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      Regan woke up in his large bed, feeling renewed. He turned his head toward the massive window of the captain’s quarters and admired the galaxy splattered with color. It was a network of stars, planets, and beautiful gaseous formations that Regan had never seen. But then again, most places he visited these days, and most of the things he did, were firsts. Regan’s adventure in space kept surprising him and making him smile for some time now. He knew these surprises, and these smiles would continue to keep coming.

      He was well rested, having slept for an unknown length of time. There was nothing to hurry him from the comfort of his bed. His arms were wide open, and the women he had come to know well all remained sleeping within them.

      He glanced down at Arkei, as her head rested on his chest. Her sparkling hair seemed to ripple with the movement of her breathing. Her antenna eyes remained closed and tucked within the beautiful locks. Regan would never forget the first time he saw this hair when she broke into his Earth apartment and kidnapped him.

      An arm was wrapped around Arkei’s naked body, that of their pirate, Straya. She was the pirate they spared. This beautiful chameleon became a loyal friend and lover, and someone who Regan knew would never leave any of them behind. Straya’s head rested above Arkei’s on top of Regan’s right arm, while Straya’s naked body spooned around Arkei’s in a warm embrace.

      Regan’s left arm was stretched out with Calico resting on it. He gazed down at the lovely feline who snuggled and purred beside him. Her long tail laid across her legs and she unconsciously curled her body tighter and closer to the warmth of his. The Pershan Princess had been living according to her own agenda for who knows how long. She was a ruthless and determined feline that Regan thought would never let her guard down. He was glad when she finally did.

      And finally, there was Reverie, who slept on top of Regan, with her head resting on his stomach below Arkei’s. Reverie’s naked form stretched out over his as her arms encircled his waist. The stunning pale Empath had been enslaved and abused. She had the ability to heal—an ability that was exploited by the Brute King until Regan took care of that. He would ensure no harm came her way ever again.

      His bed was full of beauty, determination, and love. It was one that he had made. He was proud to greet whatever the day brought him, because this was his home base, and he could rely on it throughout the worst trials imaginable.

      Regan decided he should finally get up and did so careful not to disturb his cozy nest of women. None of the ladies seemed disturbed by his leaving, only stretching and readjusting in his wake. Regan observed them while he put on his robe, a robe which once belonged to the late Mephistopheles. In fact, the entire ship once did, but that was another time. It was another battle that Regan had seen through, and he had more to show for it than when he started.

      He walked up to the window to get a better look at where they were. It was an amazing sight. The slowing pace of their ship led Regan to believe they were approaching the Voltek planet, the destination they set out for after fleeing the Unmined Jewel Casino.

      Posha, the Voltek who Regan was proud to have on his crew, had proven that he had many answers when it came to fixing tight problems or situations. He was useful, and Regan was curious to see what his home world looked like, and what additional resources they could gather from there.

      He decided to undress from his robe to a more official attire for the Captain of the ship. While the title of Captain once felt like a costume, or an exaggeration of his abilities, it now felt proper. He did feel like a Captain.

      Sure, I lost all our antimatter modules and can’t put our ship into an FTL jump because of it, but sometimes you gotta learn the hard way.

      He splashed water on his face from the basin in the attached bathroom, dressed, then headed for the bridge. He gently brushed the bare feet of the four ladies on his way out. They all turned and smiled at him. Arkei even reached out her arm encouraging him to come back from the doorway to bed.

      “We’re slowing down,” Regan said. “So I’m going to the bridge to check on our progress. Join when you’re ready.”

      He longed to stay in that bed and have those hands all over him, but he had to do his job as well. The adventure was only as good as the leadership, and he couldn’t ignore that they still had a large task in front of them.

      As he walked down the hallway, he continued looking out the windows. It was distant, but they seemed to be approaching a single planet with two moons. He couldn’t help but think of Star Wars. He also looked forward to sharing that thought with Bob, the only other human on board who’d get the reference, and who’d hopefully be as excited as Regan was about it.

      Bob’s memory wasn’t what it used to be after a botched procedure on his brain, but he could still get the little things.

      As exciting as it all was, there remained some nervousness in Regan’s mind. When they fled the Unmined Jewel, they had left quite a mess behind. Even though Squit, their tentacled hacking genius, had assured them that no digital trace of their presence still existed after she deleted every hint of their visit, there was always someone who was going to miss a dead mob boss.

      Killing Salvato was a necessary feat, but Regan was sure that it would have consequences. Even if there was no direct footage of them, Salvato was as powerful as they came. His ties to Rubicio, an Intergalactic Council member, meant that there would certainly be an inquiry or an investigation of sorts, even if it remained secret. This was what troubled Regan. Yet he knew he had to keep it to himself.

      They had retrieved the data cube from Salvato before fleeing, so they had more than enough information and evidence that would blow the Intergalactic Council’s corruption and mob ties right open, but having that much ammo didn’t make Regan untouchable. In fact, if Rubicio knew he had it, it would make him more of a target.

      At least, that’s what it had meant for Salvato. Regan had seen enough of how the universe worked to know that corruption in space was no different from corruption on Earth. If someone in power was threatened, they would react harshly to keep that power in place.

      Hopefully Regan and his crew would come up with a solution while they found a haven on the Voltek planet. But again, Regan knew things weren’t always as they seemed. He would have to keep his guard up, whether they were on a trusted planet or not.

      The doors to the bridge opened and Regan entered. He was greeted by Posha first, who spoke quickly despite his incredibly slow movements. His hand wave seemed to last minutes, ending long after he had spoken.

      “It’s very wonderful to see you Captain,” the lizard-like alien said. “I have made sure I am ready for our arrival and have been waiting patiently for some time.”

      “I appreciate the readiness,” Regan said.

      Squit and Bob were near a control panel on the far wall. Bob was looking at Regan with a smile, but his face would occasionally disappear from view as Squit’s tentacles were all over him. Regan had known her long enough to know she was perfectly capable of multitasking with her many tentacles, and whatever she was doing on the control screen would not be distracted by what was seemingly a make-out session with Bob.

      The sounds of suckers on his skin made it difficult for Regan to turn his attention away. Though he wanted to point out the two moons to Bob, he thought perhaps this wasn’t the best time.

      He was curious, however, of what Squit was doing with the controls. As if she recognized his curiosity, she started making muffled squishy sounds.

      “She is scanning the news waves,” Bob said. “Still no mention of us or the incident at the Unmined Jewel.”

      “That’s great news,” Regan said.

      “They’re still inspecting the cause of the blast that occurred when we dropped our antimatter modules,” Bob continued. “But Squit was able to remove our description from any press releases or notifications.”

      “So, no FTL drive, but no record of us causing the explosion either,” Regan said. “I suppose I just have to focus on the bright side of the situation.”

      Just then, the doors to the bridge opened and in walked Arkei, Straya, Calico, and Reverie. They all had showered and dressed in similar attire. Calico knew the ship best and knew where Mephistopheles would have kept clothes that fit all forms of ladies. He decided they did indeed fit very well.

      The crew looked exactly like that—a crew. They all took their seats—Calico in the pilot’s chair, Reverie in the back near Regan, and Arkei and Straya on the control panel to the right of Calico. They were all in place. Calico put her hands on the ship’s controls.

      “We’re approaching the Voltek atmosphere,” she said.

      “And it seems we’re going to be met by a significant security detail,” Arkei said, bringing up the hologram display of what the radar picked up ahead of them.

      “I am well prepared for that,” Posha said. “I have a code that should allow us entrance. It should allow us to bypass security, customs, and inspection.”

      “Should?” Regan asked.

      “I admit, Captain, that it is an older code, but we should be good to go,” Posha said with enthusiasm.

      Regan was a bit nervous, but he had to trust his crew. If Posha said the code should work, then that was that.

      Shortly after, the planet came into focus before them. It was the planet the two moons belonged to, which was a beautiful sight. But it was also a planet with an extensive security detail. The hologram that Arkei brought up didn’t do justice to the blockade that seemed to be surrounding the planet.

      There were patrol ships, a few orbital defense platforms, several inspection hangars, and several other intimidating security measures. What worried Regan the most was the Intergalactic Council logo, which was prominently displayed on all the security gear. This was not a defense system established by the planet, but by the Intergalactic Council itself.

      Knowing what he had aboard this ship and what he had done to Salvato made Regan stiffen. Not to mention that he was an illegal species. Arkei, Straya, and Calico were also trying to remain off the grid because of their pasts. And even if they weren’t, they had all assisted in breaking into the casino and killing one of its top players—killing the mob boss with corrupt ties to the most powerful organization in the galaxy.

      Yes, Regan was nervous. And increasingly so when a voice came through their communications system.

      “Unknown ship! Identify yourself!”

      It was not a friendly voice.

      Posha was already typing in the code to the system. Regan wanted him to hurry up, but he knew this was as fast as Posha moved. Posha seemed to be aware that Regan was staring at him, as he responded to the action.

      “Fear not, Captain. The Intergalactic Council are used to Voltek speed. In fact, they find it too troublesome to inspect Voltek ships. We are a cooperative species, but we do not move as quickly as inspectors prefer. It’s why this code should let us pass without inspection.”

      The crew all laughed, having seen Posha in action before. The laugh made the moment seem less tense, and maybe there was nothing to worry about after all. But Regan couldn’t help but notice that Arkei’s expression remained stoic. She was just staring at the hologram of the security detail, seemingly lost in thought.

      Regan thought that perhaps she was just looking for loopholes or potential surprises, but her eyes seemed distant and unfocused.

      After a few silent moments, the blockade before them opened up.

      “Your passcode is accepted, Voltek. You may pass,” said the voice through the communications system speaker.

      Calico applied a small amount of speed as the ship moved through the security detail and into the atmosphere of the planet.

      Regan gazed out the window and saw the jungle planet that Posha came from. It consisted of massive trees unlike any that Regan had ever seen. They held canopies and complexes of all sizes. And these structures were substantial, many of them large enough to land a ship on.

      Pathways went through the trees like a network of roads. The Voltek people moved along these pathways high above the ground—no, that wasn’t ground. In fact, this infinite network of trees wasn’t supported by any land at all, but rooted straight into a turbulent ocean below. Waves smacked into the thick tree trunks, but did little as the wood was so mighty.

      It was an impressive civilization, and Regan was thrilled to be experiencing it. It was a paradise that he never could have imagined.

      Posha gave Calico the coordinates to his treehouse, then she navigated the ship toward it. The platform above it didn’t seem large enough for their ship to land, but as it hovered over the place where Posha told them, the platform expanded to fit the ship.

      “Impressive,” Straya said as she arched a brow.

      Calico set the ship down nice and easy. The crew then started to unlatch their seatbelts to stand. But before exiting the ship, Regan wanted to make sure his crew was in a good place.

      “Before we do anything, I want to hear any concerns you have,” Regan said. “We have been through a lot, and are lucky that Posha is willing to put us up while we sort this out, but I don’t want to leave the ship until I hear from you all.”

      Calico didn’t hesitate before turning around in her chair to face Regan.

      “It’s just…” she started. “I still worry they might find some stray lead on us.”

      Straya tried to be an optimist for once. “Maybe he doesn’t even know there’s a cube of damning information about him in the first place. Though knowing our luck, I sort of doubt that.”

      Regan understood these concerns, but he also wanted to keep his crew in a positive place, with their spirits up. They were definitely in a tricky situation though, and they would all need to be alert.

      “Even if he didn’t know about the data cube, he knows somebody just offed his top guy,” Calico continued. “A guy who was protected at the highest level and who had an in with the Intergalactic Council. Data cube or no data cube, Rubicio is going to want answers. And at his level, he will be able to get them. It might take him a while, but he’ll get there eventually.”

      The rest of the crew nodded in agreement at this assessment. Or rather, most of them. Regan couldn’t help but notice Arkei was distracted again. Something was going on in her head, and he wanted to find out what. But he had already opened up the conversation to the room, and she stayed quiet. Whatever it was that was bothering her, he’d need to bring it up in private.

      For now, it was time to assure his crew they were doing everything they could to navigate this situation with caution.

      “I hear what you’re saying,” Regan said. “And that’s why we have to be careful as to how we proceed. It’s why we can’t keep anything from each other and why we need to rely on each other as we get through this. Let’s trust that Squit erased all the footage and acknowledge that Rubicio is going to be hunting us down. But he doesn’t yet know who he’s looking for, so time is still on our side. We just have to decide our next move—what to do with the cube—and then make that move quickly.”

      The crew all agreed with Regan, even Arkei, though she appeared to remain distracted.

      The gravity of their situation was starting to weigh on Regan, yet he knew he could get through it. He had gotten through so much already and knew there was enough talent on this ship to survive this ordeal as well.

      But an ordeal it would most likely be.

      As they made their way down the hall to exit the ship, Regan told himself that the next chapter of his adventure in space had begun. The direction it would take him wasn’t clear yet, but the pieces, whatever they were, were falling into place.
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      As Regan and his crew walked down the hallway, Squit noticed something flash on a screen nearby. She hurried over to it and pressed a tentacle up to it.

      It was still odd to Regan that she could make so many squishy sounds when she moved and touched things, but leave no trace of liquid or slime on any surface. It was like a trick of sound.

      “What’s got you worried?” Regan asked.

      “She isn’t sure,” Bob replied, translating Squit’s noises. “She noticed there was a brief fuel warning, but it’s gone now…”

      Squit was clearly deep in thought, as Bob trailed off.

      “Perhaps it was a notification about our missing antimatter modules?” Straya asked, half joking.

      “But why would a notification show here, in the hallway?” Calico asked.

      Squit made some sounds and Bob turned from her with a proud and confident expression on his face.

      “Squit adjusted the settings so that warnings of any type would show wherever the crew happened to be, though this reading wasn’t clear, and disappeared right away. So with your permission, Captain, Squit and I would like to stay aboard the ship to run some maintenance testing.”

      Sure you do.

      “All good, Bob,” Regan said. “Thank you, Squit.”

      She made a squishy sound back at him. Then Regan realized that this should be a protocol of theirs, to run maintenance and diagnostics whenever they land in a new place, just to make sure the ship was up to standards. After all, he had the crew now.

      He also thought it would be a good idea to keep Arkei behind, being that she was the second-best pilot they had. She could keep the ship primed and ready in the event of a quick escape. So far, quick escapes seemed to be their thing. Just because Posha vouched for the planet didn’t mean they were out of danger entirely.

      “Arkei, would you mind staying behind as well?” Regan asked. “Just to make sure we have the ship up and running if need be?”

      Arkei turned her glance toward Regan slowly. Almost too slowly. When she made eye contact, it was as if she were snapping out of a daydream, but not completely.

      She finally nodded. “Of course, Captain. That’s a good idea.”

      Arkei turned and made her way back to the bridge, but her head wasn’t as tall as it normally was. And she didn’t glide the way her movements generally allowed, her stride sluggish instead.

      I’m going to have to chat with her once we’re settled in.

      But until then, Regan wanted to see this planet and get things going on the next phase of their plan. He led, with Straya, Calico, Reverie, and Posha following him down the ramp.
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        * * *

      

      Regan was the first one off the ship. Right away he noticed how bright it was. The windshields on the ship naturally tinted light as it came through, otherwise the stars would have been too bright as they blasted by. This thought hadn’t occurred to him until right then.

      It had been a long time since Regan wore a pair of shades, and he wondered if maybe they had some on this planet.

      The second thing he noticed was the humidity. While the planet looked green and lush from the ship, the humidity was horrendous once he stepped off it. He felt sweat accumulate over his entire body nearly instantly.

      Regan assumed the humidity would be tiring and slow down his movements. It had already slowed down the pace at which he walked. This thought made him laugh as he noticed the many Volteks at the base of this ramp who moved about. They too, like Posha, moved incredibly slowly.

      Regan now thought of this speed as ‘humid slow.’

      They waved to Regan and the ladies, their waves, like Posha’s, made in slow motion. Many of them turned up the ramp to meet them, taking slow steps. The distance between them was getting shorter, but only because of the speed at which Regan and his crew walked.

      He also noticed how soft the ramp was on which they had landed. It was seemingly metal, but comfortable to the touch.

      Suddenly the Volteks started to hiss and snarl. They had upset expressions and waved again, but these waves were waving them off, not welcoming them. Regan paused his steps and looked around in confusion. Then he realized who the Volteks were hissing at: Posha. Whatever he had done in the past, his people were not a big fan.

      Posha slowly walked down the ramp as well and snickered at the rest of the Volteks who were in the process of turning away.

      There was no denying what had just occurred. Regan wanted to ask Posha about it, but he decided to wait. What if it were a touchy subject? Even so, it was quite humorous.

      Regan, Calico, Straya, and Reverie slowed down their strides to maintain pace with Posha. It was unbearably slow, but this was his place and he was showing them around. Not that Regan minded the slow pace; he had been running for so long that he welcomed a slower stroll. It allowed him to take in the new environment.

      The trees were incredibly tall and reminded Regan of mangroves. All kinds of complexes had been built into them, some out of wood but mostly out of whatever metal he was walking on. But it didn’t look rough and none of it was rusty. It almost felt like it was alive, like it was some kind of organic metal he knew nothing about.

      It made him think of Arkei’s bionic arm and reminded him that he knew little about the universe.

      Volteks moved all over the ramps, which seemed like intersecting highways, but cleaner and without the honking horns. Without the speed.

      Calmways.

      They carried many items that Regan didn’t recognize, items that looked intricate and expensive. Many of them had exposed wires or parts, as if they were in a state of repair. Regan thought of his old factory job fixing broken game controllers. It had been a long time since he dug his fingers in wires to fix something. Part of him felt sentimental about it. But he shrugged it off. Once you became a Captain, your fixing-things days were over.

      Overall, this place felt like a paradise. The trees reached high enough to provide shade, and the breeze that went through them made a relaxing rustling sound. It sounded like music. And mixed with the crashing of the waves far below, it was a perfect balance of sounds that put Regan at ease.

      He could see that it put his crew at ease as well. The ladies were looking all over, clearly taking it in as Regan was. They had smiles on their faces.

      “You have a beautiful planet here, Posha,” Regan said.

      “Wait until you see my residence,” Posha replied. “It isn’t too far from here.”
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        * * *

      

      Posha’s residence was not far from the landing pad at all. In fact, the ship was nearly right above it. But the speed Posha took to bring them there made it feel longer.

      It was good to know they would be able to get back to the ship easily enough.

      Once they walked through the wooden door, Regan took it all in. The home was massive, with windows showing the glorious view below. The structure must have had some sort of air system, as the humidity was nearly non-existent inside. When he asked about it, Posha merely gave a proud smile and said, “Just some good old fashioned engineering.”

      “Captain, catch!” Straya threw a piece of fruit at Regan. It was large and had a soft texture.

      “Ah!” Posha said. “It seems that my neighbors kept my fruit bowl fresh while I was away.”

      Regan quirked an eyebrow. “Damn, haven’t you been gone for ages? It’s crazy no one robbed the place, and even crazier that your neighbors would bother keeping the fruit bowl fresh.” Regan then took a large bite of the fruit, at this point no longer shy of alien food. It was sweet and juicier than he thought it would be.

      Straya bit into a piece of her own and sucked the juice right away. “Oh, hell yeah. This stuff’s good.” She shoved one in Reverie’s hands.

      Reverie accepted the fruit, but unlike the others, hesitated to try it. When she saw Posha watching her, she blushed and, out of politeness more than anything, took a bite. “Mmm,” was her verdict, as her mouth was too full to say much else.

      Calico grabbed herself a fruit and tossed one to Posha to save him the effort. A large smile came over his face as he caught it.

      “Tangerquats… my favorite!” he said. He lifted one up and took a bite, and though he usually ate faster than he moved, he took this bite slow. He was relishing it. Regan could swear he saw a tear form in Posha’s eye.

      Posha faced the others.

      “It has been years since I have been back home,” Posha said. “Years since I have enjoyed a tangerquat… I’m surprised how much I missed it.” He stepped slowly away from the table. “Anyhow, I want you all to take a look around,” he continued. “Be comfortable. I’ll be with you all shortly.”

      He made his way toward a massive balcony that overlooked the ocean and trees as far as any eye could see. He needed some alone time.

      Regan nodded at the ladies and started walking around the home. It consisted of several levels, with gadgets and cool items scattered about. Regan didn’t know what any of it was, and as badly as he wanted to pick things up and inspect it all more closely, he resisted. It was Posha’s home.

      After a few minutes Regan realized he was getting a bit of a buzz—and it was coming on quickly. He turned to the girls. “You feel that?”

      “It’s the fruit,” Straya said. “I felt it straight away.”

      Calico elbowed her. “Lightweight.”

      The two glared at each other for a moment, slowly raising their fists, before bursting into giggles.

      Regan leaned over the balcony and looked down at the kitchen table where Reverie was pacing slowly about, dancing almost. He could see that she too was feeling the buzz from the fruit. She looked up at him, the movement making her dizzy. The resulting stumble made her chuckle.

      Regan smiled in return, then continued walking. He came to a place on one of the inner balconies that was full of weapons. At first he thought how much Arkei would appreciate this small arsenal, but then wondered why Posha would have so many.

      There was a door beyond the gun wall, the amount of security surrounding it looking quite comical.

      Clearly there’s more to Posha than meets the eye. Sweet bachelor’s pad. Gun inventory. Bolted up rooms.

      Regan turned to ask Straya what she thought was kept in there, when he saw Posha outside. He was on the ground, seemingly unconscious. But it was more than that… There was a small dart in the back of his neck.

      Shit.

      Regan heard a whizzing sound followed by the noise of Reverie dropping to her side onto the ground below.

      Regan dropped his fruit and dove toward the table where the guns were sitting, hoping to get a better view of what was happening from a sheltered place. Calico made a similar movement.

      Straya attempted to dash to the side as well, but a dart hit her in the neck before she could reach safety. She hit the ground.

      Regan had so many thoughts come at once. But they fled from his mind when a pair of legs dropped down before the table he was on. They wore black pants over black boots. Regan didn’t hesitate, he kicked one of the knees and then erupted from under the table.

      “Regan, don’t!” Calico shouted. But he continued on.

      He went to punch, but his fist was caught by the attacker who was covered in black all the way up, head too.

      It’s a freaking ninja.

      Regan was pulled close, followed by the ninja high kicking him in the chest, instantly knocking all the air out of him. He went flying back toward the table.

      Calico jumped up and went after the ninja, leaving Regan to recover by himself.

      As Regan struggled to regain his breath, he watched Calico go blow for blow with the ninja. It was impressive. Even though she was getting knocked around, she still managed to get the upper hand and swiftly had the ninja on his back. Regan could barely see the motion it was so fast.

      She was going at him, punching, elbowing, and blocking blows from the decreasingly efficient ninja. The ninja finally stopped fighting before collapsing to the ground. This didn’t stop Calico at first. She shouted at the ninja, before finally taking a moment to pause. She held her fists in the air knowing that one more blow would kill the ninja.

      But Calico didn’t deliver it. She dropped her arms with an exhale.

      Suddenly two more ninjas hit the ground, having dropped from the ceiling. They each grabbed one of her arms and began dragging her from the house. She valiantly struggled and kicked, but the two of them had no trouble getting her under control.

      Regan, still out of breath, reached up to the table top for whatever gun he could grab, and pulled it down.

      It was heavy, like a mini-Gatling gun. It slammed into the ground loud enough that the two ninjas carrying Calico quickly turned their faces back to see what caused the noise. While Regan couldn’t see their faces, he could imagine their expressions.

      “Let her go,” he said simply. He fired several warning shots, which, to his surprise, were lasers instead of bullets.

      Even better.

      The ninjas looked at each other, then swiftly grabbed their wounded partner in crime and disappeared. They leaped from the windows. Even though Regan followed them to see where they went, they were gone. Disappeared. It was just the calming sounds of the ocean and the breeze it made, pushing through the tall trees.

      Regan ran over to Calico.

      “Are you okay?”

      She nodded briefly.

      Regan pulled out his communications link. “Arkei, we were just attacked by ninjas. Was the ship attacked?”

      It took a few moments before Arkei replied, and it was less than satisfactory.

      “Nothing here, Captain,” she said.

      No enthusiasm? No asking if everyone was doing fine? Regan was definitely going to have to talk to her sooner rather than later. But now, he had to make sure everyone else was okay. He turned to see that Calico was already lifting Straya’s head up, having pulled the dart out of her neck.

      “It’s a temporary sedative,” Calico said. “It’ll keep them out as long as it is in the neck.”

      “Got it,” Regan replied. He dropped the gun and dashed down the stairs toward Reverie. He lifted her head slowly and pulled the dart from her neck, holding it carefully to avoid touching the tip.

      She immediately started to regain consciousness.

      He ran to Posha outside and did the same with him, carrying him back in to join the others. He then quickly ran back out the exterior balcony and once again looked all over, but he couldn’t see anything. He looked up at his ship and tried to spot something, anything out of the ordinary, but it all looked fine.

      This was spooky.

      He returned inside to see Calico helping everyone get seated at the table. Reverie, Straya, and Posha all rubbed the back of their necks. They were groggy, it was clear.

      “I should have been faster than that,” Straya said. “Sorry, Captain.”

      “You ate the tangerquat,” Posha replied. “It hits you quick. Unless you are like me, with a slow metabolism.”

      “Noted,” Straya replied. “Also, what type of Class A species keeps weapons like this in the house? I think I saw Regan holding a Gatling Blaster?”

      “I’ve always found the Intergalactic Council’s classification system to be insufficient,” Posha said, barely hiding his pride. “While most of my brethren fit the classification, I was always a bit different.”

      “That’s why your neighbors don’t like you?” Reverie asked.

      Posha nodded, as if in acceptance.

      “It was why Mephistopheles wanted you,” Calico said. “He often toyed with the idea of embarrassing the Intergalactic Council for their dated classification system. He’d gather specimens that didn’t fit the classifications, all with the intention of one day making a mockery out of them.”

      Regan couldn’t believe they were chatting about weapons and classifications at a time like this. Maybe it was the fruit, or maybe it was the fact that they had all been stunned. Well, except Calico.

      He snapped his fingers, bringing everyone’s attention back to him. “Why aren’t we discussing the fact that ninjas just attacked us?”

      Straya, still clearly drunk, poked Regan’s nose. “Such a good Captain. Always on point. Do you think… he is already onto us?”

      “Rubicio?” Reverie asked. “It would seem obvious wouldn’t it?”

      Posha added, “If there was some remaining trace of me in that hangar, then it wouldn’t be hard for him to trace us back here. This is the only Voltek civilization in the universe.”

      Regan didn’t like that conclusion at all, but he didn’t want to rush off without knowing more about his enemy. Even though this situation was dangerous, getting back on that ship without the ability to make an FTL jump was also not an ideal situation.

      “Team, we need to get out of here,” Regan said. “But we need to regroup and get everyone sober first. Make sure our plan is set in stone.”

      Then Regan had another thought.

      “And Posha,” he said. “I want to know what’s in that vault upstairs.”

      Posha grinned broadly.
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      Posha led Regan and Calico to the vault door on the balcony behind the large table of guns. Reverie and Straya stayed back for a moment to catch their breath. The ninja attack, and in particular, those darts, really did a number on them.

      Regan told them to take a moment, but to catch up as soon as they felt capable. He didn’t want to rush anyone, but their situation was compromised.

      Posha entered a keycode on a screen on the vault door, then provided a fingerprint as well. There were other switches and adjustments he had to make to get it open. The process of unlocking the door seemed to be consistent with Posha’s slow movements.

      When the door finally opened, it revealed a massive bunker full of electronics, gadgets, weapons, and heavy crates of mystery materials. There were small vehicles as well, big enough only for Posha to fit inside.

      “Jesus, Posha. You didn’t tell me you were lizard Batman.”

      Posha blinked. “Thank you, Captain. I am sure that compliment makes sense on your planet, at least.”

      He continued forward. “You’ll be glad to know I have a secret door from which we can load up the ship. I know we are in a rush, but there are many items that I would highly encourage we take with us.”

      Regan laughed, as if he needed any persuading to load up on this arsenal. He lifted his comm link to his mouth and called the ship.

      “Arkei, please move the ship to the back of Posha’s house, and open the cargo loading doors. We’ve got ourselves additional weapons, courtesy of our orange-scaled friend.”

      Arkei was hesitant to respond, which bothered Regan. It was consistent now.

      “On our way,” she finally said, but she didn’t comment about the weapons. Weapons were her thing! It was just like how she didn’t comment on the ninjas earlier.

      There was no more time to worry about this. As soon as they took off, he was going to have that talk. He turned to Calico and pointed at the vault door.

      “Could you get Straya and Reverie moving faster? I know everybody’s shaken up, but—”

      “Captain,” Calico interrupted with a kind tone. “I understand, and so will they.” She bowed her head to Regan then hurried out.

      Regan turned to face the opening cargo doors. Arkei and Bob stood on the other side. Bob’s eyes went wide when he saw the arsenal of goods. He was like a child.

      “It’s like the event in War Games 3 where you can uncover the Secret Stealth Layer!”

      “Dammit, Bob!” Regan said. “We’ve been over this. War Games 2 is the superior entry! Now listen to Posha and load up.”

      Bob jumped off the ramp into the vault and pulled out a remote control, which he used to call forth a hover platform. One followed Arkei as well, but she looked less than interested in all the new gear.

      Regan didn’t hesitate in approaching her and pulling her aside. He put his hand on her arm which seemed to snap her out of whatever daze she was in.

      “Arkei, what’s going on?”

      She shook her head and rubbed her eyes.

      “Nothing,” she said. “Just tired is all.”

      “This is more than tiredness. What is it?”

      Arkei looked into Regan’s eyes where he saw a deep sadness, a sadness he hadn’t seen before. She was dealing with something and wouldn’t let him in.

      “Regan, let’s just load these items up,” she said. “I’m fine. It’ll all be fine.”

      She gave him a hug then navigated her platform in and asked Posha what she should start loading up. Regan wasn’t convinced at all, but they’d deal with it later.

      Calico returned with Straya and Reverie. Despite their sluggish movements, Straya was thrilled with what she saw. Her arms reached out to the sides as if she could hug the room.

      “Holy fuck!” she shouted. “This is more than a pirate could loot in their entire lifetime! How did you get all of this?”

      Posha, as he pointed to boxes for Arkei and Bob to load up, just smiled up at Straya.

      “They are largely my own designs.” He then directed Straya to a large crate he was standing next to.

      He entered a combination into the keypad and the lid retracted. A small drone came whizzing out, hovering just above the box. Other drones soon followed until five were hovering in a single line upward from the open crate.

      Posha reached into the crate and removed a small handheld device. He entered some sort of calculation, which resulted in the line of drones flying off toward the space yacht. They attached themselves to the hull of the ship in various spots.

      “Those look like mines,” Straya said, watching the action occur.

      “That’s precisely what they are,” Posha said. “It’s an excellent defense measure. They blast outward. Any ship that gets too close or tries to forcefully board our ship will be in for a surprise.”

      Calico had been watching over Straya’s shoulder and nudged her arm. “Seems like our Voltek friend is a weapons expert!”

      “No shit,” Straya replied. “It’s no wonder the neighbors won’t even look at you, Posha.”

      Posha set down the hand-held device. “Neighbors are overrated. I much prefer the company of my inventions.” He then looked around the room at the items they had loaded up and nodded at Regan. “I think that should do it.”

      “Then let’s rock and roll,” Regan said. His crew started for the ship.

      Regan waited until all of them were on the ramp. When Reverie approached him, she put her hand on his shoulder, her mouth close to his ear.

      “Arkei is in distress,” she said softly. There was much concern in her voice.

      “I know,” Regan replied. “As soon as we’re on board, I’m going to talk to her. I don’t want to make it a big deal, so if you could please help everyone get settled on the bridge…”

      “Of course. Am I to tell Calico where to take us?”

      “Not yet,” Regan said. “We can discuss that when Arkei and I join you. For now, just keep everyone calm. See if Squit can make everyone something tasty to get our spirits up.”

      “Good call, Captain,” Reverie said as she boarded the ship.

      Regan joined the crew aboard, sneaking up to Arkei as they entered the ship.

      “Can I speak with you for a moment?” he whispered.

      Arkei nodded and the two of them broke off from the rest.
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        * * *

      

      Regan and Arkei entered the Captain’s Suite. She took a seat at a table near the large window while he grabbed two glasses and filled them with water. He handed one to Arkei and sat next to her.

      “Talk to me, Arkei,” Regan started.

      Arkei hesitated at first, but she finally broke down and looked at Regan, her posture stiff.

      “Remember my people, the Hiveroth?” she asked.

      “Of course. The hive mind race that banished you.”

      “Yes. Well, they’re calling me back.”

      Regan took a moment to process this. The race that wanted her dead, that banished her, that made her choose a fate with Mephistopheles and turn to a life of hiding and bidding for that monster, was now calling her back?

      “What do they want?” Regan asked, trying his best to temper his anger at the situation.

      “They want me to join them again.”

      Regan couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      “Arkei, they banished you!”

      “I know.”

      “They’re toying with your mind. I mean… are they speaking to you right this instant?”

      Arkei had tears in her eyes as she nodded. She looked defeated.

      “Well, can you turn it off? Do you have a choice? Can you just… not listen to them?”

      “I don’t know,” Arkei replied. “The collective mind is a fundamental part of the Hiveroth. I thought I was cut off from an early age, but it seems that I wasn’t. Or perhaps they have the ability to bring me back in.”

      Regan’s anger was growing, but he needed to be there for Arkei. His anger wouldn’t solve this situation. He couldn’t imagine what she was going through right now.

      “Arkei, is this something you… want?”

      Arkei shook her head, then grabbed Regan’s hands. She looked at him and opened her mouth as if to speak, but she couldn’t.

      Something was happening to her. Her grip on Regan’s hands became firm. He couldn’t pull his hands away.

      The look in her eyes changed as well. They started to fill with other colors, as if there were many eyes looking through them. Then she spoke, but it wasn’t her voice. Many voices came out of her mouth.

      “Return Arkei to us,” the voices demanded. They were speaking to Regan, watching Regan. The entire hive mind was in the room with them right now.

      Regan couldn’t imagine how Arkei was holding this back. How did she bottle this up, and for how long?

      “You have no right to take over her mind,” Regan said sternly at the face of Arkei, speaking to the entire race.

      “Her mind belongs to the Hiveroth. She is of us,” the voices continued.

      “You cast her out. You hurt her, made her feel neglected for most of her life, and now you call her back? For what reason?”

      “We have been attacked,” the voices answered. “Many have fallen. She is needed.”

      Arkei then began to tremble. Her grip on Regan’s hands were loosening. She blinked and brought her hands to her head.

      “No, I’m not!” she shouted. She was battling for control of her own brain, of her own body. It startled Regan. “You have an entire hive at your disposal!” she continued. “What good will one outcast do?”

      The Hiveroth regained control of Arkei’s body. She stiffened, looked at Regan again. The eyes of many behind her own.

      “You must return her,” the voices said.

      You must fuck off.

      “Who attacked you?” Regan asked.

      “Mercenaries. They came searching for Arkei. We fought them, but our worry is founded in something else. We are concerned because not far from the mercenary ships were Intergalactic Council troopers.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “They were cloaked, but our radars are advanced. Whatever Arkei has done, she is in trouble all the way up to the Intergalactic Council. She must return to the hive.”

      “And why should we trust you? What would keep you from handing her over to save your own asses?”

      “We will keep her safe.”

      Regan moved close to Arkei’s face. He put his hands on her cheeks and glared into her eyes.

      “You had your chance,” Regan said. “Now I keep her safe. And I have a crew that will never stop fighting to keep her safe. You made your choice with Arkei long ago, when she was just a child. If you think for a moment that I will hand her over, you are dead wrong. I’ll go to war with your entire race, and I will win, to keep Arkei safe and away from you.”

      Regan could feel the anger behind the eyes. He could tell they were furious with him, and it felt good. He knew he was on the right side of things. He thought of Arkei as a little child, as a child who needed help, and how her entire race turned their backs on her. He would not let those same cowards make demands of her now.

      Arkei blinked several times and nearly fell over. Regan caught her. She looked temporarily weak, but also refreshed, like a massive weight had been lifted from her.

      She rubbed her eyes and looked at Regan, then grabbed both sides of his face with her hands.

      Whether it was permanent or temporary, the Hiveroth had left her mind. He didn’t need her confirmation to know this. He could see it in her eyes. It was just him and Arkei looking at each other in that moment.

      Then she pulled him toward her and kissed him hard. Her tongue reached inside his mouth and kissed him like only she could do. He remembered the first time they kissed. The first time he tasted this alien tongue.

      They didn’t say a word to each other as they began to undress. They kissed every part of each other’s bodies. They tasted each other, and they did so passionately. They touched each other in the same way, with confident and exploratory hands. In what seemed like only moments, Regan was inside of her.

      They were on the ground, with Regan riding her. Nothing else mattered right then. Not the Hiveroth. Not Rubicio. Not even the rest of the crew. It was just Regan and Arkei, having each other completely.

      They stared into each other’s eyes. She moaned and pulled on his hair, but kept looking at him with all four of her eyes. She touched herself and grabbed his ass, pulling him hard toward her, deeper inside her.

      He took her hands and mounted them above her head on the ground. He pushed deeper and fucked harder, not holding back until she came, pulling him into a release as well.

      He remained inside her for a bit longer. Regan relaxed on top of her as they continued kissing. He rubbed his fingers across her breasts as she nibbled at his ear. She smiled and hugged him.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “We’re in this together,” he replied.
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        * * *

      

      Back on the bridge, Straya was the first one to notice how much better Arkei looked, and she winked at them.

      It seemed there was some disagreement in the room as to where they should head next, where they could hide from the Intergalactic Council.

      While Arkei and Regan’s entrance gave everyone pause, it only did so momentarily, as the crew returned to their argument.

      “No, not that planet either,” Calico said, brushing Straya’s hand aside from the planetary map. “Rubicio’s reach spans the entire universe. It’s useless.”

      “It seems he is onto us more than we realize,” Regan began.

      The crew grew quiet and turned their attention to their Captain, but he turned it over to Arkei.

      “The Intergalactic Council sent mercenaries to attack the Hiveroth,” Arkei said. “They were looking for me.”

      The room remained quiet for a moment longer.

      “So that is two of our civilizations that have seen action,” Posha said.

      “Very different approaches though,” Regan noted.

      “Why would Rubicio be so bold in going after Arkei or her people?” Reverie asked.

      Arkei shrugged. “I’m an easier target. Regan, Bob, and Straya are undocumented, so he might not know how to get to you three. Calico is a princess, so maybe he’d rather not mess with her just yet. Squit’s probably not on the radar either as she stayed on our ship the whole time. As for Posha, his neighbors really hate him, so maybe they gave him up when we landed.”

      “It still doesn’t explain how his neighbors knew anything about the events that transpired,” Regan said. “But enough talk, at least right here. We need to move. This bastard is stepping up his game, and I don’t want to be caught off guard again.”

      Regan took his seat.

      “Calico, fly us to a quiet spot, away from Intergalactic Troopers for a bit. Even if Rubicio’s reach spans the whole universe, it’s better to move than to stay here where we’ve been reported.”

      Calico didn’t reply, just nodded. There was some uncertainty to her movements, it seemed, but they had all been through a rough ordeal back there.

      So much for trying to live a peaceful life. We need to take out this bastard.

      The ship departed and left the Voltek atmosphere.
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      Calico navigated them toward a dead zone between galactic sectors. There was little traffic, but they were hardly the only ones around. It seemed like mostly truckers and cargo ships. Even though the space yacht was nicer than ships in the area, the travelers here tended to mind their own business, at least according to Calico.

      She put the ship on autopilot and they cruised along with the minimal scattered traffic. Then she turned her chair around and faced the center of the bridge, as did Arkei and Straya. Squit was busy with her tentacles on the screen next to her, making squishy noises, which Bob translated.

      “Squit is hacking into the various communication networks in this sector, seeing if there is any mention of us, either individually or as a whole. So far nothing is coming up.”

      “That’s good news,” Regan said. “But I wonder if they’re smart enough to be speaking in code?”

      Regan couldn’t help but think back on the ninja attack. That coupled with the fact that the Hiveroth were attacked so quickly gave Regan concern that his current foe was smarter than enemies of the past. He and his crew would have to start thinking creatively.

      Straya nodded and snapped her fingers, as if affirming that Regan’s comment was correct. It made him glad that her head was already in that place.

      Squit made more noises.

      “Right, she is looking for seemingly coded transmissions as well,” Bob said. “And putting them into a database sequence, so even if something comes up that is recurring or out of place, we will be notified.”

      Damn. She’s good.

      But as Regan and the crew then found out—being good was not the same as being preventative. It was only a matter of moments before the proximity scanners on the bridge started going off, sending alarms and signals to all the display screens.

      Straya brought up the alert on one of the windshield screens, the video showing a drone-like device flying right at them. It was larger than a drone though and looked like it could do some damage.

      Squit made some noises.

      “It’s a probe!” Bob shouted.

      It had a blinking red light that Regan assumed could only mean it was making contact of some sort, reporting to whoever sent it that it found something. That something was Regan and his crew.

      “It’s an Intergalactic Council Navy probe!” Calico shouted as she took the ship out of autopilot, kicking it into gear and speeding up.

      “How do you know it belongs to the navy?” Arkei asked, bringing up a hologram radar of the surrounding area, seemingly checking for additional attackers or visitors of any kind.

      “Does it matter?” Calico snapped in response. “I just do!”

      She pulled the controls and took the ship into a downward spiral away from the probe which followed their trajectory. It was fast, incredibly so.

      “We need to get out of here,” Calico said. “Straya, can you—”

      But she was cut off by a new alarm, as well as the arrival of three ships, which came out of light speed right in front of them. Arkei enlarged the hologram of them and took a closer look.

      “You’re right,” Arkei said. “Intergalactic Council Navy vessels. Three of them.”

      When the ships showed up Calico put on the brakes. They were face to face with the three ships. The probe whizzed by and idled in the space off to the side between them.

      It was a stare down, but Regan wasn’t sure they stood a chance. Sure, this ship had seen action and fought its way out of tight situations, but these ships came prepared. They knew exactly what they were dealing with and showed up ready to go. They were on the hunt, and they had found their prey.

      They were red battleships. Regan could see that they were loaded with massive weapons. The red was a surprise, as Regan hadn’t seen ships colored like that before. Their ominous appearance definitely stirred up fear on the bridge of his ship.

      They made no attempt to call Regan’s communication line. They were here only to destroy.

      “Captain,” Calico started. “I am waiting for your orders.”

      Regan didn’t need to think about a maneuver. He knew that Calico could handle the ship better than any of them, and the last time they were in a ship fight, he dropped all of their antimatter modules out of the cargo hold. Sure, they survived, but he trusted his crew right then more than he trusted himself.

      “They aren’t taking us in peacefully,” Regan said. “Let’s give ‘em hell.”

      Calico didn’t hesitate. She thrust the controls back toward herself and accelerated the ship right for the three navy vessels. The speed was incredible, nerve racking, even. He wasn’t sure about the tactic, but he appreciated the aggression she displayed.

      The three ships started firing toward them, but mostly blasts that could be deflected by their shields. They didn’t unleash any of the large weapons. Regan realized that the ships must be too close to fire massive missiles. An explosion from one of those things could backfire on them.

      “Posha, how sure about you about those mines you made?” Calico asked.

      “I am quite sure that whatever sets them off will be significantly more troubled than we will,” he replied. “That is their purpose.”

      “You’re nuts,” Straya said, catching on to Calico’s plan.

      “Maybe,” Calico said. “But if it means saving our collective asses…”

      Calico took the ship toward the first of the three ships, the closest one. She got close enough that it seemed for a moment they were going to collide, but they didn’t. Instead she just grazed the surface of the navy vessel. The proximity of the two ships set off a mine that caused a massive explosion.

      Posha was right in that it didn’t break through their own ship, but the impact did send a massive jolt their way. It made alarms go off and the screens flicker.

      Arkei’s hologram display showed that the navy vessel that received the explosion now had a significant hole in its top, near its bridge. The ship was without power and was now drifting, unable to fight back. Its firing had stopped and its ability to maneuver out of the situation was depleted. Much of the crew would still be alive, but the ship itself was useless.

      “Nicely done,” Arkei said.

      “Yeah, but they’ll be onto us now,” Calico replied.

      She kept the ship moving the way it was and started to circle back around. It was clear there was no running away from this fight. They had no ability to make a jump and escape. If they were to flee, it would be easy for the navy vessels to follow them, hunt them down, and use their larger and more powerful weapons. The proximity was their greatest strength right now.

      The alarms didn’t stop. Squit stood from her seat, picked up Bob, and made their way for the door only to be hailed by Posha.

      “Take me with you!” he said. “As I trust you are headed to the—”

      Before he could finish, one of Squit’s tentacles reached out, unbuckled his safety belt, and pulled him from his chair in a single swift motion. They disappeared out the bridge door before anyone could blink.

      Bob’s voice came through the speakers on the bridge.

      “Captain, Squit is going to keep an eye on any ongoing damage.”

      Then Posha’s voice came through as well. “And I have an idea!” 

      “I’ll take any and all ideas right now, Posha!” Regan shouted in reply. “Anything that will get us out of this.”

      Calico flew the ship into a spiraling motion. She had circled back around and was again headed for the navy ships.

      “I hope you’re holding onto something, Squit!” she shouted as the ship spun in circles. The probe was still following, and Regan wondered if she could make it collide with one of the ships. It was a long shot, but what wouldn’t be at this point?

      Instead, a heavy blast came from one of the navy ships. It had sent a large missile right at their ship.

      “Fuck!” Arkei shouted. “We’ve got an M-12 coming right at us!”

      “They’re crazy to use that kind of power at this close range!” Straya said.

      “It seems they are willing to take a hit to eliminate us!” Arkei replied back.

      Calico held her course, her eyes glaring out the front windshield, heading directly for the missile. She kept the spiraling motion going and accelerated their speed drastically.

      “Well, we’re about to really put Posha’s mines to the test,” she said.

      And they did.

      The missile collided with the front of their ship, sending a major tremor throughout the entire structure. Regan worried for a moment that the ship would split in two. The screens all went black, as did the lights on the bridge.

      This is it.

      But it only lasted for a moment. The mine had worked. It was as if it diverted the missile’s explosion upon impact, sending it outward away from the ship.

      When the screens rebooted, there was static for a moment, but then they regained their real-time images, showing the missile had certainly done damage, but only minimally to their ship. The navy vessels had been sent slightly off course from the blow as well.

      “Damn!” Regan shouted. “Posha’s mines really are working!”

      Then Posha’s voice came through the speaker.

      “Okay, I have replaced a missile component with a lovely little device I like to call the ‘wave.’ Whenever you are ready, you may fire.”

      “Just one of our standard missiles?” Arkei asked. “That won’t do shit!”

      “It will now,” Posha replied. “Just fire one, at either ship, and then hightail it out of here.”

      Arkei looked over at Calico, who affirmed that she was ready, then she fired a single missile at the navy vessel. As expected, the missile didn’t reach the ship due to the force shield surrounding it. But what it did do was quite a surprise to everyone.

      They soon learned why Posha called it what he did.

      As the missile exploded, it released a gaseous substance into space that tumbled over itself. The tumbling grew at a drastic rate, expanding in all directions, more of a tsunami than a mere wave.

      It took over the navy ships and pushed them off their course. It was like it stuck to them and the force wouldn’t allow them to fly out of it. Heavy sparks came from the gas as well, as if it were feeding on the electricity of each ship.

      The navy ships tumbled over each other along with the gas, completely out of control. The lights on both ships flickered before ultimately going out. Regan and his crew watched as their enemy lost power. The ships bumped into each other and rolled over in what had to be a huge mess. The force shields were clearly down, because as the ships bumped into each other they dented one another, shattering windows and bending metal.

      Posha had done it. The Intergalactic Council Navy ships weren’t going to be a problem for anyone any time soon. The tumbling and force of the gas continued to grow and increase in speed the longer it was exposed.

      It was only a matter of moments before both ships exploded.

      “Just one more detail,” Arkei said, watching the probe still following them on the screen. She lined up a missile toward it. Even though it was fast and had been able to dodge most things up until this point, Arkei was able to blow it up with a single shot.

      “Nice shot,” Straya said.

      “It’s good to be back,” Arkei replied.

      “We have to get out of here,” Calico interjected. “We’re down to one mine and I don’t want to be here if more of those fuckers show up.”

      “Right you are, Calico,” Regan said. “Get us out of here.”

      “And then we’re going to find Rubicio,” Straya said. “That sorry son of a bitch is really starting to piss me off.”

      “Right again, Straya,” Regan added. “Hiding is no good. We need to bring him down, and we need to do it sooner rather than later.”
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      Calico headed for deep space, away from traffic or any populated sectors. Without an FTL drive, it was not as simple as typing in the coordinates and punching it, getting them where they needed to be in no time.

      Regan still blamed himself for this delay in travel time, and he worried that every moment they stayed in space they would be exposed to the forces of Rubicio. The three recent attacks had demonstrated not only that Rubicio was onto them, but that his tactics were ranging and growing in aggression.

      Regan pressed the button on his chair that opened up the ship’s internal communication link.

      “Posha, is it possible to get any more of those mines?” he asked.

      Posha was still with Bob and Squit, looking at damage and repairs in other parts of the ship. Even though Regan knew the answer to the question he had just asked, he waited for Posha to reply.

      “I am afraid not, Captain,” Posha’s voice confirmed. “I am happy to construct more, as I can do so from the materials we took from my home, but each mine will take several days with uninterrupted attention.”

      “Thank you, Posha,” Regan replied. “But I’m afraid we don’t currently have that kind of time.”

      “I can update our standard missiles,” Posha replied. “It is no trouble to boost our current weaponry a bit at least.”

      “Great idea,” Regan said. “Get on that as soon as you’re done with repairs.”

      Meanwhile, Straya scanned her monitor, looking for coordinates. Arkei scanned the holographic radar for surrounding areas and nearby sectors. Rubicio could be coming from anywhere. Now that Arkei was seemingly back on her game, her eyes were hard at work, focused on the strategy at hand.

      “I’m not seeing anything coming up yet,” Arkei said. “But how worried do you think we should be about additional Intergalactic Council Navy ships surprising us?”

      “Probably not as likely as it would seem,” Calico answered. “I highly doubt that attack was carried out officially. I’m guessing it was an off-the-record operation, and they’ll hesitate to waste more ships.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Straya said. “Rubicio can claim that pirates attacked and took down three of their ships and send more right away.” She wrapped up her typing and spun around to face Calico. “And speaking of pirates…”

      Calico opened a notification on her screen that Straya just sent her way—coordinates to some place. Calico then turned to her with a bit of confusion.

      “It’s a pirate hold,” Straya said.

      Calico gave her a look of disbelief. “We’re looking for a quiet and safe place to lie low for a while to figure out our next plan of attack, and you want to go to a hostile, pirate-infested dump?”

      “Considering our situation, it’s the safest place in the universe right now.”

      “Straya, I know you have a history with pirates, but this place will be incredibly dangerous.” Calico scanned through the information, seemingly looking for further reason to call it off. “And look, this sector is otherwise completely abandoned. Apparently it was evacuated some time ago due to an aggressive supernova. You’re recommending we go to a very dark and desolate place, where pirates could very well have their way with us.”

      “Yes,” Straya said. “But it’s a place where the influence of the Intergalactic Council is not welcome. Considering the status of our enemies right now, a pirate hold really is the safest spot we could ask for. Besides, I’ve got street cred with some of those pirates. They’ll respect us.”

      The entire crew was silent for a few moments, but Regan agreed with Straya’s logic on this one.

      Calico looked at Regan, who gave her a nod in return. She huffed, outranked, and directed the ship toward the coordinates.

      “Relying on hyper-speed alone will put us there in about two hours,” Calico said. “Provided we don’t run into any IC forces.”

      Regan knew that even though they weren’t being actively chased, he’d be holding his breath for the next two hours. He didn’t know how many steps ahead his enemy was.
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived, Regan wasn’t sure if there was any life in the place at all. It was more than just run down; it looked abandoned. The space station appeared patched together with various pieces of metal, destroyed ships, and other supplies.

      If there were a haunted house version of a space station, then this would be it. It existed on its own in a dark part of space and though there were no windows, Regan felt like their ship was being watched by this place. It was as if it was somehow waiting for them.

      The only light in the area came from a neutron star that didn’t seem that far away. But as Regan learned, the density of a neutron star, especially a young one, made it so that it was very bright. That could also be the reason why the rest of the area seemed so dark.

      As the ship circled around the space station, the crew started to understand how large it actually was. It was huge, bigger than they could have imagined, and because of how it sat at an angle near the neutron star, it was largely shadowed over, hiding in plain sight.

      It was impressive. Regan started to think there was more to this place than met the eye. They came to what was seemingly an entrance, but it was entirely sealed off with older ships.

      It was unclear whether this was an accident or an intentional decision, but it seemed at some point a ship maybe crashed right into the exterior of the station, or perhaps there was an explosion inside that broke through. But either way, the resulting exterior was a series of ships that had been welded together.

      It almost reminded Regan of old sci-fi movies involving indigenous tribes, and how they would warn off newcomers by filling their entrance with severed heads on sticks. This seemed like a comparable warning, saying, “Come any closer, and your ship will be a flattened trophy on our wall for the universe to see.”

      “Straya,” Regan started, but kept his nervousness contained as best he could. “Are we sure about this place?”

      “Totally,” Straya said. Then she directed Calico to a section of the ship on the far side, completely shadowed over.

      Once they started to get closer, they came upon some additional traffic. It wasn’t much, but it put Regan at ease.

      “I’m requesting a landing dock,” Straya said as she messed around on her control screen.

      “And that’s all that’s required?” Arkei asked.

      “I still have some pirate contacts. But beyond that, this place welcomes anyone who doesn’t give them any trouble. An honor among thieves sorta deal. Intergalactic Council ships, on the other hand, will be fired upon on sight.” She continued to work on her screen. “It’s not free though. Requesting a landing dock costs a reservation fee… And it seems the prices have gone up quite a bit since I’ve been here last. They’ll let us in, if anything so they can just get paid. And they’ll keep us here until we pay.”

      “Like a pirate cover charge?” Regan asked only half seriously. The idea was amusing to him, but he supposed it made sense.

      “Sort of,” Straya said. Then a green light lit up on her screen. “Got one!” She turned to Calico. “Pad 86-D.” In response, Calico steered the ship for an entrance that was opening below them.

      As Calico navigated their ship into the large station, Straya said, “Welcome to The Boneyard.”

      That sounded about right to Regan. He inhaled and prepared for landing. Calico set the ship down nice and easy, then turned the engines off.

      They had arrived.

      The crew on the bridge all turned toward each other and looked at Regan for direction. He knew what to do next.

      “We need antimatter modules, and we need to figure out a way to get into the Intergalactic Council’s broadcasting network to unleash this data cube and end this nonsense once and for all. That sound about right to everyone?”

      Arkei nodded, but added, “Our loot is only going to sell here for about a tenth of what it would normally be worth anywhere else.”

      “A tenth of the price still puts us in a good position,” Calico said. “The amount of wealth we’ve acquired and looted aboard this ship, not counting what Mephistopheles already had stored here, means we’ve got enough wealth to support us for years.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” Arkei responded. “But when it comes to antimatter modules, no one here will be interested in selling them for money.”

      Regan wasn’t sure why this would be the case. “Why’s that?”

      Arkei was kind in her reply, but it was another instance of Regan not fully understanding the nature of how the universe worked. “If someone has antimatter modules, then they already have money, and lots of it. So money alone won’t pique their interest.”

      “She’s right,” Calico said. “Mephistopheles got the antimatter modules for this ship by trading exotic or stolen goods.”

      “Well, we have plenty of those,” Regan noted.

      “Yes, but there’ll be many items in circulation here,” Straya added. “So what seems exotic to this ship might be run of the mill around this place.”

      Arkei piled on. “Not to mention antimatter modules will only get us to the Intergalactic Council’s broadcasting station, but it still doesn’t answer our question of how we’re going to get in.”

      “One problem at a time,” Calico said sternly. “First, we figure out how to get new modules. Second, we figure out how to get into the IC’s stronghold.”

      Regan nodded, then turned his attention toward considering what sort of rarities they had aboard the ship. Sure, they had weapons, jewels, and possessions of fallen kings and warlords, but it seemed like they would need something that really stood out. They would need something that another pirate couldn’t refuse.

      It would also have to be something that made it seem like Regan and his crew weren’t to be messed with, nor ripped off. Something that demonstrated the power they held and…

      Then it hit him.

      The Bearded Butcher.

      They still had the famous pirate outlaw in a cryofreeze locked up in the cargo hold. Having artifacts from famous dead pirates had to be worth an incredible amount, but having one frozen and alive would be something else.

      “The Bearded Butcher,” he said calmly to his crew. They all looked at him like he was crazy, including Reverie, who typically managed to keep her emotions to herself while the others conversed through their plan.

      “You are insane,” Arkei said, her voice measured.

      “Agreed!” Straya shouted. “While he is in our possession, he is contained. He is locked away. If we give him to someone else, then who knows what could happen!”

      “He was one of the few specimens that Mephistopheles never messed with,” Calico said. “He merely kept him frozen. Didn’t even try to observe him.”

      Regan heard all of these objections, but they only furthered the idea that the Bearded Butcher would make a huge impression on anyone they wanted to trade with. Then once they actually saw the famous pirate… who knew how much they would be willing to trade.

      Besides, how dangerous could one pirate in the universe be? This was all about reputation and bragging rights. These were pirates hiding at the far edge of space. Such a popular figure would get the party started for sure.

      Regan always erred on the side of excitement.

      “I think it’s our best move,” he said.

      Even though they were reluctant, his crew finally agreed.

      “But we must leave him aboard at first, locked where he is until we have an interested trader,” Straya said.

      “If it even comes to that,” Arkei added.

      Regan nodded, as this made sense. They could leave with the Universal Translator chips so they could have some actual spending money to work with and scope the place out. Regan was still a bit nervous about their location, but he trusted Straya. The fact that this place was outside of Rubicio’s reach made it all the more appealing.

      “Straya, Arkei, Calico, you three are with me,” Regan said. He pressed a button on his chair again to open the communications link. “Squit, how are the repairs coming?”

      “Everything is looking good,” Bob replied. “Squit’s hacking into various parts of the ship and nailing down the problems, if any. Overall, it looks like we’ll be in good shape.”

      “Thank you,” Regan said. “Bob, please meet us by the bay doors with a hovering crate of our unregistered Universal Translators.”

      “On my way, Captain,” Bob said.

      “And Posha?” Regan asked. “How are we looking with those missiles?”

      “Nearly all the missiles are converted and bulked up, Captain,” he answered. “We will have a stronger arsenal in just a short while.”

      “Excellent,” Regan said. “I’m leaving the ship with Straya, Arkei, and Calico. Reverie will be running communications from the bridge.”

      Straya and Arkei brought up a holographic map of the station for Reverie to easily follow.

      “I’m bringing a tracker,” Straya said to Reverie. “So you can easily see where we are.”

      “Good luck,” Reverie said and hugged them one by one, giving each of them a small boost of confidence they all needed.

      Regan and his crew of badass space babes headed for the platform.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Regan, Calico, Arkei, and Straya walked down the ramp of their ship to the platform below, inside the massive pirate hold known as the Boneyard. It was a dingy place with lighting that seemed old and rustic, like neon bulbs on their last leg that were covered in years of dust and grease.

      Ships were docked all over, ranging in all shapes and sizes. Some looked like they were barely operational, but others were streamlined advanced techy ships that looked sweeter than Regan’s. 

      And here I thought my space yacht would be the belle of the docks.

      Most of the ships were guarded as well, typically by a large creature with a massive gun. It was a display that demonstrated power.

      Regan noticed that nearly everyone they passed carried a weapon of some type. If it wasn’t in their hands, it was hanging from their belt or over their shoulder. The weapons were incredibly diverse as well, ranging from axes, blasters, cannons, and crossbows. Yet the style of each of them was distinctly different.

      Regan noticed Arkei looking at the surrounding weapons with wide-eyed amazement. He swore she even licked her lips at one point, but he needed to keep his eyes on where they were walking, rather than on Arkei.

      The surrounding creatures were as diverse as the weapons. Tall, short, large, small, slimy, spiky. The range of creatures in this station rivaled even Mephistopheles’s collection. It was impressive.

      None of them seemed to be standing still or just hanging around. They all looked extremely busy. They were either heading to some unknown destination, or if they weren’t, then they were knee deep in conversation or deal making.

      The main walkway of this station had a wide metal floor, which echoed all the surrounding noise. Regan heard mumblings from traders, noisy exhaust vents, ships starting up or shutting down, fights breaking out, and uncensored laughter, in addition to other sounds. It all seemed endless, like they could walk through this place forever and not see all it had to offer.

      The walkway was lined with huts and shops of all sorts. Some gave the impression that they were stocked with reliable products, while others looked like run-down huts full of counterfeit goods.

      Regan wouldn’t have known where to start if he was here on his own. However, they were following Straya, and she seemed to know where they were headed.

      “I know a guy,” was what she said at first. When Regan asked for a bit more clarification, she said, “Well, I’m not exactly sure if it’s a guy, but let’s just call him a guy for simplicity’s sake. Anyway, he’s more likely to hand over good old-fashioned doubloons for these Universal Translator chips. Most traders would rather exchange valuables for them. It’ll pay for our fee to leave. I also get the feeling he’ll have a low down on where we can trade for antimatter modules. It’ll be a good place to start.”

      They took several pathways leading to an area that seemed to get increasingly grungier the deeper they went. Exposed pipes blew exhaust into the area, while wires sticking out of the metal grating on the floor sent occasional sparks into the air. There were definitely no construction regulations here.

      To make matters sketchier, people stood tucked into shadows on either side of the wide pathway, or in alcoves higher up in the walls. They huddled close to each other. Regan wasn’t sure if these were secret trades, drug users, or something else. But whatever was going on in the surrounding shadows, it was meant to stay there.

      Broken bottles were scattered about the place, along with many other items that Regan didn’t quite recognize. If he had to guess, it was all drug paraphernalia. The disgusting scent in the air certainly convinced him this place was reserved for druggies and drunks.

      Regan wasn’t comfortable, but he knew he had to trust Straya. If anything, she was right that this place was far from Intergalactic Council influence. That much was obvious. That thought alone gave him a bit more confidence. The feeling of sanctuary from a corrupt governing power was something he shared with everyone in this place. In a way, it’s why he belonged here.

      Straya directed them toward an unmarked store, the kind of place one needed prior knowledge to find. Inside, it was relatively large, with a handful of people perusing the items for sale. Several shelves of products lined a wall, with a folding table at one end piled high with items yet to be sorted. A large cracked window lit the place, covered in a layer of transparent paper so light could come in while blocking the view from outside.

      Or inside.

      “Well, if it isn’t Straya!” the man seated at the folding table said. He stood up and revealed himself to be twice as tall as all of them. He was a giant with four arms, reminding Regan of a certain Mortal Kombat villain.

      Regan now understood why Straya was confused about whether it was a man. The creature’s voice was very soft, despite the size, and it had long hair braided in the back, with soft eyes and a strong jawline.

      “Hey D,” Straya said, reaching out to give him a hug.

      Regan was relieved to see that the two were on good terms, considering the debts Straya tended to owe people across the galaxy.

      D picked up Straya in a bear hug and gave her a large kiss on the cheek. The way he lifted the former pirate was effortless, as the muscles in his arms were bulging.

      “I thought you were dead,” D said. “I heard your entire ship was destroyed and raided.”

      “My ship was destroyed, and everyone else died,” Straya said. She looked at Regan with a subtle smirk. “But I was given another chance, you could say.”

      Straya introduced Regan, Calico, and Arkei to D, who asked them to sit. They all did.

      “So what can I do for you?” D asked, pouring a large glass of booze from a bottle on the table. D offered it up to everyone else, who politely turned it down. He took the giant glass in one gulp and then motioned for one of his employees to bring another bottle.

      “We have a crate of Universal Translator chips,” Straya said. “They’ve never been registered, and we’re looking for cash as opposed to a trade.”

      D’s eyes lit up as he rubbed all four hands together.

      “Didn’t feel like heading to the Pits, huh?” D said and laughed. “This is wonderful news! I’ve actually started developing a fancy little side business of trading in illegal species, so I can use the chips on them and lump it into the cost.”

      Regan couldn’t help but think of D’s comment about trading in illegal species. His thinking quickly turned to the Bearded Butcher…

      One thing at a time. Let Straya do her thing. Don’t interrupt.

      Straya and D started discussing prices, going back and forth for a bit. Regan realized that even though these two knew each other from a previous life, D was still a tough negotiator. He wasn’t doing Straya any favors, just trading in the way that was commonly done.

      The smiles on each of their faces throughout the discussion of money led Regan to believe that they were both getting a deal that satisfied all involved parties.

      But then something happened. The large window shattered, and a dart came flying through, piercing Calico right in the back of the neck.

      Are you fucking kidding me?

      Straya swiftly did a backflip from her chair, after a dart narrowly missed her, landing on the table.

      D saw the dart and immediately went into Hulk-mode, slamming two of four fists on the table before roaring. He used his other fist to block a dart before it could pierce his bulky neck. The dart was stuck in his palm for a moment until he pulled it out. He then stood and picked up the bottle of booze, throwing it hard at the window which hit a ninja who was just entering.

      But it wasn’t enough, as the windows behind them shattered and more ninjas entered. There were three of them altogether.

      Arkei dove from her chair as she turned to fire a blast at one of the ninjas, who dodged it. She fired three more times from the ground and missed each time, demonstrating the ninja’s remarkable skills.

      D continued to shout and throw more bottles at the ninjas. None of them landed.

      Straya pulled out her blaster and was firing at the ninjas, but like Arkei, she was missing, making a mess of the room.

      Regan noticed the three ninjas were only interested in one thing though: Calico. They had taken her out first and were trying to make their way to her.

      Why only Calico?

      One ninja was able to knock Arkei’s weapon from her hand followed by a swift kick that knocked the air out of her, sending her back into the wall behind her. The ninja finished her off with a final jump kick, knocking Arkei down hard. Then the ninja spun around toward Straya, but D charged at the assassin with his massive double right fists and knocked the ninja hard into the ground.

      The ninja was able to respond however, and tried to trip D, barely slowing D down, as his legs were massive. Then the assassin stuck two darts quickly into D’s thigh. D dropped that knee, but the darts still didn’t knock him out, just slowed him down a little more. His muscle mass was clearly too much for the darts to take full effect.

      One ninja now had Calico hanging over his shoulder as he hustled toward the window. Regan didn’t hesitate. He grabbed a bottle of booze and threw it toward the left of the ninja. Straya caught on to what he was doing and fired right at the bottle of booze with a blaster. The beam hit the bottle right near the ninja’s head and caused a minor explosion of force that sent the ninja sideways to the ground.

      Calico fell to the ground as Regan dashed for her. He was close to her when another ninja swung in and kicked him hard in his side. The ninja, above Regan and ready to strike down, was then knocked over by D, who was now seriously pissed off.

      Straya jumped on top of Calico and pointed her blaster in each direction.

      The ninja who had been knocked out by the bottle was still on the ground. Another ninja was getting up from D’s hard-hitting punch. And the third ninja was assessing the situation.

      As if on command, the two upright ninjas grabbed the third and disappeared out the window. Regan dashed to the window to see if he could follow where they were going, but there was no sign of them at all.

      By the time Regan turned back around, Straya was pulling the dart out of Calico’s neck, while Arkei was having a bit of a hard time getting to her feet. They had gotten their asses kicked again by these ninjas. Sure, they weren’t taken, but still, these ninjas were getting too close.

      But why only Calico?

      Regan leaned over the dazed feline and looked into her eyes.

      “Fuck,” Calico said. “Those mother fuckers.”

      “Why are they after you?” Regan asked.

      Calico opened her eyes wide like she got caught in the act. Arkei and Straya noticed the look as well and gave each other a glance. They were catching on to the fact that the ninjas weren’t interested in all of them, and they wanted to know why.

      Calico rubbed her eyes and hoisted herself up to a seated position, shaking her head.

      “I don’t know,” she said with some sluggishness. “I’m a princess after all, and now that I’m out of the protection of my family and of Mephistopheles, I’m a bit of a kidnapping target. It’s what princesses do, isn’t it? We get kidnapped.”

      Regan wasn’t satisfied with the response, but he couldn’t deny its merit either. He looked at Calico a bit longer. As badly as he wanted to continue questioning her, now wasn’t the time. They had to move.

      He stood and faced D, who was looking at all of them with disgust. The room was totally destroyed, with shattered windows, broken furniture and bottles, and blaster holes in everything.

      D crossed all four arms.

      “D, I don’t—” Straya started to say, but D wasn’t having it.

      “Not interested!” D shouted. “Whatever you brought here, I don’t want any part of it. Get out!”

      Straya nodded and turned to face the door. They all left without another word. Calico was limping as they did so, a bit off her balance because of the dart. Arkei gave her a bruised shoulder to lean on.

      Outside, many eyes watched and glared at them. None came close, but they clearly all heard the commotion that just occurred.

      “Shit,” Regan said. “What’s plan B?”

      “Plan B is to go to the shitty part of town to try to unload these chips,” Straya said. “The Pits, as they are called.”

      “You mean, this isn’t the shitty part of town?” Arkei asked.

      “Not by a long shot,” Straya answered, and started walking.
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      Regan, Calico, and Arkei followed Straya deeper into the Boneyard. After some time, Reverie chimed in via the communications link.

      “I see you on the hologram, but you’re moving awfully far from the ship,” she said. “I just want to make sure everything is going smoothly.”

      “No problems here,” Regan said, though he knew that was hardly the truth, considering the ninjas had attacked again and their original plan had failed. Reverie could certainly tell this was the case.

      “I’m sensing some tension in your voice, Captain,” Reverie said. “But whatever you say. Just let us know if you have any problems.”

      “Will do,” Regan said. He thought about alerting the ship that the ninjas had tracked them back here, but didn’t want to cause unnecessary stress on their end. Besides, he was certain that the ship was safe, and that the ninjas really were just after Calico. Even so, making sure they stayed alert was a wise play. “Just make sure all entrances are sealed and the immediate radar systems are scanning everything until we get back.”

      “On it,” Bob replied.

      “Thank you.” Regan muted his communications link for the time being.

      “I thought for a moment you were going to tell them about the ninjas,” Calico said.

      “Still pondering that one,” Regan replied. It was a remark that caused Calico to give him a look, as if he were up to something. She turned back quickly, but it was enough. Calico knew more than she was letting on, and Regan needed to figure out what that was. Now wasn’t the time though, in the seedy depths of this pirate hold.

      Straya led them through new areas, and after a while, they even came to a part of the station that was beautiful. It was less populated than the other parts of the ship, and the machinery was better hidden. A large section even had grass instead of metal for the ground. Tall trees grew from it. The ceiling had an expansive screen which made it look like a window into a sunny sky. Regan remembered the exterior of this station, and that was definitely not what space looked like here.

      Straya led them to a series of trees on the far edge of the park. She reached down at one of the tree bases and pulled back the fake turf.

      A strong odor erupted from it as she did so, causing them all to turn their heads away quickly. It smelled like a rank sewer, and perhaps that wasn’t far from the truth.

      Regan peered over and saw a burrowing tunnel. It stretched incredibly far beneath this level.

      “This leads to the Pits,” Straya said. “If something’s so illegal it can’t be found on the main level of the Boneyard, you can be damned sure it can be found down there.”

      “It smells delightful,” Calico commented.

      Straya put a hand to her hip. “Yeah? Perhaps you’d like to try again with D, princess?”

      Calico looked at her in a way she hadn’t in a long time. Regan and Arkei noticed it immediately. They both stepped forward.

      “Let’s keep it cool,” Regan said.

      Straya smirked and raised her arms, as if giving up. “Sorry, just not looking forward to going down there. This gal who we have to deal with now, well, she’s a big-time asshole. I thought my days of dealing with her were over for me, yet here I am.”

      “It seems we’re never really done with our pasts,” Arkei said.

      “Or they’re never done with us,” Calico said softly.

      Straya started down the stinky slope to the Pits. The others followed.
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        * * *

      

      The Pits were like nothing Regan had ever seen. Even in horror-driven sci-fi movies or the criminal underworlds of War Games 2, nothing compared to what he saw there.

      They walked through mechanical tunnels full of dust and dirt. Scattered bulbs gave scant light, while candles lit the rest of the way. The mix of wax, dirt, and electrical appliances made Regan feel incredibly uneasy.

      A couple passed them in the hallway who were clearly high on something. They laughed and spoke in words Regan didn’t understand. It had nothing to do with the Universal Translator, it was clearly just intoxicated gibberish.

      They had their arms around each other and swayed heavily in their strides. Regan saw all three of his girls tighten their grips on the weapon closest to their hands. For Straya and Arkei, it was the blaster hanging around their shoulders, and for Calico it was the knife hanging from her hip.

      The passers did nothing though, and continued on their way, but Regan worried that if this was the general status of people in this area, things could complicate quickly. Dealing with pirates and criminals was one thing, but dealing with pirates and criminals who were also on heavy drugs was something else.

      They reached the end of the tunnel and arrived at a large door. Straya turned to them all before opening it and gave them a nod.

      “Stay close,” she said. “Here we go.”

      She turned the large handle. The pressure released from the door, then it opened on its own.

      The world inside was a new landscape entirely. The ground and walls were a combination of dirt and various machinery. There were balconies, hills, rooms, doors, and shadowed alcoves. There were numerous tiny dwellings, stuffed together and stacked up on top of each other. They formed a misshapen structure that reached in all directions and wound around itself, so Regan couldn’t tell how large it really was.

      Huts and tables were set up all over the place, with merchants, traders, and all sorts of creatures exchanging who knows what. Regan saw many weapons, devices, and unidentifiable items as well.

      Regan only had a moment to take in the massive bazaar, as they were swarmed by merchants who were holding things out for them to buy. It was a mess. Calico, Straya, Arkei, and Regan all tightened closer to each other as they tried to push through.

      Various creatures and aliens held up everything from jewelry, bones, and items that Regan only assumed could be food, but he couldn’t imagine putting any of it in his mouth.

      These aliens were sweaty, smelly, had foul breath, and many had eyes that jerked in all directions, clearly drugged.

      The offerings continued as the group made their way further inside. They included animal parts, weapons, bottles of liquid drugs, small creatures in cages, and weird plants. Many of them just showed photos of something they were trying to sell, such as slaves, large weapons, or drugs that were too valuable to expose.

      Regan and his crew turned it all down, still sticking close together while holding onto their weapons. After some time Regan realized that these alien merchants, as much as they were tweaking, otherwise seemed relatively harmless. At least so far. None had forced anything upon them, nor showed signs of violence.

      Even so, Regan was ready to leave this area for good. He understood why Straya was so pissed about returning.

      Finally they made their way through the initial crowd and their pace settled a bit. Regan looked back at the entrance and saw the large group of merchants retreat and push their items onto the next group who walked through the door.

      Regan assumed they would have to walk back through that group on the way out, which was something he loathed to do. But for now, he had to stay alert and focused on what was to come, like potential deals or potential trouble.

      While he didn’t think the ninjas would hunt them down here and try again, he had to stay alert, regardless.

      “We’re going up that walkway there,” Straya said while she pointed toward a hill and a balcony.

      The pathway had walls on both sides, as if it was carved into the hill. But again, the mix of machinery and dirt confused Regan. He couldn’t tell which came first.

      “Like last time,” Straya continued. “Let me do the talking. This bitch isn’t gonna be pleasant.”

      The group nodded and started for the pathway. On the way, they passed someone being dragged from a merchant’s hut not far off. It was a woman, but Regan had no idea what species. She was chained up and trying to fight her captors, but the two alien men dragging her had the situation well in hand. Some spectators cheered as they went by. The alien men hoisted her up onto a floating platform which they fastened the chains to. Then the platform took off by itself and went speeding through the area.

      “A sale,” Arkei said.

      “That’s terrible,” Calico said.

      “Tell me about it. But it happens in places like this.”

      “More than you’d think,” Straya added without turning to look. “Let’s keep moving. We can’t save them all.”

      The group climbed the pathway and was nearing the merchant’s balcony where a particularly unpleasant-looking alien woman sat. Calico’s eyes went wide, and she turned her head, pushing Regan into shadow.

      Straya and Arkei paused and looked back to see what was wrong.

      “I know that woman!” Calico said in a hurried whisper.

      Regan looked back at the alien who sat next to a bottle on the balcony ahead of them. She had her legs crossed and wore a bitchy expression, yet she looked as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      “I can’t show my face here,” Calico continued.

      “Why?” Regan asked.

      “My father prosecuted her long ago. He’s probably the reason she has to hide in such a shitty place now.”

      “Certainly she wouldn’t recognize you,” Arkei said.

      “I can’t take that chance. Besides, I’d be putting us all in danger. While I may not be part of the Intergalactic Council, my father used to be. Back in his days as a judge, he put away scumbags like her.”

      Straya nodded immediately.

      “Arkei and I can handle this,” Straya said. “You two meet us back at the hatch.”

      “We’ll wait for you there,” Regan said.

      Regan and Calico made their way back down the ramp, while Straya and Arkei headed forward to make the trade.
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        * * *

      

      Regan and Calico rested on the artificial grass underneath the row of trees while looking up at the fake galaxies above. Since leaving the ramp, Calico hadn’t said a word, but Regan could tell she wanted to.

      “You want to talk about it?” Regan finally asked.

      Calico hesitated and adjusted her position slightly.

      “Just, I’m having to avoid so many people now,” Calico finally said. “And that comes after two attempted kidnappings.” She paused as if unsure how to proceed. Regan waited. Calico finally continued, “My past is making me more of a hindrance to the team than anything.”

      “It doesn’t sound like either of those things were your fault,” Regan said.

      “Sure, but still, they’re things that are happening to everyone because of me.”

      “Calico, is there more going on with these ninjas?” Regan asked after a pause.

      Calico shook her head, but it wasn’t convincing. He remembered a time when Calico was an excellent liar, and while Regan didn’t think those days were gone, something had changed in her recently. In fact, the change occurred after they escaped from Salvato.

      He wanted to press further, but he also felt like this was a sensitive subject. He wanted her to explain it when she was ready.

      The ninjas had been a major pain in the ass, but the reality was, they weren’t trying to kill anyone. They wanted Calico for some reason, and perhaps her explanation of princesses being prime kidnap material was all there was to it.

      No doubt they would need to be taken care of, but if Calico needed a bit more time, then she should have it.

      Regan decided to change the subject and focused on the room they were in. It was serene, something he had been trying to find for so long.

      “You know, I think maybe we should stay here for a while,” he said.

      The comment surprised Calico. She sat up, looking at him with some confusion.

      “But this place is horrible!”

      “It’s a little lawless,” Regan said. “But so are we.” He laughed at the truth of his statement. He was, after all, an outlaw in space. “But seriously, think about it. We’re currently being hunted by the Intergalactic Council. Rubicio has the fucking Navy at his disposal! Look where we are right now: hanging out under the shade of trees without a care in the world, at least for the moment. I think everyone could use a bit of a rest, and this might just be the place to have it.”

      Calico laid back down, frustrated by this line of thinking. She didn’t say anything, but she clearly didn’t agree. Regan chalked it up to whatever was bothering her, that those feelings were going to make her upset about many things in the near future until she came clean, so he brushed it off.

      “Yeah,” he continued. “I like it here. I like the idea of chilling out for a few days.”

      Just then the hatch in the ground opened with Arkei and Straya climbing up. They no longer had the case of Universal Translator chips with them. Instead they now carried a new black case small enough to fit on Straya’s back.

      “We did it,” Straya said. “We won’t have money problems for some time, and can easily afford the docking fees.”

      “Great work,” Regan said, not moving from his relaxed position. “I was just telling Calico how I think it would be a great idea to stay here for a few days. Rest up a bit.”

      Arkei and Straya looked at each other and just shrugged. It was as if the thought had occurred to them as well. They were smart enough to know the danger that awaited them outside. After all, it was Straya’s idea to come here in the first place.

      “It would give us time to put feelers out and see if anyone has antimatter modules they’re willing to trade for,” Straya said.

      “Precisely,” Regan replied.

      “I wouldn’t mind taking a shower and sleeping in tomorrow,” Arkei said. “Knowing the IC won’t knock on our doors here might allow me to do just that.”

      Regan grinned. “Then it’s settled!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      After Regan and his girls returned to the ship, he navigated them all toward the bar. He also opened the channel on his communication link and asked the rest of the crew to join them.

      The ladies all took seats and put their feet up. Regan made his way behind the bar and took down his favorite bottle of pirate booze. He realized then that he didn’t even know what it was called. When he looked at the label, it was clear to him that the Universal Translator chip didn’t work the same on logos. Regardless, he twisted off the cap and started lining up glasses.

      Reverie was the first to join, greeting them with a large smile. She hugged each of the ladies and finally Regan.

      “I sense a great deal of stress,” she said softly to her captain.

      “I think after a drink, we’ll be ready for some healing,” Regan replied as he handed her two glasses.

      Reverie winked at Regan and delivered the first two glasses to Straya and Arkei. When she returned, he had two more for her, which she took to Calico, keeping the other for herself.

      By the time Reverie took her seat, Squit, Bob, and Posha were walking through the door, with the two men carried in Squit’s tentacles.

      Regan had their drinks lined up at the bar ready to go.

      Once they all had their glasses in hand, Regan lifted his.

      “I just want to say that you have all done a great job getting us through this mess, and so I want everyone to just relax for a bit. We’ll stay docked here for a couple of days or so. Sound good?”

      “Woohoo!” Bob shouted louder than anyone expected, but his outburst lightened the mood throughout.

      They all clinked glasses. It didn’t take long before laughter and stories filled the room. Bob and Squit were as close as they usually were. Posha told Arkei about the specifications he made to the missiles, and Regan could see on her face that she was impressed.

      Reverie had a conversation with Calico about nothing in particular, but it was clear the Empath was trying to get her to relax. Regan didn’t think it would change anything, but he appreciated Reverie always trying to make sure people stayed happy and upbeat.

      Straya approached Regan and clinked his glass. He could tell she wanted to talk business, but he didn’t mind. Discussing their situation over a drink in a cozy place was much better than on the run or evading an attack.

      “How are you feeling, Captain?”

      “Feeling better than earlier. I’m glad you alerted us to this place.”

      “We still need to find a trader for the Bearded Butcher, if that is still what you think our best course of action is.”

      “Is there a way we can do that without walking around aimlessly?”

      Straya thought about it for a moment. “It’s not like there is a database of illegal traders.”

      It made sense. Still, Regan was confident there was a way to figure it out.

      Just then an alert came through, and Regan realized it was a call. Squit had told them that she programmed the ship so that alerts would reach the crew wherever they were, which meant even at the bar. He wasn’t thrilled about it though. Who knew how to contact them?

      The entire crew looked at him, some with expressions more concerned than others.

      “They wouldn’t call directly,” Calico said, attempting to ease the concerns that a member of the Intergalactic Council would be contacting them. “The records would be seen. It would be too risky, even for Rubicio.”

      Regan was glad to hear this, but he was still concerned.

      The phone didn’t stop ringing.

      “They must be inside, whoever they are,” Straya said. “It’s hard to get messages through the hull of this station. Pirates don’t like unwanted messages going in or coming out.”

      Regan didn’t hesitate any longer. He accepted the call.

      The screen on the wall lit up. Regan was shocked to see the friendly slimeball, Tookie. Tookie had been quite helpful after Regan saved him from a particularly aggressive slug, so he was pleased to see the ugly familiar face again.

      “Tookster!” Regan said. “How the hell are you, pal?”

      But right as Regan asked, he realized the situation wasn’t looking good. Tookie had a black eye and wherever he was, it was a dark place. He was close to the screen on his end, his giant tongue taking up most of the view.

      “Regan, I’m glad I got a hold of you,” Tookie said. “I have some news. Will you see me?”

      “You’re in the station?”

      “I’m not far. I can be at your ship in ten minutes.”

      Regan looked at Straya who was already on her way to greet Tookie at the entrance. He then looked at Arkei, who was setting her drink down and standing up.

      “Make sure your eyes are on the radar scanners,” he said. “Take Squit with you.”

      Arkei nodded, then the two girls immediately made their way to the bridge.

      Regan took out another glass and poured Tookie a drink. He wondered if the current Rubicio situation could have caught up with him. Regan was starting to realize the ramifications of this problem were growing beyond the individuals and their families on this ship.

      He took a deep breath. Tookie had something to say, and Regan would hear it. He sat down in a booth and waited for Tookie to drag his massive tongue into the bar.
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        * * *

      

      Straya showed Tookie to the bar. When he entered, Reagan could see it was worse than he thought. His clothes were burned, like he had ran through a fire. His black eye looked worse in the light of the bar, and even his tongue had bruises.

      He stood and shook Tookie’s hand. While Regan still didn’t think too highly of him, he couldn’t deny that Tookie had come through for them in the past. If Tookie needed help, Regan told himself he would come through for him now.

      He slid the slimeball a drink.

      “Regan, you got problems,” Tookie said.

      Straya was still in the room and took a seat not far away, listening to the conversation, but not interrupting or pressuring her old friend.

      Tookie took down his entire drink in one gulp. Regan gave Straya a nod so she would go and grab the whole bottle. Tookie clearly needed it.

      He then realized that Calico was still in the room. Regan thought everyone had left, but Calico just slumped lower into the booth she was sitting in. He didn’t mind that she was here, and hearing whatever Tookie had to say might motivate her to speak up a bit about whatever was bothering her.

      “Tell me,” Regan said as he poured Tookie another drink from the bottle that Straya brought them.

      “Rubicio has been making the rounds,” Tookie started. “Bottom line: he’s pulling strings at the Intergalactic Council. He’s making a case against you, calling for action against the illegal human who has been wreaking havoc throughout the galaxy.”

      Tookie went on to talk about the violence on the Brute planet; the murder, destruction, overthrow, and theft of Mephistopheles and his compound, including his most prized possession, his yacht; the explosion outside the Unmined Casino which caused so many ships to be sent off course and required significant repairs; the murder of a high-ranking official and damage to the casino itself. The list went on.

      Regan took it in while Tookie spoke. He thought of the chain of events and how they might look under a certain light. He could see how council members, and the public for that matter, would think of him as a violent creature. A terrorist even.

      “This is all out of context,” Regan protested.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Tookie said. “He’s gaining the support he needs.”

      Calico and Straya both looked alert while Tookie spoke. They leaned forward from their respective seats, paying close attention to what he was saying, eager to hear what would come next.

      “How does Rubicio even know my name?” Regan asked.

      Tookie looked at him like he was crazy.

      “He’s a high-ranking official in the Intergalactic Council! So of course he has connections everywhere. And while he has more information on some of your crewmates, such as Arkei, for example, you’re the one he wants to bring down.”

      Regan then realized there were many along the way who would have spoken up about him. He looked again at Tookie’s black eye.

      Regan asked, “Did they do this to you?”

      Tookie put his large greasy hands up and shook his head. “I didn’t tell them a thing. They did come and see me. They visited my station, and when I wouldn’t talk, they destroyed it. I came here because I knew I would be safe from them, hoping you would have done the same.”

      Regan didn’t know what to say.

      “Tookie, I’m…” Regan started, but Tookie waved him off.

      “No,” Tookie said. “You saved my ass. And you brought down that scumbag Salvato. The universe is a better place without that asshole running chunks of it. I was happy to take a beating for you.” He paused for a moment and considered his next words. “But there are some who were happy to tell Rubicio stories of the human who came and fought bravely.”

      The Brutes. Shit.

      “You have made waves, Regan,” Tookie said. “You have saved people, and now the bad guys at the top are pissed.”

      Regan gulped down the rest of his glass.

      “You mentioned Rubicio is making a case against me,” Regan said. “What is he planning to do?”

      Tookie filled his own glass and took it down in one gulp.

      “Rubicio is calling for the destruction of Earth,” Tookie said as he sat his glass down softly.

      “You can’t be serious,” Regan said.

      “He’s saying that humans are all like you,” Tookie continued. “He is demonstrating that if one human can do to this to the universe, imagine what will happen when they all start exploring space.”

      Regan erupted from his booth, unafraid to show his anger. He wasn’t playing it cool now, and he let it all out.

      “But destroying an entire planet? They could never do that!”

      “They’ve done it,” Tookie said.

      Calico came over and put her arm on Regan.

      “The Intergalactic Council doesn’t meet for another week,” she said. “Even then, it would take an Emergency Declaration to destroy a planet. We have some time.”

      “How do you know this?” Regan asked.

      “I know things, okay?” she said. “I told you, my father worked for the Intergalactic Council. I know a bit about their schedule and bureaucracy.”

      Regan looked at her sternly. He was now tired of her not telling the truth, whatever truth that was. He needed her to come clean.

      “Calico, when we’re done here, you’re going to tell me everything,” Regan said. “This shit is getting out of control and we all need to be on the same page.”

      Calico smiled as if she understood, and while it was a sad smile, she meant it.

      Regan turned back to Tookie.

      “Tookie, we’re going to get some antimatter modules then jump to the Intergalactic Council’s station. We have some info that will shut down their corruption for good. You’re welcome to come with us.”

      “I appreciate the offer, Regan,” Tookie said. “But I’m going to stick around here until this all blows over. You understand.”

      “I do,” Regan said. “And I thank you for bringing this to my attention.”

      Tookie filled up his glass again, finishing the bottle.

      “Say, who are you getting your antimatter modules from?” Tookie asked.

      Regan shrugged. “We still have to find someone who is willing to trade for an exotic species. We’ve got a cryofrozen specimen that I think is easily worth several modules.”

      “I think I know just the guy,” Tookie said with a slobbery smile.

      Regan opened another bottle. “Well then, let’s make us a trade and go fuck up the Intergalactic Council before they destroy my home planet.”
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      Tookie and Regan set their empty glasses down and stood from the booth. Tookie had a lead on someone who might trade for antimatter modules, and Regan intended to hear him out.

      With Calico drawing trouble everywhere she went, Regan asked her to stay aboard during this exchange. He would take Arkei and Straya with him, which would be enough backup for this trip.

      Straya had switched on the Bearded Butcher’s cryopod, its hover base allowing it to be easily transported. She entered a setting that conditioned the machine to keep a certain distance from her, and to lock down if any unauthorized persons tried to take off with it.

      In the event they needed additional security, which they frequently did, Arkei had loaded herself up with an additional rifle blaster.

      Since Tookie was making this introduction for them, Regan felt confident this would go smoothly.

      But I’ve thought that before.

      The group followed Tookie off the ship. Regan told his crew that he would be in touch. Otherwise, the ship was to be kept in a strict lock down to prevent any further attacks on Calico.
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        * * *

      

      Tookie led them to new parts of the station, but the terrain didn’t feel that different from where they were previously. Regan was happy they weren’t going back to the Pits, as that had been a disgusting place to drag such a high value specimen through.

      Instead, they weren’t headed to a new market, but to a specific ship. It wasn’t a junker, but it didn’t compare to Regan’s yacht either. It was impressive in its size. From its banged up exterior, it was clear the ship had seen its fair share of battle.

      “I’ll make the introductions,” Tookie said. “But I imagine your cargo will speak for itself.”

      Two security guards emerged from the shadows as the crew neared the ship. They were heavily armed with more than weapons, wearing full armor. It seemed to be mismatched, but it covered them nonetheless.

      “Can we help you?” the guard on the left asked.

      “Here to make an offer to Silva,” Tookie said. “He’ll be happy with what ole Tookie here has brought his way.”

      The guard didn’t need to relay the information to his boss. Instead, Regan heard orders coming through the guy’s earpiece. It was clear that they were being watched. Even in this pirate stronghold, the idea of being captured on security footage made him nervous, considering the events that followed him around these days.

      Still, Regan needed to keep up appearances. He found the security camera located above the ship’s entrance and nodded at it.

      “Silva will see you,” the security guard finally said.

      The guard stepped aside, while the silent guard led them toward the ship. The entrance opened revealing a ramp. They followed the ramp inside. The interior was much nicer than the outside, as if the damaged exterior was nothing but a front, a way to camouflage what was really going on inside.

      A security detail surrounded them and frisked them, reminding Regan of airport security back on Earth. They had to walk through detector frames as the items they carried were scanned.

      Arkei had some initial trouble walking through the metal detector. While she was willing—though hesitant—to remove her weapons, her arm itself created a situation.

      “I can’t take it off,” she said. “It’s my fucking arm.”

      The security detail was unsure how to proceed. They asked her to stand to the side while Regan, Straya, and Tookie walked through. The security detail also scanned the cryopod for any hidden gadgets or tricks, but were satisfied to find none.

      “The three of you may proceed,” the security guard said, speaking to Tookie, Regan, and Straya. “But we have to ask this one to stay behind.” He motioned at Arkei.

      “Are you kidding me?” Arkei snapped.

      “I’m afraid so,” the security guard said. “That arm could be a weapon for all we know.”

      Arkei looked at Regan.

      “Maybe you should just wait and let us take care of this,” Regan said, even though he wasn’t happy about it. “We want this to go as smoothly as possible.”

      “Ugh,” Arkei said. “Fine.”

      “I’d keep you company so you don’t have to wait alone, but I might be needed for this exchange, darlin’,” Tookie said, licking his hair seductively.

      Arkei squinted at him and flexed her bionic arm. Tookie laughed, then led Regan and Straya out of the security room and into the hallway beyond.

      The single hallway only had one door, which affirmed Regan’s belief that this wasn’t a ship at all. His impressions about it being simply a camouflaged base were turning out to be spot on. The door at the end of the hall opened. The group then entered a room full of pirates.

      It was like a party. There was a bar set up in the corner, and servers carried drinks all over. Heavy amounts of smoke drifted through the room as well.

      They were only in the room for moments before a server was in front of them with a tray full of drinks. It looked like the same pirate booze that Regan had taken a liking too, and even though he wanted one, he felt he should keep a professional appearance.

      “This is pirate territory,” Tookie said to him, seeing his hesitation. He lifted up a glass of his own and one for Regan. “It’s impolite not to have a drink.” Tookie handed Straya a drink as well. She gave Regan a look of confirmation, as if what Tookie was saying was true.

      Regan took a sip, then followed Tookie to a pirate sitting in what looked like a throne. This was clearly Silva. Silva looked like a textbook pirate: long hair, beaded beard, many rings, a hat with feathers and bones, and even an eyepatch.

      There’s no fucking way this guy actually needs an eyepatch.

      On top of that, Silva had a leg over one of the arms of his throne, revealing a knee-high boot with heavy rolled over flaps. It was almost comical.

      “Silva!” Tookie said as they neared. “You look better than ever.”

      Silva smiled when Tookie dragged his large tongue over his shoulder and raised his glass to him.

      “I feel better than ever,” Silva replied, his voice rather haughty for a pirate. “And who are your friends?”

      “This is Captain Regan,” Tookie started. “And he is—”

      “Yes…” Silva interrupted, dropping his knee and placing both feet on the ground. He leaned forward. “The infamous human.”

      Silva chuckled pompously. Regan grew nervous. His reputation was getting around, but was that a good or bad thing around here?

      Silva turned to Straya. “And you are the pirate who has helped him. I must say, I’m quite honored to have such outlaws in my presence. What is it I can do for you?”

      Well, time to put all the cards on the table.

      “We first want to thank you for seeing us,” Regan started. “And we would like to propose a trade.”

      “For?” Silva inquired.

      “We need antimatter modules,” Regan stated plainly.

      “I see,” Silva said. “And it seems you have brought some sort of creature to entice me with?”

      “This is the Bearded Butcher,” Regan said.

      The surrounding pirates, whether they had been secretly eavesdropping in on the conversation or not, were now clearly tuned in. Regan felt this was about to go one of two ways.

      One thing he hadn’t considered was the fact that a group of pirates might be furious to see one of their own frozen in a cryopod. Even so, Regan was here now. It was going down.

      Silva jumped down from his throne and stepped toward the cryopod. He inspected the dial on the side, and touched his eyepatch, which Regan realized then was a scanner of sorts. It made much more sense then.

      He rubbed the dust off the glass surface and looked inside at the pirate for some time.

      “I can’t think of a better first mate than the Bearded Butcher!” Silva shouted. His comment was met with much applause from those in the room. 

      “But tell me,” Silva continued. His tone changed slightly, becoming more direct and less playful now. “Why do you have this poor creature? And why is he frozen in this pod? We all heard he was dead.”

      “We rescued him,” Regan said. “He was one of Mephistopheles’s captives in his illegal species museum. We were only able to break a few out, including him.”

      Silva looked at Regan curiously then started laughing.

      “So it’s true!” Silva shouted. “You actually did destroy Mephistopheles’s complex!”

      The room of pirates started applauding.

      “What a dreaded man he was, constantly kidnapping members from our ranks. I’ll be happy to do this trade with you. After all, I have plenty of antimatter modules, but there is only one Bearded Butcher!”

      Silva approached Regan as if he was going to shake his hand, but instead he went for a full hug. He laughed and clinked his glass against Regan’s.

      “A pleasure to have met you, Human,” Silva said. “I hope your war against the Intergalactic Council goes splendidly. Just splendidly.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Straya and Regan were taken to a room where they were given a crate of antimatter modules. The crate contained more modules than they would need in all their lifetimes combined, according to Straya. They were also given a crate of pirate booze as a bonus.

      Tookie met them at the entrance of Silva’s place and shook their hands. He was greasy and gross, but he had come through for them again. Regan offered once more for Tookie to join their quest, but Tookie raised his glass of booze and winked.

      “This is where I belong,” he said.

      Arkei joined them from the security room, and the three made their way back to their ship, carrying the crate between them.
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        * * *

      

      As they approached the yacht, they were greeted outside by Calico. It was a surprise for all of them. She looked upset, as if she’d been crying.

      Regan picked up his pace. Maybe this was it. Maybe she was going to come clean about everything. Either way, he didn’t like seeing her like this.

      Just as he was about to reach her, a ninja dropped in between them.
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      The ninja dropped right between Regan and Calico, raising his hands to demonstrate that he was ready for action. Regan looked at him closely, then peered around.

      Only one ninja?

      Regan felt Straya and Arkei tense up beside him, then they drew their weapons and took aim. It was a standoff for a few moments, as the ninja looked from one of them to the next, his back to Calico.

      He then flipped up in the air backwards, going for the princess, lunging above her in his backward leap. Before Arkei and Straya could fire, a force knocked them all on their backs, sending the ninja forward as well, away from Calico.

      The force was invisible and felt familiar to Regan.

      It was Calico. She had used her power to prevent the fight from occurring. And strangely enough, the force felt like it sent a piece of her along with it. It felt like her presence had moved right through Regan to knock him down.

      It effectively stopped the ninja in his tracks, but why did Calico knock down her allies as well?

      “Stop it!” she shouted. “Everyone just stop!”

      The ninja stood quickly. He was in the center of the group and took his stance again, not attacking, but ready to move at a moment’s notice. The ninja turned and faced Calico then. It was clear that he was not intimidated by Calico’s power, perhaps even being familiar with it.

      “You will cease this behavior and return home,” Calico ordered the figure in black.

      “I’m under orders!” the ninja replied. His voice was a hiss, almost sinister. “You know how this works.”

      “Well, I’m giving you new orders!” Calico hissed in return.

      “You don’t command us! Not anymore!”

      “I do command you! I’m your princess! Leave now or I swear I will reach down your throat, grab you by the tail, and turn you inside out!”

      The ninja stood still for a moment, unsure how to proceed. He quickly glanced back at Regan, Straya, and Arkei, assessing his situation completely. When he turned his gaze back toward Calico, Regan felt he was going to attack anyway, regardless of what Calico just ordered. He could see the ninja adjust his back leg while he turned.

      “Squit, you watching this?” Regan asked quietly into his communication link.

      She didn’t respond, but her tentacles appeared out of nowhere, swiftly reaching out from the ship’s entrance ramp just as the ninja made another leap for Calico. The tentacles caught the ninja mid-air and smashed him into the ground, holding him down at his chest and feet.

      Squit made a squishy sound that Regan was sure was some type of trash talking to the ninja.

      “Right you are, Squit,” Regan said. “Nicely done.”

      Regan always knew Squit was fast, but he loved how quickly that just went down. Finally, they caught a ninja off guard, instead of the other way around.

      Regan approached the ninja who had no chance of escaping Squit’s tight grip, and pulled off his mask. To his surprise, the ninja was a Persha, with cat ears and patterned skin, just like Calico. And while this revelation angered Regan, it outright infuriated Straya and Arkei, who surrounded Calico.

      They didn’t raise their weapons to her, but Regan wouldn’t have been surprised if they had.

      “What the hell, Calico?” Straya said.

      “These assholes were on our trail because of you this whole time!” Arkei chimed in. “And you knew who they were!”

      “I thought they would leave me alone,” Calico said, her head lowered.

      Straya jerked Calico’s chin up with her hand. “How about you start by telling us who the fuck they are and what they want?”

      The ninja started to speak but Squit adjusted her tentacle to cover his mouth. He made some muffled sounds, quickly giving up the effort.

      Calico retreated several steps and took a seat. Straya and Arkei stood before her and stared her down. They made no attempts to hide how they were feeling.

      Regan joined them, but he held his anger back. A good cop, bad cop situation was playing out in his mind. And ultimately, he did trust Calico.

      “The ninjas were sent to collect me, yes,” Calico began. “But I thought they would give up after the first attempt. If I knew they would have kept coming back, I would have said something. I thought it would just pass over.”

      “But why now?” Straya demanded.

      Arkei added, “Why didn’t they save you when you were imprisoned by Mephistopheles?”

      Calico sighed. “Because they didn’t know where I ran off to. Mephistopheles was quite off the grid, as you know. But now that I’m with you guys, with all sorts of heat on us, I guess my family finally figured out where I was. And what’s more, I know they’ll really want me back since my power’s been unlocked.”

      Regan remembered what she told him back when Salvato had imprisoned them: She had an innate power, but it could only be unlocked through mating. He pulled at his shirt collar. “But they have no way of knowing that, right?”

      Calico snickered humorlessly. “Whenever a royal member draws upon our innate power, we all can feel it and sense, at least generally, where the force is being channeled. So no, my family will know for sure. They would have felt it every time I used it.”

      “So, uh, that means your family knows you’ve been mated?”

      “Clearly.” Calico wrung her hands. “My father’s going to kill me—metaphorically speaking, but still.”

      If her father would metaphorically kill her, Regan didn’t want to know what the cat king would do to him, the one who took her purity.

      Regan decided to throw a softball question, as Calico was clearly stressed. “Why’d you ever leave your family? Why leave them for Mephistopheles of all people?”

      “When I ran away to Mephistopheles, it was because I was tired of living the bureaucratic and royal lifestyle. I was fed up with attending Intergalactic Council meetings and representing our people, always having to be proper and respectful and so on. Not a damned thing ever got done with them, but then Mephistopheles approached me and promised change, if only I came with him.”

      “And you did? Willingly?”

      “In the beginning. It was really exciting when he first took me to his compound. He showed me all the forbidden knowledge he had gathered, all the riches he had. I figured if anyone could make a change, it was him. But soon it became clear that he was only interested in his own studies, and as soon as I stopped cooperating, he made me yet another one of his specimens. From there I cooperated, all the while slowly breaking down his defenses and restrictions. I’m pretty sure I would have succeeded, but then you came in and killed him for me.”

      While Regan knew the story, and Arkei and Straya were softening their grips on their weapons, it still didn’t answer the question as to why she kept the ninjas’ origins to herself.

      “Calico.” Regan stepped forward. “You had to know the ninjas weren’t going to give up.”

      Calico looked away, her eyes teary. “Yeah, I knew. I just wanted to hold them off long enough for us to take down Rubicio. After that, I figured my adventure would be over and it’d be back to the castle with me.”

      While this all made sense, Regan had another thought. “Does that mean our crew is at odds with your family? Do they think we’ve kidnapped their princess?”

      “I doubt it. My father had always known I’d be trouble. He’ll write you guys off as the latest bad influence on me. That’s why the ninjas haven’t been trying to kill any of you.”

      Regardless, Regan knew her father was definitely going to have many concerns about the direction her life had taken, and he might even try to blame Regan for it.

      Calico seemed to be forming a plan, nodding to herself as she thought. “I think we should go back to see my father. It might start off a bit rough, but I know he’ll want to help once he understands what we’re doing. I’m sure of it.”

      Straya butted in. “Just how could he help us?”

      “He used to be a member of the Intergalactic Council. He was a judge, and I’m his daughter. I have no doubt in my mind that he’ll help us. But I won’t lie, it will take some convincing.”

      “And the ninjas?” Arkei asked.

      “If we go back to my father, the ninjas will be called off.”

      “So what do we do with this ninja?” Straya asked, casually pointing her gun at him.

      “We should let him go,” Calico said. “He’ll let the others know we intend to return to my father.” She eyed the ninja. “Right?”

      The ninja nodded quickly.

      The whole plan sounded risky, but then again, Regan couldn’t see what other options they had. At least this way they had an inside track, even though convincing the royal father that Regan was worth all this trouble wouldn’t be easy.

      “You mentioned needing to win over your father,” Regan started. “What will that entail?”

      Calico considered her answer for a moment. She arched a brow, as if she were going to give a response, then stopped. She stood from her seated position and crossed her arms.

      “Let’s just see if he’ll take us in first,” she said. “I’ll make the call from the bridge, if that’s okay with you, Captain?”

      “All right. As long as you’re going to be fully transparent with us from here on out.”

      “I will.” She took off.

      He looked at Squit and nodded. She dropped the ninja from her grip and he scurried away. He was gone before they could say anything to him, but he knew what the next steps were. He had heard the conversation. So the word was out now.

      Regan exhaled and turned toward his ship after Arkei and Straya. He regretted not being able to relax any longer here in the Boneyard. He had told his crew that they would all have some time to do so. He felt like he still owed them that.

      But that was how his journey tended to go. One adventure after the next. Only difference being, the task at hand felt more important than those in the past. It was more than just his survival, or the survival of his crew.

      Regan was now tasked with saving Earth and ending a thread of massive corruption woven into the fabric of the universe. It felt impossible and insane, but as he climbed up the ramp into his ship, he told himself he was ready for the challenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Regan and his entire crew convened on the bridge. They all took their places, except Calico, who noted she should be standing when she addressed the king’s advisor. The formality surprised Regan, who hadn’t known Calico to be so respectful of tradition or power.

      Or perhaps it was something more that he didn’t understand.

      “Do you think I should be standing as well?” Regan asked.

      “I don’t think it would be proper,” Calico said. “You are the Captain, and so you should resume your seat. This call is between my father’s advisor and myself.”

      Bringing another party into this mess doesn’t seem like a good idea.

      “Why aren’t you just calling your father directly?” Regan asked.

      “It doesn’t work that way. The advisor is the closest thing to a direct link.”

      Though he didn’t want to persist, he couldn’t help but ask one more question.

      “With all the corruption, and the ninjas…” Regan started. “It’s just, are you sure you can trust this guy? This advisor?”

      Calico smirked, then nodded. “He is one of the few I fully trust. Even if he’s going to be super pissed at me.”

      Regan nodded. “All right. Get it done.”

      Calico entered a number into a communications panel, then a large screen appeared before her. After about a minute, the call was finally answered by a graying Pershan male. He wore a robe that clearly indicated royalty, with a badge on his left chest.

      His eyes squinted with anger when he saw Calico, giving her the look of a disapproving parent.

      But his glare didn’t wander to other members of the bridge. His eyes remained focused on Calico. She was all he was interested in.

      “You could have made it easy and just gotten a ride with the ninjas,” the advisor said in a degrading tone.

      “I want them called off,” Calico replied.

      The advisor’s voice raised in volume. “You don’t get to make those directives, Calico!”

      Calico opened her mouth to speak again, but the advisor cut her off with a wave of his hand, slamming it on the desk before him.

      “Do you know the trouble you’ve caused us?” the advisor continued. “We have been working overtime to preserve your image in your absence! Your father is very concerned about the perception of you still being marriage material.”

      Calico laughed, which infuriated the advisor more. But before he could snap at her, she said, “I don’t understand. You know I’ve already mated, so what are you talking about?”

      The advisor looked as if he could reach through the screen and strangle her. The anger on his face was clearly something that had been building for years and years. And while it was clear that he was trying to keep his cool, he was starting to slip.

      “Calico, you never see the big picture. This isn’t only about you. Everything isn’t always about you.” The advisor took a deep breath to calm himself. “Yes. I know about your mating. Your father knows as well. Your family is very impressed with your disregard for the rules.”

      He sneered sarcastically. But what he said next surprised Calico. “However, if you think the King allowed that information to spread throughout the Kingdom, if you think he’d allow the family image to be tarnished, then you know little of your father!”

      Calico was clearly at a loss for words. She almost spoke several times, but kept silencing herself. Regan could tell she was having a hard time with this conversation. The importance of her entire family relationship was playing out before his eyes. For the first time since Regan met her, she looked like a little girl, a daughter who was in trouble and coming to terms with it.

      “You are the King’s daughter,” the advisor continued. “The only one who can pass down your glorious power. Even though you have mated out of whim, the Kingdom must never know this. You must return and allow your father to approve of your mate. It is the only way to preserve the integrity of the Kingdom, of your family, and of the power itself.”

      “I wasn’t… I wasn’t ever planning on coming back,” Calico admitted.

      The advisor gave her a look of understanding. He nodded, as if he knew this already. Even though he was angry, these two shared a strong bond. He had clearly known Calico since she was a little girl.

      “Hence the ninjas,” the advisor said. “Which were authorized under top secret measures—something your father doesn’t like to do. But never mind what you were planning. The fact is, you have to return. You must perform the ritual and put all of this behind you. Imagine the scandal if the Kingdom knew about you mating before performing the ritual! You must make this right.”

      Calico stayed silent for a moment. She didn’t make eye contact with anyone else in the room. She just looked at the ground in front of her feet. Whatever she was working out in her head, the advisor was waiting patiently to hear it.

      “I appreciate your patience with me,” Calico said. “And I thank you for keeping my secret safe. But we really do have an important mission we have to see through before anything else.”

      “Calico, whatever your plans are, you must come back and satisfy our traditions. You owe your father the peace of mind to put all this in the past. He is angry with you, but he is your father and will forgive you. He just wants to make things right with the Kingdom.” After a beat, the advisor added with a stern glance, “Don’t embarrass him further.”

      “Fine. Grant us permission to land on Paudetria.”

      “Send me the specifications of your ship.”

      Calico looked at Straya, who was already sending what the advisor needed.

      “Thank you,” the advisor said. “May I encourage you to please use the rear entrance to the castle upon your arrival?”

      “Sure thing,” Calico said. “We’ll be there soon.”

      The screen went black. Calico looked as if she was going to fall over. Most everyone leaned forward in reaction, but Calico raised an arm quickly as if to tell everyone she was fine. She looked at Regan and he could see how much the conversation had drained her.

      “Captain, may I have a few moments before we take off?” she asked.

      Regan nodded and followed Calico after she left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Calico sat at the bar, but didn’t drink. She just sat there, wiping tears from her eyes. Whatever had transpired with the call was more than Regan was able to fully comprehend. He admitted that he didn’t know the pressures a royal family member would have to deal with on a regular basis. He couldn’t imagine having a king as a father.

      “Everything okay?” Regan asked.

      “Yes,” Calico said, straightening her back and correcting her posture, as if nothing were wrong. “I just didn’t expect my father to continue to protect me after I ran away.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re his daughter, and that will never change, regardless of how much he thinks you’ve screwed up.”

      “Yeesh. Thanks.”

      “I’m sure he’ll come to realize that despite your mistakes, you’ve also made some good decisions along the way. We just have to make him understand.”

      “I’m sure he’ll help us, but first we must appease him.”

      “And… what exactly is it that we need to do?” Regan wasn’t liking all the talk he heard about rituals and marriage.

      “It’s just a show we have to put on,” Calico said with a dismissive head shake.

      “Yeah, but… marriage?”

      Calico laughed. “Nothing will change between us. Nothing will prevent us from continuing to do what we do. We just have to make this right for my father.”

      She isn’t quite answering my question.

      “Sure, I get that,” Regan said. “But what is the ritual?”

      “It’s called the Rite of Hissock.” Calico kept her eyes on the bar counter. “It’s a formality that will take place with my father as a witness. He has to officially declare me an ‘honest’ woman.”

      Regan started to press on with further questions, but Calico leaned over and kissed him.

      “He’s a stickler for tradition,” she said. “It will all go smoothly. I’m sure of it. And after we make him happy, we can return to our mission.”

      Regan didn’t like the idea of walking into her father’s kingdom without all the answers, but he had made it this far. And her father didn’t seem like a bad guy, just a stickler for tradition.

      “Regan…” she started. “Just follow my lead. But know that I want to do this now for my father.”

      “But, I thought—”

      “I know. I know. But in protecting me this way, he has also protected my right to be a Queen.” Calico wiped a tear away from her eye. “He could have banished me when I ran. He could have banished me again when I mated with you. But he didn’t. Instead he lied to the Kingdom on my behalf. He still protects me, and though I disagree with the royal, wealthy, entitled lifestyle, maybe sometime down the line, when my father’s too old to rule, I could change things for the better as a queen.”

      Regan wasn’t sure if it was a dumb question, but he had to ask, “Would that eventually make me a king?”

      “No. You’re not a Pershan, and only Pershans can hold such positions in our kingdom. But Pershan genes are dominant—that is to say, when we breed with outside species, our children will still be pure Pershan. So perhaps if we had a son, he’d be king.”

      Regan blinked hard. He wasn’t sure what to say.

      Calico chuckled. “Don’t worry. We don’t need to pursue that for a while. We’ll save it for after we’ve made the universe a paradise.”

      Regan cleared his throat. “Well, uh… I guess we better get a move on then.”

      “I guess so, Captain.”

      The two stood from their barstools.

      He followed her to the bridge, his thoughts racing along the way. As he looked out the window at the Boneyard surrounding them, he silently bade the station goodbye. He thought of the test to come, which he knew little about, and wasn’t looking forward to it. He thought about making a deal with a King to stop intergalactic corruption. And he thought about preventing the destruction of Earth.

      As much as he wasn’t looking forward to heading to the Kingdom of Paudetria, he also realized that he needed an ally in this fight against Rubicio. He would need a powerful hand. Pirates, smugglers, and thieves had gotten him far in this universe, but this was a new ballgame. He needed heavy hitters. If the King was willing to protect Calico for this long, then he obviously would continue to do so.

      Whatever this ritual entailed, Regan knew that he would go through with it. He would face it head on, knowing it meant saving something bigger and greater.

      He took his seat in the Captain’s chair on the bridge. He inhaled, held his breath for a few moments, and exhaled slowly. He smiled at his crew, and they all smiled back. He knew he could count on all of them. This was a situation they were in because of him and Calico, but they would all stand up for them, regardless.

      “Set a course for the kingdom,” Regan ordered.
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      Calico gave Straya the coordinates for Paudetria. The pirate wasted no time in entering them into the system. Arkei verified the path for an FTL jump, making sure nothing would be in their way.

      Calico’s screen lit up to confirm the navigation was in place. She turned and looked at Regan for approval. It had been a while since they were able to use their FTL jump, so Regan couldn’t help but give the ladies a smirk before he told them to punch it.

      And then Posha spoke up.

      “I just want to give everyone a fair warning before we push off,” he said. His finger was raised as if the point he was about to make were very official. “The complete depletion of antimatter modules, and the installation of new modules, sometimes leads to a… sputtering… of sorts, before the jump takes effect. I just want everyone to be aware that it is totally normal.”

      The room laughed. Calico, Straya, and Arkei in particular, as if they knew this already.

      Once again Regan realized he was on the newbie side of things. But now that he knew, he nodded, glad for Posha’s expertise. “Thanks, Posha. Calico, punch it.”

      Calico started the sequence. The ship began its progression rather smoothly until it stalled at a speed that sent Regan forward into his belt. It caught itself again and pushed forward for only a moment, rattling almost as badly as Arkei’s old junker used to.

      The ship finally righted itself and pushed through. They were off.

      As Regan remembered—and missed—the stars became lines on the windshield. The silence of space took over. The stability of the ship took hold, and it was smooth sailing all around.

      Regan sat back in his seat and smiled. Once the ship was fully into its FTL jump, several crew members unfastened their belts and relaxed a bit.

      Straya was the first on her feet. “So, what is it you have to do for your father?” she asked Calico.

      “It’s a mating ritual,” Calico replied. “It’s the only way to be free of my father’s restrictions, as I’ll finally be recognized by my society as an independent adult.”

      Straya rolled her eyes. “Seems to me like you were living like an independent adult well before any ritual.”

      “I know you don’t understand, but it’s a very serious thing where I’m from. When a princess is mated, she is to stay with her mate for life. It’s very sacred, and it’s what makes our society so stable.”

      Calico dropped her shoulders as she said this. She looked from Straya to Regan and made that pouty face that he hadn’t seen in so long. He knew that face meant she had something to say that he wasn’t going to like. And yet it was more playful than that. More intimate.

      “The thing is…” she started. “When I ran away, I was betrothed.”

      Huh?

      “It was arranged when I was very young,” she continued.

      “Oh great,” Regan said. “So there’s some Pershan dude who’s going to be thrilled to see you and then want my head.”

      Calico moved toward Regan and took a knee next to him.

      “It won’t be as bad as you think,” Calico said.

      I doubt that.

      “You said arranged,” Regan said. “Arranged by… your father?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “So two dudes,” Regan said. “One of them is a king. And I have disrupted another man’s promised nuptials to the king’s daughter.”

      Calico started laughing. For as serious as Regan thought the situation was, Calico looked at him with playful eyes. “Captain,” she said, and the way her eyes looked at him made him forget that any of his crew remained in the room with them. “It was a long time ago. Years. I’m bringing you back to participate in the ritual with me. They will have to accept that, sooner or later.”

      Even though Calico had the ability to command his attention and make a convincing point, he doubted that the years she was away changed much for her betrothed.

      Shit, if I was promised the hand of a sexy princess, I’d wait that one out for sure.

      But he went along with it. He was committed to this course of action already, so he might as well adjust to the situation.

      “So what does this ritual entail?” Regan asked. “This Rite of Hissock.”

      Calico stood and made her way back toward her chair, but really she just wanted to pace.

      “It’s nothing painful or dangerous.”

      “Real convincing,” Straya said.

      The former pirate’s voice pulled Regan out from his focus on Calico. He had forgotten how good she was at grabbing his attention. He knew she wasn’t playing him that way, it was just how she was. She had just been off her game for a while, distracted by the data cube and the ninjas. But things were playing in Calico’s court again. She was stepping up.

      She looked at Straya with a smirk that soon became a full smile. She looked back at Regan.

      “It’s simple, really,” she said. “Our mating must be witnessed by several others. It will serve as proof that we’re able to care for each other.”

      She took a step closer to Regan.

      “We must groom each other,” she said.

      She took another step closer.

      “We must feed each other,” she continued.

      More steps, almost right on Regan now.

      “Then mate.”

      She stood right before him.

      He stared into her eyes and could have taken her right there. He wanted to press her down into the ground and have her.

      Squit interrupted their moment with some squishy sounds which Bob translated as, “Sexy!” He pumped a fist up into the air, as if to drive home the point.

      Regan then remembered that the bridge was full of people. He winked at Calico, who turned back for her pilot’s chair.

      Getting it on with you in front of some witnesses… I guess it could be worse.
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        * * *

      

      The ship came out of its FTL jump into the atmosphere of a beautiful planet. It was massively overrun with green forests and mountains, with many rivers and waterfalls stretching out across the entire planet.

      The structures were built of stone and looked ancient. Well maintained, but it looked as if this civilization had been here for a tremendously long time. The spaceships and other flying vehicles were modern and smooth, yet still seemed appropriate for the area.

      While he couldn’t tell from this high up, the air appeared to be fresh and clean. The colors of the planet were overly crisp, as if there were no pollution at all, no exhaust or garbage of any kind.

      Regan dug this place. He couldn’t wait to land and see what the air outside felt like. He had visited enough planets by now that he was getting used to the exciting sensation of breathing in alien air for the first time.

      But when Calico set the ship down inside a rear entrance to the castle, the reality of their situation came flooding back to him. He was about to deal with a king who would likely be less than thrilled about the guy his daughter had been fooling around with.

      “Follow my lead,” Calico said as she rose from her pilot’s chair. She was speaking to everyone on the bridge, then looked at Regan. “Trust me, it’s going to go just fine.”

      Regan nodded at her, then motioned for her to lead the way. She walked off the bridge and the entire crew followed, with Posha being carried by Squit. She made a sound as she picked him up.

      “Don’t want to keep a king waiting,” Bob translated.

      Regan smirked and followed behind them all.

      The air was crisp and welcoming, like cool morning air out in the country, clean of typical city exhaust. As the crew descended, Regan hurried up to the front of the group to walk beside Calico. Ahead of them, passing through a large set of doors, was the advisor Calico spoke to previously. And there was no question the regal man next to him was the king himself.

      He was tall, looking more like a lion than Calico. His hair was long and braided in parts, almost woven into the crown on his head. He was draped in robes of silk. It was obvious, even through the layers of robes, that this king was incredibly strong. As he got closer, Regan saw that the man was nearly double his size and appeared to be all muscle.

      The king looked down at Regan for only a moment before turning his gaze to his daughter, smiling largely. Calico lost it then, unable to contain herself walking at a slow pace, and ran to her father. He opened his arms and lifted her into the air, hugging her tightly.

      “You look beautiful, my daughter,” the king said. His voice was deep and had a subtle growl to it. Regan knew he could be ferocious if he wanted to. Who would dare challenge a king who looked like this?

      Regan, apparently.

      “Thank you, father,” Calico said. “I’m sorr—”

      But the king wouldn’t let her finish her statement. He raised a finger, looking back and forth between her and Regan.

      “I will not accept an apology from you, my child,” he said calmly. “But I will ask that you make it right.”

      “Of course,” Calico said.

      The king looked over Regan carefully, not looking too impressed with what he saw.

      “I’m Regan,” he said as he lowered his head before the king. “I’m… humbled to be in the presence of your majesty.”

      Yeah, that sounded like shit.

      The king made a motion for Regan to lift his head. He continued looking at him.

      “I do not like what you have done, Regan,” the king said sternly. “I want more for my daughter. And yet, I must trust her intentions. Even so, you too must make this right with our people.”

      “Of course,” Regan said. “Anything you ask.”

      The king nodded.

      “We will introduce you to the public later and declare that the Rite of Hissock is to occur. Until then—”

      A shouting interrupted him. It was another strong voice, and it came from the door that the king passed through earlier. It was a male Persha, not as large or ferocious as the king, but still impressive regardless. He too was strong, and Regan started to make the connection that all the males in this society might resemble a lion, tiger, or some other form of ferocious cat. The thought made him tense up a bit.

      “Oh shit,” Calico muttered under her breath, but loud enough for those immediately present to hear her.

      “Mind your tongue, daughter,” the king said. “This is a mess of your own doing. You must face it.”

      Regan put it together then. The male Pershan was the promised suitor running toward them.

      Well, here we go.

      The young strong Pershan lifted Calico up and swung her around. Regan tensed, but he didn’t make a move. He kept his position. This was for Calico to settle. When the male Pershan set her down, she did.

      “Norio, hello,” she said.

      “Hello?” Norio replied. “That is all I get? Your betrothed, who has missed you terribly all these years, and who has worried considerably… ‘Hello’?” Norio laughed heavily at this response. Whether he knew what was happening or was still unaware, he was making Regan increasingly nervous.

      “Norio…” Calico started in a more serious tone. “I have something to tell you.”

      “You may tell me anything, my love,” Norio said, taking hold of her hand.

      Calico pulled her hand away and used it to motion at Regan. “I want you to meet Regan.”

      The motion was met with a brief yet sinister glare from Norio.

      He extended his hand to Regan, but not quickly. He corrected his posture and stood upright, showing Regan how much stronger and taller he was than him.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure, Regan?” Norio asked, his tone carefully measured.

      “I’ve brought Regan back to meet my family,” Calico said. “And to introduce him to the kingdom. We are to perform the Rite of—”

      “What?” Norio snapped. He spun around to face the king, taking a moment to calm himself before proceeding. “Your majesty, I apologize for my outburst.” The king nodded. Norio turned back toward Calico. “But, we had a plan in place! When you returned…”

      “Norio, I’ve traveled much, and met a man of means who I could not resist,” Calico said.

      Norio looked Regan up and down. It was pretty obvious the rebuffed lover wanted to tear him apart right there. Regan worried that if the king weren’t present, Norio might have done just that. The male Persha then looked at the space yacht they emerged from. He growled at it.

      “A man of means, indeed,” Norio grumbled. “But means aren’t a merit to hold on their own. Wealth is trivial compared to royalty and strength.”

      “Regan is incredibly strong,” Calico argued, falling for Norio’s bait.

      Great.

      “Really?” Norio said sarcastically. “His appearance begs otherwise. Not much hair on him, is there? Not much muscle either, to be frank.”

      Okay.

      Regan rested a hand on Calico’s shoulder, which thankfully kept her from protesting further. It was a move that the king and Norio seemed impressed and surprised by. They must’ve known how hard it was to keep the spirited Calico in check.

      “Norio, and your majesty,” Regan began. “I have grown incredibly fond of Calico and have come here out of respect for your customs and your culture to take the necessary steps of moving our relationship toward marriage.”

      The king smiled at the comment. But Norio grew furious.

      “Necessary steps?” he said. “Fine. Then I will take the necessary steps I must take as well, by challenging you to a royal duel! A fight to demonstrate your supposed strength against my own!”

      Give me a fucking break.

      Calico interjected. “This isn’t necessary. You’re being rude, Norio. I’ve made my decision, and won’t be swayed by the outcome of a duel.”

      But Norio’s mind was made up. Regan could see it on his face. He would have to fight this lion on his own turf. While he had done this before, he felt there was more at stake this time. Much more.

      “I have proposed my challenge,” Norio said. “And as a betrothed Persha male, it is my right to do so.”

      The king looked at Calico, and though he didn’t appear thrilled, he nodded his head, affirming that Norio was correct.

      Regan knew that they had to play by the rules this time. There was no skirting around this one. He nodded at Norio. If the young lion wanted a fight, then Regan would bring him one.

      “Norio,” he started. “I’m seeking Calico’s hand out of my love and respect for her. It has nothing to do with you or the past you shared. I don’t seek your permission, but I’ll accept your challenge out of respect for your culture. I will fight for Calico. And I will win.”

      An unfriendly smile crept up Norio’s face. He looked back and forth between Regan and Calico, then turned on his heel to walk away.

      “The Duel Chamber in one hour!” he shouted as he continued to walk away.

      Calico looked worriedly at Regan, but Regan just shook his head at her. The king addressed Regan directly.

      “You are brave,” he said. “I will give you that. But you will need more than bravery to defeat Norio in a duel.”

      “Father, does it have—”

      “Calico, enough,” the king intoned, his gaze still locked on Regan. “This challenge is unfortunate, but there is nothing that can be done. Your new suitor must rise to the challenge and demonstrate his own strength.”

      Regan nodded. “Your majesty,” he said before they started back for the castle. “Before we proceed, perhaps I could introduce my crew, who are your humble guests while we’re here.”

      The king smiled and heard the introductions. Each member of the crew bowed before Calico’s father, then began the walk toward the palace. The king positioned himself between Calico and Regan.

      “Father,” Calico said. “There are other matters, urgent matters, with which we need your help.”

      “Yes, I assumed as much. But until your insolence is paid for, and the Rite is finished to satisfy my needs and the needs of my kingdom, we will not discuss it.”

      Calico nodded. Regan did as well.

      Once they entered the palace, the king stopped. He turned toward Regan and waved the advisor over.

      “Show Regan to his waiting room,” the king said. “And perhaps give him the rules of the challenge he has agreed to enter.”

      The advisor nodded.

      “May I go with him?” Calico asked.

      The king shook his head. “It would not be proper. This task is for Regan alone. The rest of you may follow me and be guests in my suite during the event.” The king then stepped right up to Regan and looked at him intently. “Good luck.”

      With that, the king disappeared down a massive hallway, along with Calico and the rest of the crew. The advisor put a hand on Regan’s shoulder as he watched them walk away.

      “Shall we?” the advisor asked.

      “After you.”

      Another battle was on the horizon.
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      The advisor showed Regan to a large locker room, one that looked like it was straight out of a fancy club. The stone walls had accents of carved wood, along with ample space to prepare.

      This is what a locker room should look like!

      The advisor walked to a wall of wooden lockers and opened several of them up.

      “Here is what you are to wear,” the advisor said. “Find a suit that fits. You’ll want some breathing room, but you’ll want it snug enough that it won’t get caught or drag you down.”

      Regan looked over the uniforms, surprised by how much they resembled a traditional fencing outfit, except for thicker padding.

      “So this duel,” Regan began. “What does it entail? What do I have to do?”

      The advisor opened another section of the wooden wall which had a stone wall behind it. The wooden door folded up like an intricately carved garage door. And on the stone wall behind it was a series a beautifully designed swords.

      “Nice!” Regan commented.

      But as excited as he was about being in an old-fashioned castle duel with an actual sword, he also recognized the danger he was in. Norio was clearly a skilled fighter, or else he wouldn’t have challenged him to a duel.

      “There will be three rounds,” the advisor said. “You must strike the circle on the opponent’s chest two times to be declared the winner.”

      Regan took a look at the chest pad, noticing the small dot right in the center, but this dot was connected to a pad sewn into the garment. It was probably only 3 inches wide.

      “So I can hit the circle anywhere?” Regan asked. “Not just on the dot?”

      “That is correct. If you do manage to hit the dot itself, it’s more of an embarrassment type of thing.” The advisor chuckled. “If you’d like to maintain a strong image, don’t get hit in the dot.”

      Regan shrugged into his armor. He swung his arms and jumped up and down, lunging his legs forward and backward, making sure he could move around.

      The armor was made for agility and speed, unlike the armor Regan had worn for his battles against the Brutes. He’d have to adjust his strategy accordingly.

      “Can you tell me anything that will help me win?” Regan asked.

      “I can tell you that he is fast, but that means he also gets ahead of himself at times.”

      That made sense. Regan would have to stay patient and wait for his opportunity.

      There was no helmet, but there was a wrap for his hair. Regan realized this was to keep a lion’s mane out of his face, and that it was largely unnecessary for him, but he let the advisor strap it on anyway.

      The advisor then let Regan lift several swords and feel how they fit in his hands. Most of them were too long for him, again, being that they were designed for the large beasts that Pershans were. But Regan finally found one that fit him nicely. His hand felt comfortable on the handle. Even though Regan favored his right hand, he tossed the sword to his left hand as well, testing the weight.

      “Only choose one hand,” the advisor said.

      Regan gave him a curious look. The advisor could tell by his expression that Regan didn’t understand what he was saying.

      “Whatever hand you start the fight in, that is the only hand you are able to use throughout the duel.”

      “No switching it up?” Regan asked.

      The advisor shook his head.

      “Anything else I need to know?”

      “The rules are this: Hit the chest with the sword. Only use one hand to fight. No tripping, hitting, or kicking. No attacking any other body part with the sword, since only the chest is padded. And no swearing.”

      “No swearing?” Regan smirked. “Are you serious?”

      “I am absolutely serious,” the advisor said. “This is the Royal Duel Chamber. Swearing is strictly forbidden.”

      “Sure, yeah, okay.”

      “Any other questions?”

      Regan mulled it over. He realized now would be his chance, but nothing came to his mind.

      He shrugged. The advisor nodded.

      “Well then, it is time you head to into the chamber,” the advisor said, motioning to a set of doors.

      Regan inhaled, then let his breath out slowly. He closed his eyes for a moment and imagined Reverie’s hand on his shoulder. He thought of the warmth it provided, of the confidence it brought him. He focused on that feeling. Once he opened his eyes, he felt ready. He tightened the grip on his new sword and walked toward the doors.
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        * * *

      

      Regan stepped into the center of the Royal Duel Chamber. Apparently word had spread, because the crowd was already quite sizeable.

      I guess when the prodigal daughter returns with some new guy, people are gonna go a little nuts.

      Norio wasn’t in the chamber yet, so Regan looked around. It was a beautiful room. The walls were stone with large stained-glass windows featuring depictions of Royal Pershans. One window in particular appeared to demonstrate the power that Calico and her entire bloodline possessed.

      The wooden floor was soft. It had a bounciness that felt good under Regan’s borrowed boots.

      A set of doors opened across from him, then Norio entered. He was wearing similar attire, but it seemed as if he had his own. It had to be his, from the way it was custom fitted and colored an intimidating red and black. He strutted across the floor in it, clearly proud of his appearance. He looked at Regan, then waved his arms at the audience who cheered for him.

      When he reached the center of the chamber and stood across from Regan, he was several feet taller. His sword was much longer.

      But Regan had been in this situation before. He recalled the fights with the Brutes. Regan was much shorter in those fights too. The advantage lay in getting on the inside of Norio. So he would have to try that strategy again here.

      A loud gong sounded, reverberating throughout the room. Some lighter musical notes followed, announcing the arrival of the king. The entire place jumped to its feet, cheering instantaneously. A large curtain opened, revealing the king’s suite, full of Regan’s crew. They all stood behind the throne which was impressive in size. The king and queen bowed before the large audience. When the king raised his hand, the applauding instantly stopped.

      “My people,” the king said. “Welcome to the Royal Duel Chamber, where our own Norio has challenged a Human who has traveled very far and returned my daughter home to her kingdom.”

      The audience went wild with applause. Regan was surprised by the king’s kind words. He could tell that Norio was less than pleased.

      “Before the duel begins, I open the floor to the fighters,” the king said. “Do you have any words before we start? Norio, as the challenger, you may have the first word.”

      “Thank you, my lord!” Norio shouted. “I only want these people to see that I am the man for Calico.”

      There was some applause, but Regan wasn’t sure that Norio’s words had the impact he was hoping for.

      “And our visitor?” the king asked.

      Regan considered his next words, thinking he should take a different tact.

      “Thank you, your highness,” he started. “I just want to say this is a beautiful land, and I look forward to seeing more of it. Let it be known that I don’t wish to participate in this duel, but since Norio evoked an official request, I must satisfy it.”

      Regan looked at Norio with an arched brow and smirked. Then loud enough for everyone to hear, Regan said, “And it’s my first time at this, so, ya know, take it easy on me?”

      The place roared with laughter. Even the king began applauding. Regan had won over the crowd, and now it was time to win the duel.

      Regan and Norio each put their feet on the line across from one another. They raised their swords and looked over at the advisor who stood at the side of the king’s suite and motioned for everyone else to sit down.

      “You both know the rules. When I count to three, this duel will begin.”

      Norio frowned sinisterly at Regan.

      Yeah, smirk all you want, buddy. I already banged your betrothed. And I’ll be leaving here with her too.

      “One!”

      Regan adjusted his stance.

      “Two!”

      Norio rolled his shoulders and flared his back wrist out away from his body.

      “Three!”

      The two duelers began striking their swords against each other. They moved around the floor and deflected each other’s blows while attempting to make strikes of their own. Norio was strong and his sword was heavy. When it came down on Regan, it took him all his strength to deflect it.

      Regan knew he would have to use Norio’s momentum against him. He would have a hard time stopping the strike completely, but if he moved it away from him in the motion of the attack, he could maneuver around it.

      Because Norio’s reach was so long, Regan found this to be easier than he thought. While it reminded him of fighting the Brutes, there was a difference in the weaponry. One blow with one of their clubs would have crushed Regan, but this sword wouldn’t. In fact, Regan could even be touched by the sword and it wouldn’t mean a point against him. The only downside was that it would cut him, depending on where it hit.

      Norio started to catch on to Regan’s deflections, so instead of striking down, he started pointing the sword forward right toward Regan. His reach gave him the advantage, but Regan adjusted to the timing. During one forward thrust, Regan spun right along the blade, then thrust his own sword forward.

      Regan tapped Norio’s chest.

      A buzzer went off. The place went wild. Regan was up 1-0.

      The advisor told them to return to their starting positions, which they did. Norio said something to Regan under his breath, but Regan didn’t catch it. It was clear that Norio was furious.

      They resumed their positions, and the advisor counted down again. The second round began.

      Norio came out swinging. Regan had to move faster to keep up. He felt that he was only on defense, which he didn’t like. He had to figure out a way to take this fight to Norio.

      Norio was going back and forth between thrusts and large swings. When finally he landed a thrust right into Regan’s chest. Even though he wore the padding, the impact sent Regan backwards to the ground. Norio had used all his strength. He stood over Regan for a moment after the buzzer went off.

      Regan shrugged and stood.

      Fuck.

      It was 1-1. Whoever won the next round was the victor, and Regan couldn’t let Norio take it. He couldn’t let this pretty boy walk away so easily. He took his stance and readied himself. He wanted to look over at Calico and see her facial expression, but he resisted. He kept focused. He thought again of Reverie’s hand. The warmth. The confidence.

      When the advisor counted down, Regan instantly ducked and took the attack to Norio from underneath. He was short and he would use this to his advantage. He thrust his sword up toward Norio’s chest. The Pershan had a hard time staying tight enough to deflect or block these jabs.

      Then Norio managed to spin out of it. He was a little off balance, but he was able to get around Regan, get a good angle, and quickly drive his sword toward him.

      Damn, that was a quick move.

      From Regan’s angle, he wouldn’t be able to get his sword around him in time to block or deflect. Norio’s sword was on its way. Regan did the only thing he would be able to do, and that was block the sword with his arm. There were no rules that said he couldn’t.

      Yes, it would hurt, and he would bleed, but he had Reverie, and while he didn’t like thinking that way, he refused to lose this fight to Norio. He had to win for Calico.

      Regan backed into Norio and raised his arm.

      The sword caught him right in the forearm. The pain shot through him, but Regan continued. He turned into Norio and thrust his sword right at his chest, landing a solid blow to his enemy. He even nailed the dot in the center.

      The buzzer went off, and the audience flew to their feet.

      Norio pulled his sword back and looked as if he was about to cut off Regan’s head. He held it out, then realized where he was, and lowered his blade. He bowed to Regan.

      “Bravo!” the king shouted. “What a duel! It seems our challenger has fallen. It is decided then!” The king turned to the advisor. “Prepare the chamber for the Rite of Hissock!”

      The audience again applauded. Regan was instructed to walk back to the locker room from which he came. Reverie whispered something to the advisor who gave her an impressed look and bowed. He led her to the locker room as well.

      They met Regan at the door.
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        * * *

      

      Reverie called upon her healing powers, bringing Regan’s arm back to normal. She gave him a look that stated she was running low on power. Regan gave a subtle nod back.

      The king then entered the locker room. Regan swiftly stood to his feet.

      “Your highness,” he said.

      “I came to say you fought well,” the king said. “I see your Empath healed your arm, which was a very brave tactic that I haven’t seen before.”

      “I needed to win.”

      The king smiled. The rest of Regan’s crew then entered behind him, looking victorious.

      “My Calico needed you to as well,” he said, and gave her a nod. “And now, the chamber is being prepared for the ritual. Are there any witnesses you’d like to have present?”

      The entire crew raised their hands, except Squit, who giddily raised five tentacles.

      The king blinked at their eagerness. Regan was a bit surprised as well, but when he made eye contact with the king, he smirked and tried to play it cool.

      Well, if you all want a show, you can have it.

      He nodded at the king, and the king nodded in return, saying, “Follow me.”
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      The king led them down a grand hallway filled with spectators who smiled and watched. No one waved, no one approached. They only showed respect and admiration.

      These people had either been invited, or the word had spread fast, but Regan found himself, once again, right in the spotlight.

      A large set of doors opened for the king, as he led the group through. The advisor pulled Calico and Regan aside, but did so in a formal manner. It was a display of sorts. Now all of those watching looked only at Regan and Calico as they were given robes to enter with. But they didn’t put them on yet, as they were told to wait until everyone else was already inside. Then the advisor motioned for them to go through the doors.

      Calico entered first. Then Regan followed, surprised by how silent the room was. The room acted as a buffer between the grand hallway they just came from and the chamber they were heading to. Beside the door to the main chamber stood an elder Pershan female who excitedly waved Calico over.

      Calico hurried to her and gave her a long hug. It was clear to Regan that these two knew each other and hadn’t caught up in a long time.

      The elder turned and nodded at Regan, not saying anything, but Regan felt the warmth of her welcome. She then presented a woven basket that she placed on the ground before Calico and Regan. She still said nothing, but Calico knew what to do, and began to strip down. She looked at Regan, asking him to do the same, which he did.

      They took off every piece of clothing and dropped them into the basket. Calico gave the elder one more hug before the old woman carried the basket away.

      Calico and Regan were alone then.

      “Put on the robe,” she whispered. “Then we will enter.”

      Her voice had a slightly nervous shake to it, and Regan had to admit he was a bit nervous as well. He was good on the battlefield and getting the crowd riled up on his side. But this was a different type of game. Even though he and Calico were now familiar with what each other liked and how to handle one another’s needs, there was a newness to this situation.

      He put his robe on and again was impressed with the warm softness. It relaxed him instantly.

      “I hope we get all kinds of bedsheets and towels made out of this material as wedding gifts,” he joked.

      She laughed.

      She then took his hand and led him through an opening into the main chamber.

      This chamber was a beautiful room. Dimly lit with ornate candle holders and chandeliers all over, providing enough light that the room could be seen in its entirety. A veil of steam filled up the room, which the candle light reflected off of. Regan heard the sound of flowing water, yet he couldn’t see the thin streams through the steam.

      In the center of the room was a round bed of grass, or so it appeared to Regan. It was different though, with a shine to it, various colors seeming to reveal themselves when the grass moved. It looked almost like breathing silk.

      Then Regan noticed the audience. And there certainly was an audience, more than a few witnesses. Regan guessed the audience numbered fifty or so Pershans, including the king and his small entourage. Regan’s crew sat in their own section. The viewing platform allowed the audience to sit in a circle around the event, elevated above so they could see all the action.

      Regan found it a bit weird that the king was about to watch him get it on with his daughter, but he couldn’t knock another culture’s traditions. Then Regan saw Norio.

      Why’s that bozo here?

      Regan had two thoughts. The first was that Norio just wanted to see Calico in action, which he couldn’t fault him for. But it was his second thought that he believed was actually the truth: Norio wanted to stand by in case Regan couldn’t perform up to standard, and then Norio would have a chance at redeeming himself.

      Not today, pretty boy.

      Calico led Regan to the grass bed in the center of the room. That was where the stream of water was running—off to one side of it and into a small pool. A small table sat next to that pool, holding a basket of melon-like fruit.

      Before stepping onto the grass, Calico paused right before it. She and Regan faced the king and waited. Regan realized the king would address them before the ritual.

      The whole thing seemed a bit odd. But he reminded himself, if this was how it had to be, then he had no problem doing it. Just another new experience of the many this journey had introduced him to.

      The king stood. He looked down at them for a few moments of silence, but it felt longer. The king finally raised his arms, but he wore no smile on his face. If anything, his expression was a mix between intrigued and unimpressed. He had yet to be won over.

      “Begin,” he finally said.

      Once the king had taken his seat again, Calico removed her robe. Regan followed her lead and shrugged his off as well. She then gently pulled him onto the grass.

      Regan noticed how strange the grass was right away. It was soft under their feet, almost like a supportive air, the grass texture reminding him of peach fuzz. Each step released a puff of pollen into the air. It sparkled as it floated around them, clinging onto their bodies. It had a scent that enticed Regan to lift his chin and breathe it in. It smelled like freshly cut fruit. It made Regan smile.

      Calico laid down in the grass and rolled in it, giggling softly. She stretched out her body, showing off for Regan. Again, the movement and pressure of her body released more of the pollen into the air, the cloud of it thicker than the steam now.

      Calico moaned slightly, the sound echoing in Regan’s ear. He heard the sounds of the moving grass more crisply as well. The sounds of the stream were magnified too, as if he were surrounded by water.

      It was as if his senses were heightened by all the various stimulation. It helped him forget that he was surrounded by a room of viewers. It was just him and Calico in this sparkling silky bed. Regan reached out his arms to the side and felt massive. He felt invincible and free. He laughed, then he felt her.

      Calico had crawled over to him while he was standing and taking in the sensation of the pollen, and she began kissing his cock. It was slow and passionate. She was being soft and gentle. Her eyes were closed.

      She climbed him with her kisses. She kissed his abs, his chest, and then she licked his neck for a while. She bit his ear playfully. Then they tasted each other’s mouths. They kissed each other deeply and passionately. It was only them. It was their time.

      They held each other’s faces in their hands. Then Calico leaned back and looked at him. She reached out and grabbed a melon from the basket. She broke it open and juice came running down her hands and forearms.

      She moved Regan onto his back.

      She took a small sip from the fruit, then squeezed it over Regan’s body. She squeezed it over his shoulders, his chest, his cock, his thighs, and feet. She then lifted the melon to his mouth and gave him some to drink.

      It was delicious and warm, but still refreshing. It gave Regan a quick intoxicating rush, like a shot of espresso and hard liquor. His body tingled and his sense of touch intensified as Calico rubbed the juice onto his skin.

      Once it was spread all over him, Calico began to lick it off. She did so slowly, sucking all over his body. When she reached his cock, she took her time. She licked and sucked slowly, stroking his length occasionally with her hands. Regan wanted her to go to town, and she must have sensed this, because that’s exactly what she did.

      She sucked on him while Regan felt lost. He was being filled with nothing but pleasure.

      She stopped, not wanting to get him too excited. They kissed each other for a few moments before he grabbed a new piece of fruit. He broke it open over her body, letting it drip over her slender shoulders and perky breasts before he offered her a sip.

      She licked the edge of the melon peel and winked at Regan while she did so.

      He rubbed the juice into her everywhere, feeling her and squeezing her as he did so. When he went down on her, he explored wildly with his tongue, tasting and sucking on her, making her moan and pull on his hair.

      She pulled his head in deeper and told him she wanted him.

      So he climbed her, slowly, and joined her.

      He entered her slowly, reaching behind her and grabbing her ass as he did so. He pulled her into him as much as he pushed into her. She dug her claws into his back. The sting mixing with the pleasure from the juice on his skin created a sensation that he wanted more of.

      She pulled him faster. He gave it to her, grinding into her as she whimpered and moaned. She touched herself while sucking on his fingers.

      Then she looked into Regan’s eyes. It was the sexiest stare she had ever given him. She whispered, “Put some kittens in me, Captain.”

      She didn’t have to ask him twice.

      He thrust harder, holding her hands above her head as he did so. The grass continued to push out pollen with each hard thrust. It was covering them now. He felt it all building up in him, ready to explode into her fertile insides.

      Calico began to shake mildly.

      Regan began to let go.

      Then they both climaxed together.

      Calico let out a long moan that turned into a laugh. Regan laughed as well, feeling drunk and pleasure-filled in the strangest of ways.

      He laid on top of her for a moment, then rolled over into the grass next to her.

      Regan felt still and free of worry. He felt absorbed in the moment. It held him.

      He turned to look into her beautiful eyes. He whispered, “Were you serious about…”

      “I’m a princess, you know. That means I have a bloodline I need to keep going. A bloodline I want to infuse with someone as strong and worthy as you.”

      Well, shit.

      That’s kinda hot.

      He then remembered he was being watched by a crowd of people. The candles strengthened in their glow, the tips of the flames seeming to draw toward Calico. It must’ve been her innate power drawing the energy toward her.

      Was she even stronger now?

      Before Regan could ponder it further, a single applause interrupted his thoughts.

      “Woohoo!” Bob shouted,

      Regan propped himself up on his elbows and gave Bob a look.

      Seriously, Bob?

      Calico giggled and kissed Regan on the cheek. “Time to face my father. Let’s hope that was a good enough show.”
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      Regan and Calico put their robes back on and returned to the smaller chamber. Before they left the viewing room, Regan noticed the king had a smile on his face. He was impressed, it seemed, with Regan’s performance.

      Calico and Regan showered then exited the smaller chamber. They entered a small room where the elder from before stood. She had new clothes for them. They were clean and soft. Regan winked at Calico when he felt the material.

      “Seriously,” Regan started. “I want a captain’s uniform made of this stuff.”

      Calico laughed and put her hand on his shoulder. “We can get outfits for every member of the crew if you want. After that show, I’m sure my father will be feeling more than accommodating.”

      Calico then straightened out Regan’s shirt collar, continuing, “We have to go to a reception real quick. It won’t take too long, but there will be many people congratulating us and wanting to toast to us. It’s proper that we attend.”

      “Sounds good.” Regan stopped for a moment, then asked, “Was there even a way to fail that ritual? Everyone seems impressed with our… performance… but how else could it have gone?”

      “Oh, it’s possible to fail,” Calico said, laughing as she recalled failed Rite of Hissocks of the past. “If you had been hit too hard by the grass or the fruit, then you likely would have embarrassed yourself and been unable to perform.”

      “Really? And you didn’t think you needed to give me a heads up?”

      Calico smiled at Regan and put on her sexy face. “I knew you would rise to the challenge. You always do. Now, let’s go greet our guests.”
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        * * *

      

      Calico and Regan entered the crowded Reception Hall. Everyone in attendance applauded when the newly announced couple made their first official appearance. A waiter brought them a tray of drinks, which Regan and Calico lifted, then gave each other a toast. The entire room followed suit.

      Guests greeted them and bowed to them, and Regan, for the first time, felt like royalty. He also understood why Calico would get tired of this life. Just the brief amount of time he spent in this room was enough to see that the protocols and necessary procedures that came with living in the spotlight were a bit much for him.

      Norio made his way over to the couple and nodded.

      “I suppose you are a worthy suitor after all,” he said. “I hope there are no hard feelings.”

      Regan wanted to laugh at Norio. Though he was seemingly accepting of his fate, it was clear that he was furious. He had proposed a challenge before his own king and lost in front of his people.

      Regan extended his hand.

      “All good, Norio,” was all he said.

      Norio bowed and walked away.

      Regan then leaned into Calico. “I don’t see your father here. We need to talk with him as soon as we can.”

      Calico nodded. “He knows. When he has a moment, his advisor will come and collect us. He likely just had to go officially open the Throne Room. It’s all procedure. Don’t worry.”

      Then Bob and the rest of the crew joined Regan and Calico. They were all smiles and hugs.

      “Wouldn’t mind if you were able to bring some of that fruit on board the ship when we leave,” Straya said to Calico, followed up by an elbow nudge.

      “Agreed,” Arkei said. “That looked quite enjoyable.”

      Calico smirked. “It’s for ritualistic purposes only, but I might be able to pull a few strings.”

      “I am not one for breaking the rules,” Reverie began. “But with my power, I’m sure I could make even one fruit go a long way.”

      Damn. These ladies are the best.

      Then the advisor presented himself. He bowed before Regan and Calico and congratulated them on their successful ritual performance. It was clear he wanted to say many things to Calico, but he restrained himself. Regan reminded himself that the advisor was like a father figure of sorts to Calico. The expression on his face was one of pride.

      “The king will see you now,” was all he said.

      “It is possible for my entire crew to join us?” Regan asked.

      The advisor nodded and motioned that they follow.

      The group left the Reception Hall and walked down a long hallway full of ceiling-high paintings of past royalty. They passed through several series of guards. For Regan, the status of royalty was starting to firmly set in.

      Until this point, the Pershans had been ushering him and his crew through rear entrances and back doors. But now, this hallway they walked through was impressive and the guards they passed were serious. This was a king’s hallway, and Regan was walking down it with his new bride.

      Just before the Throne Room doors, security raised an arm to them.

      “You must disarm yourselves before entering,” the guard said.

      The advisor paused and turned to the crew. He nodded as if this were protocol.

      “It’s okay,” Calico said to the crew. “It’ll all be kept safe.”

      Arkei and Straya unloaded the most, from blasters to small knives. Reverie had nothing to hand over, nor did Squit or Posha. Bob, however, had a pretty advanced pistol in his pants, which surprised Regan.

      He shrugged his shoulders when he removed it and set it on the table with the other weapons.

      “Squit has been teaching me to shoot,” Bob said with a wink.

      “That’s not all she’s been teaching you,” Arkei commented with a snicker.

      Once everyone was unarmed, Regan nodded at the advisor who alerted security that it was safe for them to pass. The doors opened before them, and they entered the massive Throne Room.

      The king sat in his throne at the front, looking significantly more impressive than before. His robes were nothing less than the finest materials. It seemed that his color was made of golden silk. And his crown was tall, giving life to his mane.

      A great deal of chatter echoed throughout the room when the crew entered, but as soon as the audience realized the princess and her new suitor had entered as well, they all quieted down immediately. They bowed before the princess and Regan, demonstrating extreme respect.

      The king stood from his throne. Whatever business was being discussed prior to their entrance was now put on hold. The king stepped down from his elevated position and embraced his daughter. He then embraced Regan.

      Regan could feel all eyes in the room on him. There were whispers and some pointing too. Regan wondered if any of them knew of him, or of Rubicio’s corruption.

      “Before we get to business,” the king said. “I want to let you both know that was a fine performance. Your worthiness for each other is clear.”

      The king leaned in more closely.

      “And appeasing me with the ritual means a great deal personally, so thank you.” He then leaned back and raised his voice. “Now tell me what it is that you need.”

      Calico hesitated for a moment and looked at Regan, who nodded. He would back up whatever she said.

      “We need to get inside the Intergalactic Council Space Station,” Calico began. “I need you to grant me a temporary advisor status so I can achieve that.”

      The king started walking, with Calico and Regan walking alongside him.

      “That is a big deal,” the king said. “Temporary status is highly scrutinized, as is full status. While I am able to grant such a thing, it is not done so lightly. Besides, what reason brings you to enter the Intergalactic Council’s Space Station?”

      “We need access to the Emergency Communications System,” Calico said.

      “Why would you need access to such a thing?” the king asked. The king paused, looking at Calico as if she didn’t understand the severity of what she was asking. He was hearing her out, but he was carefully examining what she was saying as well.

      Calico froze up, so Regan interjected. “We need to bring Councilor Rubicio down, your highness.”

      The king looked at Regan with a curious expression, but he didn’t seem surprised. If anything, it was as if he had been waiting for the question to be asked. The king continued walking and looked away from Regan. He rubbed his chin. Then he stopped pacing and looked at Regan again.

      “Calico, my answer is no,” the king said. “You have not earned such a position. Not yet.” He then faced Regan. “I have heard of your exploits, Human.”

      While Regan knew that word had gotten to the king, Regan wasn’t going to be the first one to bring it up. The king had been holding his knowledge back. Maybe to test Regan. Either way, Regan felt a bit guilty.

      “You have taken down oppressors left and right,” the king continued. “You also put the petulant Norio in his place. And you’ve managed to pull Calico out of whatever harebrained scheme she had been cooking up with… Who was it, Mephistopheles?”

      Calico was stunned. She looked at her father with embarrassment and surprise.

      “You knew I was with Mephistopheles?”

      The king shook his head. “I didn’t know where you were all this time. Not until feeling the pulse of your power did I have a line on you. But you gave my advisor the registration of your ship. It didn’t take long to put two and two together.”

      The king then turned back to Regan and put his hands on his shoulders.

      “However, from what I’ve heard, Calico and a lot of other individuals would be significantly worse off if it weren’t for you, Regan. The bottom line is that I trust you. The position of advisor is one that I do not grant lightly, but you have proven yourself, time and time again.”

      The king stepped back from Regan and raised his arm. A Royal Pershan Guard came running over with a rectangular velvet box. The king opened it and revealed a card—mostly clear with exposed intricate circuitry, about the size of a business card. The king removed it from the box and offered it to Regan.

      “I name you advisor, Regan,” the king said. “And with it, comes this.”

      Regan accepted the card, unsure what purpose it served. “Thank you, your highness. But what does this do?”

      “This card will get you inside and clear any red flags that might have been placed on you or your ship,” the king said. “You should know the Emergency Communications System is not accessible unless two or more access it at a time, and one must be a councilor, not an advisor.”

      The king took a moment to let the information sink in, but Regan wasn’t quite sure what he was saying.

      “While I can grant advisor positions,” the king continued. “I’ve retired as a councilor. I did so in the time my daughter went missing.”

      Calico put her head down, slightly embarrassed.

      “You’ll have to find someone else to help you with that,” the king concluded.

      Regan nodded and smiled at the king. “Your highness,” he began. “You have welcomed me into your home. Allowed me the hand of your daughter. And now offer me this. I thank you for all of it.”

      The king nodded. “You have earned all that you speak of.”

      “I will treat the position with respect, as well as your name, as I use this card. I don’t take this lightly.” Regan paused for a moment. “I also want to thank you for what you have done for us. When it comes to finding a councilor to aid us in our effort, I’m sure we will make it work.”

      There had to be others out there who were against the corruption that Rubicio was spreading. Finding one might be tricky, but Regan was good in tricky situations. He would figure this one out as well.

      He had secured an advisor card.

      No. I AM an advisor! And I’m married to a princess who is willing to share me with other space babes.

      Regan nodded at the king. He would make this work.
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      Regan and his crew boarded their ship, all wearing new outfits made of luxurious Paudetria material. Even though Calico was the only crew member from the planet, their clothes still fit them all naturally. It all seemed custom, and Regan assumed there must be some trick to it.

      For the first time, his crew looked like they were part of a team. They all shared a uniform. He hadn’t even thought about going all Star Trek until he felt the fabric, and now there was no going back.

      They took their positions on the bridge. Bob stood next to Squit near the edge. The two of them whispered and giggled with each other as they got situated into their seats. Posha sat opposite them, buckling himself in slowly. Reverie was closest to Regan, and as she sat down next to him he remembered that her power was low, and that they would need to get together soon. Arkei and Straya sat next to each other and began entering the coordinates for the Intergalactic Council’s station. They moved the hologram map with their hands and navigated out their course.

      Once nailed down, they sent the navigation to Calico, who sat in the pilot’s chair. She locked it into her navigation system as she put the FTL jump in place. She turned back and looked at Regan.

      He returned the look. His wife. His pilot on this crazy space adventure.

      What a life. This is all so fucking crazy.

      “Punch it,” he said.

      Calico winked at him, pressed several buttons, then pulled the throttle back. The ship jumped. The stars became a meditation of still light. Regan smiled as he looked at the passing galaxy outside.

      As nice as this moment was, he couldn’t shake off his nerves. He would be going up against the most powerful force in the universe. A political party that was trying to secure the legal means to destroy his entire planet because of the actions he had taken. It was a heavy thought.

      Regan felt like he was a part of a fictitious drama, a sci-fi movie in which he starred as a renegade outlaw fighting for everyone else. The thought gave him a spark of energy that wasn’t present before.

      He was kidnapped from Earth, and his response was to make himself useful by challenging warriors and kings, destroying a ship of pirates, ending the reign of dictators and criminals, bringing down mob bosses, and, of course, having a passionate relationship with four incredible space babes.

      Regan felt that whatever was going to come his way, he was prepared as he would ever be. Nervous was just fine. It meant he cared. And in all of his previous trials, he overcame these nerves.

      As they flew faster than light through space, Regan smiled and gazed out the windshield. He belonged in this universe and he was liberating it.
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        * * *

      

      Calico slowed the throttle down. The ship came out of its jump on the edge of the Intergalactic Council’s station.

      Holy shit.

      It was unreal. It was massive, unlike anything Regan had seen. It didn’t even look like a space station. It looked like an island. An island floating in space that stretched beyond his sight. It was bustling with ships, escorts, and an interconnected transportation system. There were skyscrapers and long stretches of parks and monuments, with stages and areas set up for amusement.

      It was all enclosed in an artificial atmosphere. Regan assumed it also acted as a force field, and would prevent any unwanted ships or attacks from getting through.

      It felt like a dream, a playground that was clean and opportunistic. It bothered him that it would be overrun by such corruption. But it was only natural. It was just another example of the powerful taking advantage of their post. Why should things be any different here than they were on Earth?

      He was part of this universe. The human race had just as much right to be up here in this crooked world than any other species. They fit right in.

      And Regan intended to prove that.

      Surrounding the station’s atmosphere was a significant amount of patrol ships, acting as an excessive demonstration of strength.

      Regan thought of the navy vessel that had attacked them previously. He wondered if some of these ships were already on the alert for him. He assumed it was too close to the Intergalactic Station to attempt anything like that, but then again, Regan was sure Rubicio would push the boundaries when it came to preventing the data cube from being released.

      Yet it didn’t put Regan off. In fact, it excited him. His recent thinking had put him in the mindset of conquer or be conquered. He was fighting for his entire planet. He wouldn’t go down quietly.

      Arkei put the various ships on one of the screens. As she scrolled through, she called each one out.

      “Cruiser,” she said about the first ship on the screen. “It’s fast and has some deadly maneuvers, but it’s largely here as a backup.”

      She swapped out one holographic ship for another. This one looked more like a tank.

      “Destroyer,” she said. “Big and bitchy. These things can take us down in no time.”

      Arkei went through a series of other ships and basically gave the same advice—don’t mess with these ships. These ships were here for one reason, and that was preventing anything from passing through that shouldn’t.

      A voice then came through their communications system.

      “This is Intergalactic Destroyer 158,” the voice said. “Please identify yourself.”

      Regan removed the card given to him by the king. He knew this was his entry ticket. When he looked up, Reverie was making eye contact with him. She nodded toward the side of Regan’s seat, bringing his attention to a card slot. Regan had never noticed it before, though he wasn’t sure why he would have. He inserted the card.

      He looked at Reverie and smiled, thanking her without words.

      They waited through a few moments of silence. Regan was growing concerned that it wouldn’t work, that he just handed himself right over to the Intergalactic Council.

      “It’ll work,” Calico said. “My father wouldn’t have sent us here otherwise.”

      Regan hoped she was right. Their ship idled amidst the massive destroyer ships, and Regan could swear they were closing in.

      Finally the voice returned.

      “You are welcome to proceed. We thank you for your patience,” it said. “Please proceed to landing port 174.”

      Calico cruised the ship forward. The screens in front of her lit up with the designated parking space and its precise location. She headed in that direction.

      On the way they slowly passed an armada of ships, and what looked like attack inspection drones. The ships were all massive. Arkei continued to display them on the holographic screen, but Regan stopped watching. They were getting through, and that’s all that mattered. If something went wrong and one of the ships figured them out, or started attacking, he knew Calico would be able to navigate them out of there.

      After tense and silent moments as they passed the armada, Calico landed the ship onto their designated platform.

      Regan didn’t stand right away. He took a deep breath and looked at his crew.

      “We can’t all go in,” he said. “The plan is to slip in, get into the communications room, and get out. No more. No less. We won’t be able to be stealthy if too many go.” Regan then looked at Calico and pointed to her. “You are definitely going. You know the way around this place and the protocols.”

      “Not to mention you are a representative of Paudetria,” Calico replied with a smirk. “It will greatly help your case if you had a real life Pershan at your side.”

      “Rubicio went after my planet,” Arkei said. “I would love to go and give him a healthy kick in the face, but I might endanger the mission by going along. If I’m recognized…”

      Straya put her hand on Arkei’s shoulder.

      “Even with this fancy outfit, I’m still a wanted pirate,” Straya said. “Their monitors will recognize me instantly. I can’t take the chance.”

      Reverie smiled at Regan.

      “I’ll be here when you get back,” she said.

      Regan knew Squit, Bob, and Posha would also stay aboard. Even though Squit had come in handy in previous fights, she would stand out too much. Bob, on the other hand, was just too unreliable at times. And Posha, well, Posha would still be getting off the ship by the time the mission was over.

      Regan stood from his captain’s chair and nodded at Calico, offering his hand to her.

      “Got any weapons secured in that tight outfit?” he asked her.

      “You know I do,” she replied.

      “Then it’s you and me, babe,” Regan said.

      He nodded at the rest of the crew who all knew what to do in his absence.

      Arkei entered a passcode into the safe next to her seat and released the data cube. She picked it up and handed it to Regan. She gave him a hug as she did so.

      “You have come a long way in this universe,” she said to him. She brushed his arm when she said this with her bionic hand. Regan loved that hand. He looked into her eyes, those eyes that showed him a whole new world. Both sets of them.

      “I owe it all to you,” he said in return.

      The two held each close and kissed.

      “You got this,” she said. “You haven’t let any of us down yet. And you won’t let your people down either. This is going to work, Regan.”

      Regan liked hearing his name come from her mouth. It felt better than “captain” in that moment.

      After thanking her, he turned and headed out with Calico.
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        * * *

      

      Calico and Regan walked arm in arm down the clean sidewalk. They headed for a large building with a significant amount of traffic and crowds surrounding it.

      Regan assumed many of them were security personnel, but he couldn’t know for sure. It wouldn’t surprise him if a great deal of undercover patrols wandered about here.

      “This won’t be like the casino.” Calico said.

      “How do you mean?”

      “I mean it won’t be so easy to get away if things go wrong.”

      “You think that was easy?”

      “Come on,” she said. “You know what I mean. Let’s just hope this all goes smoothly.”

      They approached the front doors, which were even bigger than those of Mephistopheles’s compound. The inside was impressive and daunting. It had the feeling of a government building, with its statues, arches, and marble-like stone. The stone glistened richly, as if it were embedded with emeralds. The Intergalactic Council had way better funding than any government Regan knew.

      They worked their way to the security guards stationed just beyond the entrance. There were a series of them, and it looked like they were about to check in for a flight.

      The security guard before them was a skinny green alien, probably Class A. While he wasn’t intimidating, Regan guessed this was the point. Undercover security guards were probably watching this exchange closely.

      “Ah, greetings!” the alien said. His voice was high pitched and friendly. Maybe overly friendly. He clapped his hands together. “May I point you in the right direction?”

      Regan handed him the card the king gave him.

      Man, if I all I have to do is hand this thing over every time I needed to get through, well, that would be fine with me.

      The alien took it and slid the card into a small screen next to him. He watched it and gave Regan and Calico an overly friendly smile as he did so, as if telling them it would be just a moment. Then he clapped his hands again.

      “Ah, yes!” he exclaimed. “We welcome you to the Intergalactic Council Space Station, and you are a representative… of… Paudetria?”

      He gave Regan a look of confusion.

      Regan didn’t miss a beat. He smiled at the alien then glanced at Calico quickly, smiling at her.

      “That’s right,” Regan said. “My wife, Calico, is Pershan.”

      The alien nodded then looked at Calico with some concern. Calico looked at Regan.

      “Permission to speak, Ambassador?” she asked.

      “Please,” Regan replied.

      Calico smiled at the skinny alien. “We would like to be directed to the meeting chambers. We have come to discuss a very crucial matter regarding the regulations of Paudetria’s indigenous fruit.”

      The alien nodded and smiled, even looked a bit embarrassed, as if he was aware of what this fruit had the ability to do.

      He nodded quickly. “Yes, yes of course.”

      He entered some buttons into his machine then handed Regan back his card.

      “There have been additional protocols added for us. So we are required to ask a few more questions than usual,” the alien said as he came around from behind his small podium. “It is your first time here, yes?”

      “Yes,” Regan said. “For me anyway.”

      “Very nice,” the alien said and began walking. “If you will please follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      It appeared that the alien was more of a tour guide than a security officer. They walked for a long time. Regan was amazed that this building didn’t have some sort of mobility technology for moving species around from one part to another.

      As they walked, Regan observed carvings and statues that displayed famous battles of what could only be historical moments in the Intergalactic Council’s Chambers. Some sculptures were of space battles, with ships carved out of stone, either victorious or fallen. Others were of ground battles, all of which incorporated all sorts of species that Regan didn’t recognize.

      As they walked, the alien guiding them told the history of the building and its various works of art. He described where they came from, which council commissioned them, which ones were gifts.

      The alien mentioned how these were all dated artifacts to remind the council and its visitors that they were currently in a time of peace. That peace had ruled the universe for a long time now thanks to regulations and efforts put forward by this council.

      What a crock of bullshit.

      But then the alien stopped in his stride. He lifted a finger to his ear and listened for a moment, then turned to face Regan and Calico.

      “It seems your presence is being requested by Councilman Korshani,” the alien said, looking confused.

      Regan took a deep breath and looked at Calico. Whatever their response, they would need to make it seem like this was perhaps expected and not alarming. He had no idea who this was, but this person somehow knew Regan and Calico were in the building. And he was getting in the way of them reaching their goal.

      This wasn’t good.

      But Regan had no choice. He smiled at Calico, who nodded and smiled in return. And even though she was persuading in her ability to lie, he could see the nervousness in her eyes.

      He quickly turned back to the alien and nodded.

      “Of course,” Regan said. “We would love to see Councilman Korshani. Such an unexpected surprise.”

      Calico’s arm, which was still wrapped around Regan’s, tightened.

      The alien led them down a long hallway with significantly less traffic. It was an area that seemed to be lined with private offices as opposed to meeting rooms. Even though there was no security, Regan knew he was being watched. He felt cameras monitoring every step. He kept it cool, trying to walk casually, but his pulse quickened.

      Finally they reached a door, but the alien didn’t see them through it. He simply stood at the door, pointed to it, bowed at Regan and Calico, then turned and walked away.

      Regan and Calico stood alone in this hallway before the council member’s doors. They had nothing left to do but knock. Right when Regan lifted his arm to do so, the door opened on its own.

      Well, here we go.

      Regan and Calico entered the impressive office. Before Regan had time to take it all in, or even locate the councilman who called upon them, he heard a voice come from off to the side.

      “Come in,” the voice said. “I’ve been expecting you.”
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      The voice made Regan jump. It was calm and haunting in a strange way, but it was also unique, with an almost song-like quality to it.

      Immediately after he and Calico stepped inside the office, the doors closed behind them. Once they were shut, Regan swore he heard them lock into place. Whatever was about to happen, he was stuck here.

      Regan looked around, unable to locate exactly where the voice came from, and then he saw it. Or rather, him.

      It was a strong and beautiful creature, almost bird-like, as it was covered in feathers. The feathers shone in all colors, with accented glowing feathers on the tips of his appendages. They seemed less like feathers and more like a silk feathered robe.

      At first the creature looked like a piece of furniture, the way he kept his stoic posture. He looked like a majestic statue guarding the room. His strong arms folded neatly before him, with his wings tucked in behind him.

      He didn’t have a beak, but his lips came to a point, and his nose continued down into his top lip. His eyebrows were furrowed, watching Regan and Calico carefully. His heavy brow created a shadow over his eyes.

      He sat behind a large desk full of high-tech screens, each of them displaying a significant amount of data. Some screens reminded Regan of The Matrix, with code dropping across them.

      While Regan wasn’t sure what the data pertained to, it was clear that Korshani was a glutton for it. It seemed that whatever was going on in the universe, he wanted to stay in the know.

      And that might not be great for me.

      Small technologies of all kinds littered his desk as well. There were small cubes—data cubes?—and little devices with blinking lights. Whether they were for personal storage, or for perhaps work-related data like bills or plans, it was all impressive. It made Korshani look like he had real power, a power that Regan couldn’t even fathom.

      However, these technologies were limited to the desk, with the rest of the office decorated in gold, leather, and marble.

      Councilman Korshani directed them to sit. He motioned to the chairs across from his menacing desk. He looked like the villain of an evil empire as he did so.

      “Please,” he said, his voice melodic. “Make yourselves comfortable.”

      Regan stood alongside Calico, realizing there was no additional security or defenses in this room. The confidence Korshani must have had in his abilities was slightly intimidating. 

      It was as if Korshani recognized this expression on Regan’s face, as he chuckled. This laughter even resembled a bird in the way it pitched up and came in musical intervals.

      “You were expecting what?” Korshani said. “Security? An ambush? A firing squad perhaps?”

      Regan smirked. He wasn’t sure how to respond. But Korshani didn’t give him the chance. He raised an arm, then motioned for Regan and Calico to sit. They did.

      “I told you,” he continued. “I was expecting you. You will find no surprises here.”

      He slid them each a glass of something, which he already poured by the time they sat down. Regan wasn’t sure he trusted it. He didn’t want to be rude, but he didn’t want to be foolish neither.

      The councilman smirked, lifted his own glass, and took a sip. He clearly enjoyed his power. He took his time, then grabbed a hose from what appeared to be a large hookah next to him. It too was high tech, but it bubbled like hookahs did. The smoke that erupted from Korshani’s mouth was like a cloud. It continued pouring out of his mouth, filling the desk and the space between them all for a moment.

      When it cleared, he folded his arms and looked at Regan silently, then at Calico. His eyes seemed to squint even further.

      “You know,” he started. “The people of Paudetria have always shown my people kindness. It’s their commitment to honesty that has allowed us to grow so well together.” He paused for a moment, and Regan felt like they were about to get lectured, like they were misbehaved children.

      “The Korshani family comes from a long line of shipping entrepreneurs,” he continued. “Like many other of the Fowlance race, we built our empire carrying exotic goods across the galaxy. While dangerous, of course, you could say it is in our blood and bones to move the universe’s most fabulous items from one place to another.”

      Korshani took another large pull from his hookah, and when he exhaled, he was full of laughter.

      “Many joked that we are migratory by nature, so this type of enterprise was only logical,” he continued through his laughter. “But in all seriousness… When you run an enterprise like this, you need a couple things. One is security. There are too many pirates and scavengers living among us who want to rob from others for their own personal exploitations. I’ve seen it far too often, and I’ve heard of it even more.”

      Sure hope he ain’t talking about us…

      “You also learn who to trust,” the councilman continued, taking a sip of his beverage. “You learn which ports are safe, and which are not. Which sectors will lend a hand if something goes wrong with a shipment, and which will attempt to take everything you have, all the while making it look like an accident. It’s a situation that is all too common, regardless of all the peace talk you hear in these hallways.”

      Korshani leaned closer, bringing his voice down a bit.

      “The Pershan people, and specifically, your father, the king…” he continued, causing Calico to gasp. He knew exactly who they were and what they were up to. “They were always incredibly hospitable to our enterprise. They provided safe passage, safe lodging, and even fed us in times of need. They could always be counted on to demonstrate peace and honesty. This behavior created a strong bond between our people that I will never forget.”

      He took another long pull of the hookah.

      “Nor will I let it pass me by if there is a situation that seems amiss, that may need my interference.”

      Regan wasn’t quite sure what Korshani was saying, but he was growing increasingly nervous with each passing word.

      Korshani took another pull, another sip, and then smiled at his rigid guests.

      “You are familiar with Councilman Rubicio,” he said.

      Regan tightened.

      He felt Calico stir beside him.

      Neither of them replied. Not even a head nod was offered as a response. They just looked at Korshani and waited for him to finish his thought.

      “He brags and boasts about the peace consuming this universe,” Korshani continued. “He makes speeches and holds rallies trying to stop terrorists who would destroy the growing truces that are making this universe stronger and keeping it together. He has a plan, with much support, to put an end to terrorist activity all over the universe. There are many who think he will be successful in this crusade.”

      Regan wanted out of this room. He wanted out of this chair, and though he wanted this to be a stealth operation, he realized it might not be possible any longer. He felt exposed, and that Rubicio had the entire council tightly in his grip.

      Korshani smiled widely.

      “What much of the public doesn’t know…” he continued, “…is that Councilman Rubicio is a lying bastard.”

      Hold up…

      Korshani leaned back into his chair again, and took a large sip from his glass, finishing the drink then refilling it from a golden jar next to the desk.

      “He’s up to no good,” Korshani continued. “His policies are inadequate and self-serving to begin with, but there are larger and more sinister rumors floating about. There are some who believe he is the head of the Flavatto mob, an illegal yet powerful enterprise that has its fingers, tentacles, and claws in too many parts of the universe as it is. And they say it’s growing. More bosses are being made under him every day.”

      Regan wasn’t sure what to think. This could easily be bait. He wanted to chime in and tell Korshani of his distaste for Rubicio, but he didn’t want to play into his hand if this was a set up.

      “I have been compiling a list of disappearances,” Korshani continued. “People, either powerful or not, who have mysteriously disappeared or died of curious circumstances, all whom somehow had a connection to Rubicio. There are many witnesses that secret agents within this council have been pursuing for testimonials, but they all seem to vanish at the right time.”

      He leaned forward. “This means two things: First, that these witnesses were legitimate and knew something useful. Second, that even the council’s own secret service is corrupted. And when things are that bad… Well, there is little room for trust.”

      Korshani went silent and looked at them. His shadowed eyes went back and forth between them.

      Then he said something that nearly made Regan jump.

      “What do you know about the death of Salvato?”

      His tone was direct, as if he already knew everything and had been baiting Regan and Calico for this confession. This confrontation. They were locked in this room and who knew what would happen based on their response to this question. For all he knew, there could be security forces lining up behind the office door.

      But maybe it was worth taking the chance. Maybe Korshani truly would sympathize with their cause. Maybe he did want to restore peace in the galaxy, and if the council’s secret service couldn’t get answers, maybe Korshani was trying a new tactic.

      Screw it. I made it this far, anyway.

      If I have to bring down two crooked council members as opposed to just one, then so be it.

      Regan was tired of this whole thing. He wanted to stop running and have time to enjoy his girls. He had gone through much and wouldn’t trade any of it, but that goal was still the one that mattered most.

      “I do know about the death,” Regan spoke to Korshani for the first time, and he did so with smooth confidence. “We killed him.”

      Korshani leveled a stare at Regan. He lifted the hookah hose again and took another long pull. When he exhaled, as before, he started laughing.

      “I appreciate your honesty,” Korshani said. “I’m delighted you did.”

      Regan exhaled heavily.

      Korshani then removed a card from the desk. It was similar to the one the king gave Regan, and he realized what was happening. He was getting a council member to help. A council member’s access, which he would need to get into the communications room. The plan was going to work.

      “I think I know your plan, as I like to focus on the finer details of any evolving situation,” Korshani continued. “I think you have a data cube. I think you want to exploit it. And I think it’s a good idea. Bold and risky, but I cannot think of a better one.” He slid the card to Regan across the desk. “You will need this. And you will only have one shot to get it right.”

      “Thank you, councilman,” Calico said, speaking for the first time.

      “No need to thank me,” Korshani replied. “I meant what I said about your people. You come from a noble race. The universe could learn a great deal from creatures like you.”

      He then turned to Regan. “And you, the unpredictable human who has caused so much trouble. I welcome it. I look forward to more of your kind taking to space and upsetting the status quo. The corruption ravaging these skies has been dealt a wake up call. One that was much needed.”

      He paused for a moment in thought, then spoke again. “I wish I could come with you, but I can’t risk my position. I’m no good in this fight without this seat. If things go wrong, I will have to claim you stole my card. I hope you understand.”

      Sounds about right.

      But Regan did understand. The situation was bigger than all of them, and Korshani planned on seeing this fight to the end, with or without Regan and Calico. He couldn’t argue with that. Regan then thought quickly about the secret service and wondered how long Korshani had been fighting this fight from the shadows.

      “I want you to bury him,” Korshani finally said, before bringing the hookah hose back to his beak-like mouth.

      Regan nodded at the councilman. “You can count on us.”

      He and Calico stood, and the door unlocked on its own, opening before them.
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      Regan and Calico walked down the long hallway of offices and entered a main area. It was circular with five large doors surrounding its perimeter. Like other places in this building, art and sculptures of a heroic past decorated it. Regan saw it as a demonstration of the current establishment trying to dictate history.

      A handful of people idled around this area. Some worked quietly on their devices, while others were on calls conveying information. Others simply waited, doing nothing.

      Then Regan realized why.

      One of the sets of doors opened and a large group of people came flooding out. Cameras flashed and microphones lifted. The once quiet setting now had the air of a busy red carpet.

      Regan realized that these people waiting were members of the press. They all jumped up and joined the crowd composed of councilmen and staff members of all different species. They moved like teams leaving from one battlefield and heading to the next.

      Regan didn’t want to walk through the chaos. Calico had already been recognized before, so walking right through this mess of people would not be beneficial to their plan. If anything, it would introduce another distraction that would keep them further away from the communications room.

      “I think we should find a new route,” Regan said to Calico.

      They walked arm-in-arm and kept their chins up. They needed to play the part like they belonged here. It was more difficult here than it was in the casino, but his Bond-like tuxedo did help him a little in the confidence department.

      Calico assured him they should stay their course. She said that a redirection with all these people around would raise suspicions. While many of them were press people or councilmen, he had to remember that others were security. Any sudden detour like that would surely pique someone’s interest.

      Regan agreed. He didn’t like it, but he knew she was right. And so once again, Regan found himself in a situation of walking right into the shark pit. Or rather, this time, having to walk right through it and come out on the other end alive.

      The surrounding crowd began to tighten. Calico and Regan broke off their arm lock and weaved through groups of people forming around the councilmen. All sorts of questions were being asked, but there was a theme that Regan kept latching onto.

      Much discussion revolved around the upcoming vote. While Regan didn’t know what vote it was, he had a strong fear that it was the vote. The vote that would decide whether to eradicate the Earth from this universe. It was a vote he couldn’t let happen.

      Keep it cool. That’s all they talk about around here are votes. It’s their job.

      While Regan wanted to believe that thought, it didn’t matter. He needed to move his ass. Whether it was this vote or the next one, it was coming and the reality was that unless he got into that communications room, he would be witnessing the extinction of the human race.

      Then they were stopped.

      “Calico!” a voice shouted at them. It was high-pitched and even had a whistle-like quality to it. “My dear! How are you?” the voice continued. It was friendly and surprised.

      Regan and Calico both turned toward the voice, seeing that it belonged to a short man. Very short. Almost comically so. He was dressed incredibly well in a shiny suit and slicked back hair. Though his greasy hair was black, he had white wings on either side that passed by his ears. In a way he resembled Salvato, the way he had pinstripes in his hair, and how he wore a tailor-made suit that looked incredibly expensive.

      Regan couldn’t help but notice the gold pocket watch chain sticking out of his vest, as he couldn’t remember another time he had seen a traditional clock like those on Earth. Something about it felt out of place, and yet strangely comfortable on this person, whoever he was.

      And whoever he was, one thing was for sure—he was important. He was surrounded by a team of people. Some of them security, but mostly it seemed like staff. Some held files or small electronic devices. Some of them were whispering into their communication links or listening to their ear pieces. One creature in particular, who reminded Regan of a skinny and proper Squit, was carrying a tray with empty glasses and a drink pitcher. Though this creature only had a few tentacles, it allowed for a perfect balance of the beverage tray.

      Regan assumed it was fancy booze. It was clear that this was the type of guy who could get whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted, and just how he liked it.

      The man smiled widely at seeing Calico, his mouth was full of gold teeth. They sparkled when he smiled. Regan couldn’t deny that he was a bit impressed by this guy’s willingness to be so bold.

      “Councilman Rubicio!” Calico said with a hint of pleasant surprise in her voice. She stepped closer to him. “Have you gotten taller?”

      Rubicio laughed heavily and waved his hand at Calico.

      Holy shit. They know each other?

      Regan couldn’t believe that Calico was joking around—and even teasing—the councilman, mob boss, or whatever he thought of himself.

      And because Rubicio was so infatuated with Calico, he didn’t even notice Regan standing there watching, with his jaw hanging down, or his hands clenching.

      Even though Rubicio hadn’t noticed him yet, security and staff were no doubt peering all over the place for potential trouble or opportunities.

      Regan kept tight-lipped and stiffened his stance, but loosened his fists. He stood by while Calico did what she did best: playing the part.

      “I don’t think I’ve gotten taller!” Rubicio shouted back at her, laughing the whole time. “If anything, I might’ve shrunk another inch. Arthritis and all that!” He rested his hand on his slightly bulging belly and laughed again. “I haven’t seen you in such a long time, Calico.” He was full of surprise, but also joy. His voice was squeaky and while it was clear that this was how he spoke, Regan assumed there was some additional squeaking happening due to the surprise and laughter of seeing Calico all grown up.

      “Even before your father retired,” Rubicio continued. “He hadn’t brought you here for a few good years. I remember you being so little then. Where have you been?”

      Calico smirked and rolled her feline eyes.

      “Oh you know,” she said coyly. “Just the typical rebellious princess stuff. Mischief and secrets. Causing trouble. You know how it is.”

      Rubicio laughed and clapped his hands in approval.

      “I do indeed,” he said with a raised eyebrow. “Good for you. But what brings you here today? Tell me, are you here representing your father?”

      His eyes lit up when he asked this question, and Regan could see for the first time that his eyes had golden flecks in them. Perhaps it was a trick of the light, but Regan wouldn’t be surprised if Rubicio had gold injected into his eyes.

      Calico shook her head and gave a slightly pouty face. She knew when to not overplay her hand, and this was definitely one of those times.

      “No,” she said. “I’m not an advisor. This however,” she motioned to Regan as she said this, “is my father’s advisor.”

      Rubicio looked at Regan as if he was noticing him for the first time. Regan watched as the councilman’s face developed a red hue. Rage began to build up behind his eyes and jaw. His cheeks clenched a bit tighter as he stared at Regan hard. He then blinked and adjusted his posture, as if he didn’t want to be caught on camera or by the press in a fit of rage, which Regan was sure was about to erupt out of him.

      The bottom line: Rubicio recognized Regan, and he knew now the game was on.

      “I see,” Rubicio said. The wispiness of his voice collected a bit more, so he sounded more direct and less playful. Regan thought he must have several voices he relied on depending on the situation.

      “And what is your name?” Rubicio asked.

      “Regan,” he replied.

      He didn’t hold out his hand to shake Rubicio’s.

      Nor did Rubicio offer the gesture.

      “And tell me, Regan,” he started. He wore a fake smile, but Regan saw right through it. “Did you happen to arrive in a craft that was once owned by a collector of rare items?”

      “Indeed, Councilor, I did.” He said it proudly as he looked down upon this powerful being.

      Rubicio’s face was full of pure hatred. Regan knew he was masking it the best he could, but he felt the facade might be cracking. Rubicio realized the full situation, that Regan was on his turf now, and he was unafraid.

      The two of them continued to lock gazes, but they were surrounded by people. There was no action that either of them could really take, and while Regan appreciated this advantage, Rubicio was clearly furious about it.

      A staff member from Rubicio’s team pushed through everyone and whispered something in Rubicio’s ear. His face changed only slightly, but it was clear that there was an important matter at hand. Something that needed Rubicio’s attention.

      There was a moment when Rubicio’s eyes looked away as he began answering, in whispers, questions that were being asked of him by his staff. Regan took the opportunity to make eye contact with Calico, hoping she knew they needed to leave now. As fun as it was catching Rubicio off guard like this, Regan knew he was pressing his luck.

      But Calico’s returned look said they should stay put and finish this, whatever it was. She was probably right. If they started to leave quickly, Rubicio would have someone stop them. They needn’t set off any unnecessary alarms. Regan stood patiently and waited for the quick whispered huddle to wrap up.

      Eventually Rubicio turned his gaze back to Regan, then to Calico. He looked at Calico a bit differently this time, as if he was putting it together that she was the Pershan with the human this whole time. He perhaps knew of Arkei and Straya, but Calico had done a good job keeping herself a secret within Mephistopheles’s compound. Rubicio looked slightly betrayed, but in a way that demonstrated he had a new angle to consider.

      “And what brings you both here today?” Rubicio asked again, shaking his head, coming out of whatever angry trance he had fallen into. They were still surrounded by people. Regan had to hand it to him, he was good at keeping his composure.

      It’s how he lives his life, the crooked bastard. Just lying to people’s faces all day.

      Even so. He knew if Rubicio could, he would kill Regan right there. Calico too it seemed, regardless of any history they shared. Rubicio’s twitching eye suggested as much.

      “Administrative duties,” Calico said. “Just boring stuff.”

      Another staff member came forward. This one was in a bigger hurry. She was speaking urgently about how Rubicio’s presence was needed right away. They were going to be holding the vote in a few moments.

      Again, Regan wondered if this was the vote that decided the fate of his planet, but he had a feeling that it wasn’t. Rubicio’s face was still filled with anger, and Regan knew that if he was about to vote on destroying Earth, he would give Regan some sort of smile or subtle gut punch. He wouldn’t be able to help himself. He might have even invited him to come and watch.

      This made Regan smile. He had some time still.

      Rubicio looked at Regan and Calico for a few moments in silence while his staff urged him to join the vote. It was clear he was considering not attending, instead trying to stop whatever it was that these two were up to. But there were too many people and too many cameras. He had to play the role of a legitimate council member. One with nothing to hide. He couldn’t do anything suspicious.

      He was trapped in his own design of power.

      He put one hand on Calico’s arm and the other on Regan’s. He squeezed, but not too tightly, yet Regan could feel the rage pulsing through his hand.

      “A councilman’s work is never done,” he said past gritted teeth. He released his grip and dropped his hands. “But please stick around,” he said as he turned to walk away with his entourage of staff and security. “I would love to catch up.”

      Regan and Calico watched Rubicio walk away. He didn’t look back at them. He headed for a set of doors across the grand circular room and walked in. When the doors closed behind them, Regan and Calico didn’t hesitate. They moved forward with their plan. They hurried toward the communications room.

      It’s time to finish this.
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      Regan and Calico headed down another hallway, more hurriedly than they were walking before, but not enough to stand out to those they passed. Regan had to remind himself he was an Ambassador after all. He had just as much right to be here as anyone else who walked these halls. While his intentions were absolutely disruptive, he hadn’t done anything to cause alarm… yet.

      They reached the door to the communications room, finding no security. This surprised Regan. He didn’t trust it.

      “Could it be a trap?” he asked Calico is a hurried whisper.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Well, the fact that there are no security guards here,” he said, motioning left and right, demonstrating the entire hallway was empty.

      “Just consider this our lucky day,” she said. “Besides, they don’t need security guards when this door is locked with its own security features.”

      I suppose that’s a good point.

      Regan took out the two cards he had been given. The one from the Pershan King, and the other from Councilman Korshani. There were slots for each card on either side of the door, wide enough so that one person alone couldn’t enter, except perhaps a creature like Squit.

      “We have to put them in at the same time,” Calico said as Regan handed her one of the cards.

      “Count us down,” Regan said, putting his card near the slot on his side of the door, but not yet pushing it in.

      Calico did the same.

      “Three, two, one…”

      They both pushed their cards in at the same time and a light above the door changed from red to green. A series of locks moved within the door, releasing pressurized air before the door slid open.

      Calico walked in first. Regan followed right after, looking left and right as he did, making sure no one saw them enter the communications room.

      The room itself wasn’t that big, and compared to the rest of the massive building, it wasn’t even that impressive. It was simple, just a boxy room, without any art or sculptures. The lights were like standard office lighting, the room having very little that was glamorous about it. In fact, it was more like an electronics closet than anything.

      The walls were lined with computer equipment, but even this seemed slightly dated. While it was significantly advanced beyond what Regan knew from Earth, it was less advanced than much of what he had seen on his adventures.

      The equipment was all different sizes, from large monitors to small devices with blinking lights. Regan put his hands behind his back, knowing that touching the wrong thing would be hugely problematic.

      He also noticed the smell in the room, which was strongly like ozone. He thought of the air released when the door unlocked, as if this room was kept sterile and well-regulated in its temperature. He then wondered if being in this room for too long might trigger something. If the air was regulated to a specific level, the body heat of the two together might cause a problem.

      The room droned with white noise from all the humming electronics. It was soothing, but it made Regan feel in violation of it. Then again, that was exactly what he meant to be doing, violating the space of this station and soon the airwaves it controlled.

      For the first time Regan noticed the stage in the center of the room. It was elevated from the floor and its purpose wasn’t clear. Then he saw the camera hovering above it.

      Shit. Spotted.

      “Calico,” Regan said and nodded at the camera. “We’re being recorded right now. I’m sure armed guards are on their way.”

      Calico looked at the camera and gave it a wink.

      “They can’t stop us now,” she said. “We only need a moment.”

      Calico went to a specific part of the room, finding a series of plugs. The ends all had different prong styles that Regan didn’t recognize. Calico found the one she was looking for and turned to Regan, reaching out her hand.

      “This is it,” she said.

      Regan understood.

      He took the data cube out of his jacket and handed it to her, but he didn’t let go so quickly. They both had their hands on it while she looked at him.

      “You have earned this,” he said to her, knowing she had been dreaming of doing this for so long. She was about to see it through. All her persistence finally paid off.

      She smiled up at Regan. “Couldn’t have done it without you.”

      She then turned and plugged one of the cables into the data cube and stepped over to a control console. She inspected it for a few moments then nodded to herself, like she understood what needed to be done.

      “What do we do now?” Regan asked.

      “There is a quick calculation I’ll have to put in to open up the emergency broadcast system, but when I flip this switch, the information on the data cube can’t be stopped. It’ll fill the airwaves everywhere.”

      Calico had an excitement in her eye, one that Regan hadn’t seen before. She looked like a little kid who finally got her wish. Her speech was a bit faster as well, and though he couldn’t tell, he thought there was some bounciness in her movements.

      “Once I flip this switch,” she said. “We’ll have to run like hell.”

      She was excited even about this. As if the thrill of the mission was part of her plan all along. But he was ready for it.

      “I’m ready when you are,” Regan said.

      Calico smiled at him. She quickly entered a calculation to open up the emergency broadcast network. Red lights started flashing on all the electronics in the room. Regan realized these were all individual feeds, receiving or sending information out to different sectors and galaxies of the universe. Calico was taking them all over, merging them into a single stream.

      She pushed a button above the cable connected from the data cube to the system. She opened the flow of information, then the blue lights on the data cube started blinking rapidly. It was active, ready to go.

      She looked at Regan one more time, her smile was massive. Her eyes were full of giddiness and joy. She was breaking all the rules, but restoring the balance, and she craved it all. There was a hunger on her face. An expression that said she could do whatever she wanted.

      And in that moment, she did.

      She flipped the switch.

      The lights all shut down.

      Oh no.

      Regan and Calico looked at each other for a moment in the darkness thinking they were cut out, that someone watching was able to shut down the power before the process took hold.

      But then the lights slowly came back on. Again, all red. Still on the same channel. Still being fed by the data cube. Then they heard the echoing streams of information and hustle happening in the hallways. They heard instant chatter and commotion.

      Regan noticed the blue lights on the data cube that were blinking quickly, were now slowing down, until they drained from the cube altogether. It sat there lifeless. The information had been transferred. It was done.

      Calico laughed giddily. She tried to contain the volume, but couldn’t help herself. She felt victorious. Regardless of what would happen next, the information was out. The universe was watching and listening. They were seeing the truth.

      “Calico,” Regan said. “We gotta move now.”

      Calico grabbed Regan’s face and pulled it to hers. She kissed him passionately for a few moments, moaning as she did so.

      Then they dashed from the room.
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        * * *

      

      As they walked down a long hallway, security was hurrying toward them. However, in between them and security, doors were opening everywhere and creatures of all different species were emerging into the hallway, jamming everything.

      They were all on their communications devices speaking to whatever press agency they were affiliated with about what was happening.

      Regan got a good view of how it was all unfolding.

      In the main area, the circular space with the voting chambers, a large holographic screen was hovering and displaying all the information from the data cube. It was giving away names, locations, lists, cover-ups, and every juicy bit of information that a journalist or tabloid writer would want.

      The place was in chaos. Security moved quickly right by Regan, and he realized then that he wasn’t their target. They were hustling for another councilman to protect him from the barrage of questions and aggression that would be coming his way.

      Regan wondered then how many other members of the Intergalactic Council would be impacted by this outbreak of information. They were likely to shut down a whole fraction of the universal government with all this data.

      And that’s fine with me. Fuck ‘em.

      Just then, in the midst of all the chaos, the doors that Rubicio had previously entered flew open. A swarm of reporters and security rushed to the door. Regan watched as Rubicio was being carried out of the room, too short to work his way through this mess of people. Regan noticed that these security guards who carried him out weren’t arresting him. Rather, they were helping him escape, carrying him to some place where he might have a chance at getting away.

      Regan thought about shouting something to him, rubbing it in the wound a little. But he didn’t. He watched as the corrupt councilman attempted to flee. It made Regan smile, seeing someone else on the run for a change.

      Then Rubicio made eye contact with him. He was furious, and Regan felt that those golden eyes could send lasers out and strike him down. The hate was like nothing he’d seen.

      Rubicio pointed at Regan, clearly no longer hiding behind the proper facade.

      “The human and the Pershan!” he shouted. “Get them!”

      Two of the security guards in his detail broke off and started to fight their way through the angry crowd which was increasingly becoming a mob. They were angry at their leaders. They started throwing things at Rubicio, getting in security’s way on purpose.

      But Regan and Calico didn’t have time to watch this play out.

      “Now we run like hell,” she said.

      “Yep.”

      They did. They dashed out of the main area and sprinted down a hallway. This hallway was now lined with holographic screens as well. They displayed different broadcasts, but it was all saying the same thing. Rubicio’s name and picture was all over the screens. Regan even caught glimpses of Salvato. Pictures of the two of them together.

      It was beautiful.

      Everywhere they went in this building, every corner they turned, there was an outcry of people demanding justice. Regan thought these people might just start ripping down this entire building.

      They finally made it to the front doors where a load of people were fighting to get in and get out. The scene was pure anarchy. Regan and Calico stopped and looked at the jammed-up doors, unsure how they were going to get out of here. They turned behind them to see fights breaking out between security guards and some now-protesters.

      Regan loved the sight of all of it, but they had a serious problem. This building was going to implode in a straight up revolutionary fight, and they needed to get the hell out before that happened.

      Then they were lifted into the air. They didn’t see it coming, but Regan and Calico both were pulled up by their garments and carried toward the door, above the heads of the protesters and security guards.

      Regan looked up and saw Councilman Korshani. He was carrying each of them with his strong arms. His wings glimmered in the light and were impressively expansive. He twirled through the doorway, right above the crowd, reaching the outside.

      And as Regan soon saw, the chaos outside was no different from it was inside. People were demanding answers. Security guards were wrestling protesters to the ground. Ships were taking off in all directions. Even the blockade of ships above was now in a seemingly panicked formation. Some ships were being shot down while others were sliding through with ease.

      Their escape was far from over.

      Korshani landed and set them down. His giant wingspan retreated, tucked behind his back. He looked at Regan and Calico.

      “You have done great things, but we must part here,” he said. “Leave while you can.”

      “We can’t thank you enough,” Regan said to him.

      The councilman smiled.

      “Another time, we can discuss it,” he said. “Maybe then you’ll join me in a toast and try my delicious homemade brew.”

      He smiled. His wings unfolded again, then he flew back toward the large building, back toward the action. Regan thought that it was the single most badass move he’d ever seen and had faith that there other creatures like that on the council.

      Earth might have a good chance after all. Hell, the whole universe might stand a chance.

      Calico and Regan turned and ran for their ship. As they got closer, they noticed it was already in the air. The crew had fired it up and was idling by, ready to flee.

      The loading door opened as Squit’s tentacles came reaching out. She yanked Regan and Calico inside the ship, then the door closed behind them.

      “Hey buddy!” Bob shouted, standing near the loading door.

      “Hey Bob,” Regan said. “Get to the bridge.”

      Squit didn’t hesitate, she carried all of them through the ship toward the bridge. They flew down the hallways, and even though they weren’t out of the clear, Regan felt good to be back in the arms of his crew, literally. He was back on his ship. He was close to getting away with everything.

      After they returned to the bridge, Squit dropped everyone into their respective seat, even buckled Bob into his. Reverie glanced at Regan with admiration, already buckled in and ready for takeoff.

      “Well, you certainly woke that place up,” Posha said. “We have been listening to the broadcasts. It has been very exciting!”

      Regan noticed a radio stream playing on the bridge. Commentators were discussing Rubicio and the corruption he had weaved throughout the universe. They were discussing the brave human who had taken it upon himself to fight injustice in a corrupt system.

      Regan was a universal hero.

      “You take any of those assholes out while you were in there?” Straya asked as she and Arkei went through the holographic map, plotting out their FTL jump coordinates.

      “Didn’t have time,” Regan said with a smirk.

      “Pity,” Arkei said. “That Rubicio could have used a good ass-blasting.”

      “He’s got one coming to him, don’t worry about that,” Calico said, buckling in as she received the coordinates for the jump.

      Arkei had the ship on course heading out of the atmosphere and into space. They just had to get through the blockade of destroyers before they could punch it.

      Destroyers surrounded them. It was as chaotic up here as it was down there. Many smaller ships were trying to evacuate the Intergalactic Council Space Station, but the destroyers were inspecting many of them, even shooting some down, trying to contain the mess.

      Now this is fucking Star Wars!

      But as exciting as it was, Regan knew the danger was far from over.

      “Our coordinates are locked!” Straya said.

      “Let’s just hope none of the destroyers take an interest in us,” Calico said.

      “But the advisor cleared our ship,” Arkei argued.

      “Lots of things change when shit hits the fan,” Calico said.

      And she was right about that. Enemies wouldn’t be so bashful to reveal themselves when the gloves were off. Especially when they were ripped off with force. There was still the possibility that this could get ugly.

      “Just keep it cool,” Regan said. “And if something—”

      An alarm interrupted him. Arkei pulled up the security screen on the bridge and it revealed three ships headed right for them. Two of them were security frigates.

      “Shit!” Straya said.

      “They don’t have a missile lock on us,” Arkei reported.

      “Let’s not wait for it,” Straya said.

      “Let’s arm Posha’s last mine,” Regan said. “And then face them.”

      “You’re a crazy son of a bitch,” Calico said as she turned the ship directly for the three ships. “I like it.”

      “Yes, well, don’t forget my additions to the missiles as well!” Posha said.

      “No firing in this tight zone,” Straya said. “Destroyers will take us out in no time if they see us fire upon an Intergalactic Council security frigate.”

      “But what’s up with that third ship?” Arkei asked as she isolated it on the hologram.

      Squit put a tentacle on the screen next to her and made some squishy sounds.

      “Squit is scanning it out,” Bob said. “It seems to be a recon ship of some kind.”

      “Recon ship?” Posha asked. “Operating in tandem with the security frigates.”

      “I don’t like it,” Arkei said.

      “Just hold the position!” Regan said.

      The three ships were getting closer.

      “Squit?” Regan asked. “What else you got?”

      Her tentacle moved around. She made more sounds.

      “There are many advanced security measures on that ship,” Bob said.

      “Capture a voice through their communication channel!” Posha said. “If you—”

      But then Squit shouted something, and it was clear she was telling Posha that she knew how to do that and was already working on it.

      The ships were gaining on them.

      “They haven’t made any demands!” Straya said. “I don’t trust it!”

      “Nor do I,” Arkei said. “I think we blast them and take our chances.”

      “We hold!” Regan said. “Squit, give me something!”

      Squit erupted into dozens of excited high-pitched sounds. Bob started clapping.

      “It’s Rubicio!” he said. “She can isolate his voice!”

      Squit brought Rubicio’s voice through the bridge speakers, but it wasn’t a communication link, she simply was stealing audio through their system and broadcasting it. Regan realized that Squit wasn’t only broadcasting his voice onto their ship, she was broadcasting it everywhere.

      “She is tying his voice signature to that ship!” Bob shouted.

      Rubicio was trying to talk the security frigates into shooting down Regan’s ship, trying to convince them that the ship was full of traitors. Then he stopped and realized that he had been identified.

      The security frigates quickly turned their direction toward the recon ship. Rubicio kicked the recon ship he was hiding on into high gear and took off.

      “He doesn’t have FTL on that little thing,” Arkei said.

      “He won’t get far at all,” Straya added.

      The security frigates turned and went after him. They weren’t firing yet, clearly going in for the arrest. It seemed based on the sizes of the ships alone, they would get it.

      This cleared the way through the blockade. Calico turned to Regan looking for approval.

      Regan smiled at her.

      “Punch it,” he said.
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      Calico pulled the throttle. The ship came out of its jump inside a desolate part of space. There were no other ships around, and after a few moments of quiet stillness, it was clear nobody had followed them.

      Straya switched off the broadcast. They had been listening during their jump. Rubicio had been captured. He was alive, and Regan had found the audio of his screaming voice to be hilarious. His laughter was all they heard the entire jump.

      Regan lifted his hands and put them behind his head. They did it.

      “So…!” Arkei said, breaking the silence on the bridge. “Are you gonna tell us what the hell happened in there or what?”

      Regan laughed. He smiled at her and wondered what they had all been thinking while he and Calico were inside.

      “I’ll leave it to Calico,” he said.

      Calico didn’t hesitate to unload on what transpired. She spoke of Korshani, and how he had helped them in two ways, at least that they knew about. It wasn’t out of the question he had helped them in other ways as well. She didn’t give all the details, but she didn’t hold back on telling her thoughts about Rubicio. Her words were harsh, but they were also amusing, thinking of the little thug and how he had to be carried by his own security.

      The way Calico spoke, it was like she had been liberated, set free of a burden she had put on herself long ago. She was speaking freely and smiling with the crew. Her armor was completely off. Regan thought she looked the happiest he had ever seen her.

      Then the red light started blinking near the pilot’s chair, and on Regan’s chair as well. Everyone stopped laughing and looked at Regan, who didn’t hesitate to press the button.

      On the screen before them, the face of Councilman Korshani appeared. He had a large smile on his face, the hookah hose in one hand, and a beverage in the other. Regan hoped that one day they could return to that office and partake in both pleasures with their new great ally.

      “Have you heard the news?” Korshani asked as he exhaled a cloud of smoke.

      Regan smiled.

      “We heard the great Councilman Rubicio has been arrested,” Regan replied.

      Korshani nodded and raised a glass to toast Regan and his crew.

      “You did it,” the councilman said.

      “We did it,” Regan replied. The comment made the councilman smile larger.

      “There were many council members who were implicated by this,” Korshani continued. “Some of them were able to get away, but we sent probes all over the universe hunting for them. Not to mention the number of illegal businesses and operations that transpired all over the various sectors. We will be shutting them all down. It will take some time, but the process has begun.”

      “It sounds like a good day for justice,” Regan said.

      “Indeed.” Korshani took another pull and readjusted himself in his chair. “I want you to know that I’ve gone through everyone’s record on board your ship, including yours.” Korshani laughed a bit. “I gotta say. Quite the rap sheet you all have.”

      “Who’s the most notorious?” Straya asked. There was a confident and anticipatory grin on her face.

      “Arkei, most definitely,” Korshani said without hesitation.

      Straya laughed in disbelief and gave Arkei a rude gesture. The entire crew laughed at the exchange.

      “Well,” Arkei started. “I did kidnap a whole village worth of people, so…”

      “Regardless,” Korshani continued. “None of you have records any longer. I made sure you are all legal, documented, upstanding individuals. And you will be clear of any legal restrictions from here on out.”

      The bridge broke out in cheers. Arkei and Straya gave each other hugs. They were all free.

      “What about the ship?” Regan asked.

      “The ship is legitimately in your name now, Regan,” Korshani said. “You don’t have to worry about flying a stolen vessel any longer.”

      Regan smiled and nodded.

      “However, as much as it pains me, none of you can be recognized for your heroics,” Korshani said. “There will be an investigation into that matter, but the facts about you will only stay a rumor. Word has already gotten out of a mysterious human who ruined Rubicio’s plan, but the council is going to try to seal those rumors the best we can. The reason is only for your safety. There are many in the universe who will still be sympathetic to Rubicio, or even furious that their illegal way of life is going to change. If they had your information, there would be a target on your heads that would be difficult to escape from.”

      Regan was happy about that. As much as he would love to walk down the aisle and be handed a big medal for kicking ass, he knew his life would be more peaceful without having to deal with that status of celebrity. Rumors were enough.

      “So, if you can all stay out of trouble and keep your records clean,” Korshani said with an arched brow, “you might just be able to take it easy for a while.”

      Much of the bridge laughed, especially Straya. “Fat chance this pirate is keeping it clean,” she said.

      Arkei nudged her and the two gave each other a glance. It looked like they had some sort of inside joke they were playing at. They quit their laughing and returned their gaze to the screen, like children misbehaving in class.

      “So… that bill that Rubicio was going to introduce,” Regan said. “The one to destroy Earth?”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Korshani said. “Anything that Rubicio’s grubby hands have touched will be promptly overturned and dismissed. In fact, this won’t just impact Rubicio’s work, but the entire Intergalactic Council is going to be turned inside out after this information dump. It will lead to many investigations. Things will not be the same. It will be messy for some time to come yet, but ultimately… it will be for the better.”

      “Thank you,” Regan said. Then he continued, “Oh, and one last thing.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m not sure if you’ve heard of him, but the late Mephistopheles used to do business dealings with the mob. He had his own little moon where he was collecting undocumented aliens or aliens of note for research. He kept them in cryopods, hundreds of them, and they’re still on that moon today. I meant to release them myself, but kept having to run for my life.”

      “I see. I’m surprised such a species rights violation went on unnoticed for so long.”

      “Yeah. I’m sure he paid off many a councilman. So… I think you’re probably more qualified to figure out what to do with all of them than me. I imagine you have a great deal of resources available to you.”

      “I do. I will investigate it straight away. Send me the coordinates and I’ll make things right.”

      Regan glanced at Arkei, who was already on it. He turned back to Korshani. “Thank you.”

      “And thank you,” Korshani said. “But now I must leave. Things are a bit hectic here, as you know.”

      The entire crew thanked Korshani for his help and then bade him farewell collectively. The screen went black and disappeared.

      The crew all sat in silence for a moment. They had been given a fresh start, with clean records and no one on their trail. They could go anywhere and do anything. They had a ship with fuel, enough money to buy whatever they wanted, and clean records.

      Regan realized this was the highlight of his entire adventure. He had seen many things. He had battled villains and even killed some. He had liberated his entire crew, and even the entire universe now with their help.

      What started as a strange evening not too long ago had now become a lifetime’s worth of adventures. Regan felt like he had nothing more to prove or accomplish. He would be satisfied to just have a seat, open a bottle of whiskey, and put his feet up for a while.

      Then he lingered on that thought.

      American whiskey. A grass field. Just seeing Earth again. But even more than that, being able to see it again with this crew and show them what his planet looked like. Sure, Arkei had been there, but not the way Regan wanted her to see it.

      And now that they were all free, why not? Regan felt like he had no restrictions for the first time in his life. And it was true. There was no threat of running into trouble he couldn’t handle, or of needing to hide from authority. Regan was free, wealthy, and accompanied by babes who would do anything for him.

      Regan looked over at Bob, his human counterpart. And in his mind, it was settled.

      “I’ve got an idea,” Regan said.
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        * * *

      

      Regan and Bob walked out of Judy’s Liquor Store at the corner of some country road. They were in the middle of nowhere on Earth, though Regan knew that there were places with much more nowhereness in the universe than whatever farming town this was.

      He carried two brown paper bags filled with whiskey, while Bob carried two filled with wine. While Judy had no idea what the gold was worth that she was trading them for, she accepted it without question and told them to take whatever they wanted.

      Regan looked at the sloping grass fields and the scattered cows all about. There was a farmhouse in the distance, but it was too far away for them to notice anything strange about the group of people sitting on a blanket in the field, having a boozy picnic.

      The ship was behind them, but it was invisible to the eye. Calico told them that it had a cloaking device, which surprised everyone as soon as she turned it on.

      “Why haven’t we been using it this whole time?” Regan asked.

      Once again, the ladies looked at him like he should have known this.

      “Regan, the cloaking device might be a cool thing on low grade planets,” Arkei said. “But most planets have the ability to detect whether a ship is there. They don’t have to see it.”

      Yeah, okay. I guess that makes sense.

      Regan sat on the grass between Reverie and Arkei. He handed them each a bottle of whiskey. He had an internal giddiness about having them all here on a field on his home planet, drinking his favorite whiskey.

      Regan felt like a little kid.

      Bob and Squit opened the wine. Posha rubbed his hands together quickly, ready for a drink. He too was given his own bottle.

      Straya stood and looked out over the fields. It was unclear if she was impressed or bored with the sight.

      “So, you lived here?” she asked.

      “Well, not here, but this is my home planet, yeah,” he replied.

      Straya turned around and simply gave a shrug. There was likely too little action in this area for her interest, and that was exactly what Regan loved so much about it. He admitted to himself that he did miss the air. The feel of the grass. He even welcomed the smell of cows in that moment.

      Regan laughed. He handed Straya a bottle of whiskey.

      “Well, here,” he said. “Taste some good ole Earth whiskey. It’s better than that pirate booze we’ve been chugging on.”

      Straya took the bottle and swallowed a large gulp. She wiped her mouth and thought about it for a moment, then she looked at Regan with some confusion.

      “It’s pretty weak, huh? Is that the point?”

      Arkei hit her with her bionic arm, knocking her off balance a bit.

      “Be nice!” she said.

      Bob handed her a bottle of red wine.

      “Try this!” he shouted with excitement.

      Straya took a sip and again, thought about it for a moment. Regan thought she was thinking of the words to use rather than the taste itself, because it was clear from her expression that she didn’t think too highly of it.

      “Um, yeah, that has a lovely flavor, but…” she thought a moment more, “…is this a drink for children?”

      Regan fell back on the grass. It was hopeless. These space babes could drink like sailors. There was no liquoring them up! At least, not on Earth booze anyway.

      Oh well, I tried. I’m still enjoying it.

      Then he heard Squit, and her squishy giggle.

      He glanced over to where she and Bob were sitting and it was clear that she was plastered off the few sips she had taken of wine. Her tentacles were moving wildly, curling in ways he’d never seen before. She and Bob then started a make-out session. There was no stopping them. She wrapped her tentacles around him as they started rolling partway down the hill.

      “You know,” Calico said rather quietly. “I did have one of father’s assistants load up a palette of not only our planet’s indigenous fruit but also some Hissock grass. We could all head back to our invisible ship and have a private ritual.”

      “Hell yeah,” Straya said as she corked the bottle and dropped it to the ground. “I’m ready.”

      “It definitely looked fun,” Arkei said.

      “Oh! I do love trying new things,” Reverie added.

      Regan took a big swig of whiskey and smiled at all of them.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a better idea.”

      Regan and his four girls stood up and made their way back to the ship.

      Some private time on Earth was absolutely what they all needed before heading back into orbit, before taking the next step in their ongoing adventure. Whatever that next step may be.
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      I hope you enjoyed this latest book! The next book will be published very soon, so keep an eye out.

      

      If you’re enjoying the series and would like to help give it some exposure, please leave a review on Amazon. Your opinion, even if it’s just a sentence or two, will make a huge difference. Reviews are incredibly helpful for independent authors like me, and I appreciate each and every one of them.

      

      
        
        Click here to go directly to the review page.
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      The next book in this series will be published very soon, so if you want to be the first to know when it’s released, sign up to my newsletter list by clicking here.

      

      I promise not to spam you and will only send updates about new releases.
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