Akela greeted me when Sef’sla and I finally reached them.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the mechanic as a blush warmed my cheeks. “I slept just fine, thank you,” I replied coolly.  
 
    Neka giggled uncontrollably beside her, and even though Sef’sla was flushed, too, she also wore a very proud and smug smile.  
 
    These three women were going to be the death of me.  
 
    There was little ceremony in our farewell. Sef’sla stepped to the side to say goodbye to her brother, and that left me to turn to U’eh. Since I still had the taste of his daughter on my tongue, it was a little hard to look the chieftain in the eye, but I did my best.  
 
    “Chief U’eh,” I said respectfully as I held out my hand to him. The Almort chieftain took it and flexed his grip tightly around my fingers.  
 
    “You will look after my daughter?” he asked curtly, a sharp look in his eye.  
 
    I nodded immediately. “With my life, sir,” I replied. “And we’ll, of course, check in from time to time.” 
 
    “Good,” U’eh hissed as he released my hand. The Almort chieftain took a step back then and looked me up and down from head to toe. It made me feel nostalgic for the day I first landed on Proxima V.  
 
    “Thank you, Colby Tower,” the Almort chief added at length. He looked up, and there was only respect and gratitude in his eyes. “For saving my people, my planet, and my daughter.” 
 
    “All in a day’s work,” I chuckled, and then with one last nod to U’eh, I took a step back so Sef’sla could say goodbye to her father in private.  
 
    Neka, Akela, and I waited side by side at the foot of the loading ramp. My mechanic glanced at me with a smirk.  
 
    “You really do look well rested,” she quipped, and I nudged her playfully with my elbow as I rolled my eyes.  
 
    After the farewells and one last round of embraces, we finally boarded the Lacuna Noctis with our new crew member in tow. As we made our way to the bridge, Sef’sla looked around with wide, delighted eyes. The princess couldn’t stop smiling.  
 
    “Everything ready to go, O?” I asked my AI as we entered the bridge and I strode toward the captain’s chair.  
 
    “All systems checks are completed,” Omni responded. “The cargo has been stored, and I have also compiled a list of a few planets I think we should look into visiting next.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with a smile. “Take us up then, O.” 
 
    “I think there’s also one more thing you should see, Colby,” the AI added, and a moment later, a news transmission was playing across every screen on the bridge.  
 
    ‘Former Terra-Nebula Broker Arden Warrick Found Dead’ read the headlines. I blinked in shock as I skimmed the article. It was reported Warrick was found dead in a seedy space station motel. The official cause of death was suicide since the broker was found with a gun in his hand and a hole through his head. The article reported that he had also left a note, citing his shame over his attack on Proxima V as the reason for his untimely demise.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered. “Buchanan actually killed him.” 
 
    “You think?” Akela asked as he looked over at me.  
 
    “Warrick was the epitome of arrogance and ego. There’s no way he killed himself,” I replied with a shake of my head.  
 
    I looked back to the broker ID picture the news transmission ran along with the article. I tried to drum up some pity for the other broker, but Warrick had made his bed, and it looked like the consequences of his actions finally caught up to him.  
 
    I cut the news transmission and pushed Warrick out of my head. He was gone, and there was nothing I could do but move forward and keep thwarting Terra-Nebula in any and every way I could.  
 
    Instead of sitting in our chairs, my crew and I made our way over to the viewport as the ship’s engines fired up and we slowly began to ascend through the sky. When we had made it out of orbit and began to drift toward the wormholes on the far side of Proxima V, Sef’sla looked down at her home world one last time.  
 
    “May the sea take me,” she whispered as she pressed her fingers to the glass.  
 
    I reached out and threaded my fingers through hers as I flashed her a smile. “I’ll make sure she and I both bring you home once more,” I replied. 
 
    Sef’sla turned to me with a grin and, with my three beautiful crew members around me, we looked toward the wormhole the Lacuna Noctis was steering for and braced ourselves for our next adventure.  
 
    End of book 2 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Planet Broker 2. If you enjoyed the book, the best way to ensure another one gets written is to leave a review. 
 
      
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
      
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that Planet Broker #3 is out. 
 
    
  
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2018 by Eric Vall 
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