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 Chapter 1 
 
    I knocked on the metal door frame to announce my arrival, so I wouldn’t startle the beautiful princess who currently had her back to me.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said, and Sef’sla straightened up from her crouch and looked over her shoulder with a smile.  
 
    “Good morning, CT,” she hissed. Then she turned to face me completely, and I still found myself surprised to see her garbed in one of our flight suits.  
 
    Well, one of Neka’s flight suits, which was sleeveless, low-cut, and sinfully skin tight. Somehow, the outfit, which was modified for Sef’sla’s taller frame, was more immodest on the blue-skinned Almort princess than her usual, barely-there attire, but the suit kept her warm, since it was hard to keep the spaceship above sixty-five degrees with how dreadfully cold it was out in space. 
 
    “Morning,” I replied as I willed my libido down, pushed myself off the doorframe, and entered the room. “I thought I’d bring you some breakfast since you were already up and out of bed before I woke up.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Sef’sla blushed and clasped her six-fingered hands in front of her. “I was only eager to check on the babies.”  
 
    She turned to gesture to the sprouting seedlings around the room, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.  
 
    With the help of Akela and Omni’s drones, Sef’sla was able to start up a small hydroponic farm in one of the rooms I’d long been using for storage. It took about four days to clear out the room and set up the equipment and irrigation system, but we had the time.  
 
    Once we’d traveled through the wormhole, we’d entered the Asteria System. It was a large solar system, and according to our scans, the only habitable planet, the one we were heading toward, was at its center, smack dab in the Goldilocks Zone of a binary star system. It had taken the Lacuna Noctis nearly a week to travel through this system, so my crew and I had busied ourselves with the farm in the meantime.  
 
    Well, the farm and long hours spent getting to know each other. Intimately. But that was beside the point and, really, there was only so much to do in space.  
 
    Yesterday, however, when we’d checked the hydrofarm, we’d found the seeds had already begun to sprout.  
 
    “Babies!” Neka had immediately gasped upon seeing the tiny, green shoots, and for the rest of the day, that’s all she’d referred to them as.  
 
    It seemed the trend had stuck.  
 
    I strode across the room to join Sef’sla and placed the plate of Almort food I was carrying on one of the tables. When I was beside the princess, I slid my hand up her back and pulled her gently against my side.  
 
    “They are kind of our babies,” Sef’sla sighed as she leaned her head against my shoulder.  
 
    “So,” I chuckled and pressed a kiss to the top of her head, “how are the kids doing?” 
 
    “They are doing incredibly well,” Sef’sla hissed, and then she stepped out of my arms to walk toward a row of sprouting seedlings. “I had my doubts. I did not think things could grow among the stars, but I was wrong. They are flourishing.” 
 
    Sef’sla turned in place to take in the hydrofarm with a gentle smile, and I couldn’t help but do the same.  
 
    The room wasn’t very large, about ten by four meters, but the long space was packed full of shelves for the plants. Most of the racks were bolted to the walls of the room so the vines of certain species could grow upward in the future, but there were also some standing racks in the middle of the space for some of the smaller plants. The cylindrical metal tubes rose in rows from the floor to just below my chest, each tube was packed with soil and irrigation lines, and the tops were cut out for the seeds to be planted. The room was muggy and warm from the grow lights that hung from the ceiling, but the heat felt relaxing rather than stifling.  
 
    I looked back to the Almort princess, and my heart kicked at the relaxed, beatific smile on her face.  
 
    “You’ve done a wonderful thing here,” I told her, since I was unable to keep my praise to myself.  
 
    “I didn’t do this.” Sef’sla blinked at me, shook her head in confusion, and waved her hand around at the equipment. “Ak’ela designed everything, and your speaking-machine built it.” 
 
    Her pronunciation of Akela’s name was adorable, but I did manage to keep this comment to myself.  
 
    “Yeah, but none of us would have even thought to bring seeds on board with us,” I argued. “Also, none of us really have experience caring for small, living things. Why do you think I have Omni instead of a dog?” 
 
    “You know I can hear you, Colby,” the AI chimed in dryly over the PA system.  
 
    Sef’sla laughed, just as I’d wanted her to, and I was a little less than sincere when I quipped back to Omni.  
 
    “Sorry, bud.” 
 
    “Apology accepted,” the AI replied.  
 
    “Honestly, Sef,” I went on as I reached out and took her hand in mine. “This farm is amazing. I can’t wait to see all the different species you have in here in a few days.” 
 
    “I could give you a tour now,” the princess hissed, and excitement gleamed in her navy colored eyes. “The seedlings might look similar, but there is such a variety. Medicinal herbs, fruits, vegetables, even some fungi and edible roots!” 
 
    I chuckled at her enthusiasm, but before I could respond, Omni cut in again. 
 
    “Colby, we are currently within sight of the planet Zalia,” the AI informed me. “Our estimated ETA is approximately two hours.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up, O,” I replied. “I’ll head up to the bridge in a minute. Are Neka and Akela awake yet?” 
 
    I’d left my assistant and mechanic fast asleep in bed when I woke up to find Sef’sla and bring her breakfast. We’d been up a little late last night, so I wanted them to get some extra rest.  
 
    “Akela is already on the bridge,” Omni intoned, “and Neka is currently digging deeper into the bed as she tries to hide from the lights I have turned on in your sleeping quarters.” 
 
    “Don’t be cruel, O,” I laughed with a shake of my head. “Just tell her we’ll be arriving soon, and that I’ll have breakfast waiting for her on the bridge.” 
 
    “Will do,” the AI replied, and there was a crackle of static as the PA system turned off and he, presumably, went to do as I instructed.  
 
    I turned to Sef’sla with a grin and held my arm out. “How would you like to see your first new planet? We can have the farm tour later.”  
 
    “Yes, please.” The Almort princess nodded enthusiastically as she threaded her arm through mine, and her dark blue eyes were wide with anticipation.  
 
    With that, we headed off toward the bridge, but before the door to the hydrofarm closed, Sef’sla turned back to the empty room.  
 
    “I will come back to check on you later, babiessss,” she hissed.  
 
    I couldn’t stifle my laughter as we began to walk down the hall, and the Almort princess pouted at me.  
 
    “I have read that speaking to plants helps them grow,” she argued as we wound our way through the ship’s hallways.  
 
    “Oh, really?” I asked with a smile. “What else have you read?” 
 
    In between getting the hydrofarm ready, and our occasional breaks in the bedroom, Sef’sla had taken to reading up on any medical related information that Omni had in his system and, as a supercomputer, he had quite a bit. When I’d asked why she was so curious, the princess replied that she was a skilled healer on her planet, but in the context of the greater universe, she knew next to nothing.  
 
    “I want to be useful,” she’d argued with a firm set to her jaw. “Ak’ela is the machine-healer, and Ne’ka knows what you are going to say before you say it. My purpose has always been to help the sick and wounded. If something were to happen, I want to be able to help you.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with her reasoning, and Omni had long since suggested I hire a ship doctor, so I told the AI to give her whatever she wanted. It had only been a few days, but she was already a font of random, but practical, knowledge.  
 
    The princess was intelligent, of that there was no question.  
 
    “Well,” Sef’sla said in response to my inquiry, “I’ve also been reading up on the history of human medicine. It is fascinating but … bloody.” 
 
    “Most human discoveries tend to be.” I winced. “What’s been your favorite thing to learn about, though?” 
 
    The princess put a finger to her full lips and hummed contemplatively.  
 
    “Perhaps tissue regeneration,” she hissed after a long moment, “or the creation of new organs, which is maybe the same thing. If a member of my people lost a limb, it was seen as a tragedy, but there were ways to adapt. However, your people have found a way to create new limbs and tissue out of nothing.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re made out of something,” I argued. “An ancient scientist discovered that nothing in the universe can truly be created or destroyed. It’s called the first law of thermodynamics.” 
 
    “Regardless.” The princess shrugged. “It is still a miracle.” 
 
    There was that word again. She used it often, and every time I found myself enamored by her almost childlike wonder.  
 
    I wasn’t so arrogant as to take everything I had for granted. The Lacuna Noctis alone was worth nearly almost as much as the entire space station I grew up on. However, I didn’t give much thought to the technology that surrounded me, let alone the medical improvements. Those had been ingrained into human society long before I was born, so it was refreshing to see the good parts of humanity through new eyes.  
 
    We continued to converse as we made our way through the ship, and eventually, we made it to the bridge. Then a smile stretched across my face when the door slid open, and I saw my assistant and mechanic perched in their usual seats.  
 
    Well, Akela was perched. Neka was more like slumped in her chair.  
 
    “I was promised breakfast,” the cat-girl pouted in lieu of greeting me. My assistant’s normally held back hair fell in a messy, orange disarray around her head, and she yawned and knuckled at her sleepy yellow eyes.  
 
    Meanwhile, I could only think of how utterly adorable, and just a little bit delicious, she looked.  
 
    “And when have you known me to ever go back on my promises?” I teased as I pulled the plate laden with Almort fish from behind my back.  
 
    Neka perked up at the sight of food, and then she licked her lips and made grabby motions at the plate. “Never ever. You are a man of your word, CT.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I handed over the food with a smile.  
 
    Neka immediately tore into the strips of purple, dried squid, and she moaned in pleasure.  
 
    “Good?” I asked rhetorically.  
 
    The cat-girl swallowed and looked up at me with glazed, yellow eyes. “Have I said I love you this morning? Because I really, really do.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I chuckled and bent down to press a kiss to her forehead.  
 
    As my assistant gave her undivided attention to her breakfast, I turned to my mechanic to find her munching on the red speckled, blue fruit. The silver-haired woman had quickly grown tired of fish after our two-month stay with the Almort, but she was incredibly partial to their fruits and vegetables.  
 
    “Sleep okay?” I asked as I reached out and plucked a berry from her plate.  
 
    Akela playfully slapped at my hand, but I popped the fruit into my mouth with a smile before she could take it back.  
 
    “Well enough,” the mechanic replied as she narrowed her eyes at me. “Even though someone, and I won’t point any fingers, decided to keep me up really late.” 
 
    I grinned slyly as I caught the faint hint of a bruise on the juncture between her neck and shoulder under the band of her tank top.  
 
    “I didn’t hear you complaining last night,” I teased, and I reached out to snag another fruit. “I just heard you moaning my name over and over.” 
 
    This time, Akela really did slap my hand.  
 
    “Get your own,” she growled as she pulled the plate out of my reach. Her tone was surly, but the effect was ruined by the blush that stained her cheeks and by the way her mouth kept trying to twitch up into a smile.  
 
    “Okay, don’t mind if I do,” I said before I swooped in and pressed my mouth over her own.  
 
    Her lips opened immediately under mine, and I twined my tongue with hers as I pulled the sweetness of both the fruit and the mechanic back into my mouth.  
 
    When I finally moved away, Akela blinked up at me with amethyst eyes, and from the heat in them, I knew she was remembering the night before when I’d fucked her through eight orgasms.  
 
    “Thank you for sharing,” I said, and my voice was a little hoarse from the desire my crew constantly evoked in me.  
 
    Akela rolled her eyes, but she leaned up and pecked me once again on the lips. Her own were a lovely shade of red, both from the fruit and from my attention.  
 
    “You’re insatiable,” she grumbled.  
 
    Before I could say my witty response, a sharp gasp cut across the bridge.  
 
    “CT!” 
 
    I turned toward the direction of the sound and found Sef’sla practically pressed up against the viewport, and beyond her, the planet Zalia quickly grew in size as we approached.  
 
    Neka, Akela, and I silently made our way over to stand beside the Almort princess, and Sef’sla’s jaw hung agape as she gazed at the planet before us.  
 
    From my perspective, Zalia itself was a little lackluster. The planet was about thirty percent smaller than old Earth, and most of its land masses were a dull, dark gray. There were large pockets of green, however, and a number of small oceans of course, since life demanded water. Still, Zalia’s defining feature was its chain of mountain ranges that spanned the globe, and the thousands of kilometers of rocky terrain hid quite the prize beneath their slate gray surface.  
 
    Just from a visual standpoint, though, it wasn’t much to look at, but if I were to judge the planet by the expression on Sef’sla’s face alone, I would call it magnificent.  
 
    “It is … incredible,” the Almort princess hissed as she studied the planet.  
 
    I noticed she had to squint her eyes to look directly at it, since the light from the binary stars Zalia circled was more than her Almort biology was accustomed to. I was about to ask Omni to increase the tint on the viewport, but then Akela leaned over from Sef’sla’s other side and tapped the princess on the shoulder.  
 
    “Here,” the mechanic said as she handed Sef’sla two small, silver disks, about the size of an old Earth quarter.  
 
    The Almort woman took the items hesitantly and looked at the mechanic in confusion.  
 
    “Put them against your temples,” Akela instructed as she demonstrated on herself. “They’ll adhere themselves.” 
 
    “What are they?” I asked as Sef’sla tucked her hair behind her long ear fins and placed the silver disks where the mechanic indicated.  
 
    “Sunglasses,” Akela replied with a smug smirk, and just as she did, the disks activated.  
 
    Sef’sla gasped again as a translucent field of energy flashed before her eyes, and I reached out to steady her, but there was no need. The holographic screen, barely more than a flicker of light in the air, had already settled over the princess’ eyes.  
 
    “The disks project a small, translucent UV shield,” the mechanic explained as Sef’sla blinked behind the veil of energy.  
 
    It looked almost like a mirage in front of her eyes. From certain angles, I couldn’t even see it.  
 
    “The field of energy should be nearly transparent on your end,” Akela said to Sef’sla.  
 
    The princess didn’t respond, since she was too busy gawking anew at Zalia now that she could see it clearly for the first time, without the glare of the dual suns.  
 
    “Guess they work,” Akela chuckled as she looked past Sef’sla at me.  
 
    “When did you make those?” I asked with a disbelieving shake of my head. “Also, what even gave you the idea to?” 
 
    “I’ve been toying with the thought ever since we left Proxima V. ” Akela shrugged. “I knew most other planets we visit were going to be brighter than what an Almort is used to. I tried a few prototypes of physical glasses, but I realized those would be impractical, and probably uncomfortable given her physiology.” The mechanic paused and gestured to the long fins that extended back on either side of the princess’ head before she went on. “I actually just finished those up this morning.” 
 
    “You really think of everything,” I laughed. 
 
    “Someone has to,” Akela teased with a grin.  
 
    “What is it called again?” Sef’sla abruptly asked as her shielded eyes ravenously devoured the sight of the planet.  
 
    “Zalia.” I smiled. “It’s the only habitable world in this system, which is called the Asteria System.” 
 
    The princess mouthed the names to herself, and her eyes gleamed with pure joy.  
 
    “It is beautiful,” she breathed.  
 
    “And rich!” Neka chirped excitedly from my other side.  
 
    I rolled my eyes good-naturedly at my assistant’s enthusiasm. Usually, money meant nothing to the cat-girl, as long as she had a full belly. However, the one exception I’d come to find was bright, shiny, glittery jewels.  
 
    Case in point, Neka was currently fiddling with the silver necklace I’d gotten for her in Ka’le’s marketplace, back on Proxima V. The cat-girl hadn’t taken it off her neck for a moment since I’d given it to her, and even though I knew she treasured the gift more for sentimental reasons, there was no mistaking the eager, excited look in her eyes at the prospect of more shiny presents.  
 
    “What are its riches?” Sef’sla asked as she turned to Neka and me with a curious expression.  
 
    I reached into my pocket and pulled out a data pad. “O, can you bring up Zalia’s file?”  
 
    Instead of responding, the AI just streamed the information directly to my screen, which then projected the holographic image of a beautiful, silvery gem.  
 
    “This is a crystal called mior,” I explained to Sef’sla as she looked down at the hologram. “Similar minerals and gems have been found throughout the galaxies, but mior is of the highest quality. You see, crystals like these are very, very strong, nearly indestructible. Because they are so durable, they are used in most laser weaponry and devices to channel and control energy, along with other various uses, which in turn makes them incredibly valuable.” 
 
    “They’re also really, really pretty,” Neka chimed in as she leaned over and tapped at the data pad. It scrolled through several images before it settled on a gem of silver glass, set in the center of an iron gray crown. 
 
    “It is a gorgeous jewel,” Sef’sla agreed. 
 
    “Yes, and now that Proxima V is an open-port planet, Corporations like Terra-Nebula, traders, and other entities will be using the wormholes in a matter of weeks to get to it,” I explained. “We have a head start right now, which is why I want to land on Zalia first. I want to make it an optimal, operational, class A planet before anyone gets here.” 
 
    “Who lives on Zalia?” Akela cut in. “Are they used to interstellar travelers?”  
 
    “Slightly,” I replied as I turned back to the data pad and pulled up some old field reports on the screen. “Terra-Nebula actually traveled to the planet about thirty years ago. Their deep space probes had scanned Zalia and discovered the mior. They sent a few scouts through hyperspace to check the planet personally, and they encountered the native species, which is called the Gelm. The reports say the Gelm are a primitive species, equivalent to an iron age, pre-industrial society on old Earth. However, they were receptive to T-N’s presence and the potential to be brokered.”  
 
    “What happened then?” Akela followed up. “Why didn’t they sign with T-N?” 
 
    “Actually, it was T-N who didn’t want to sign,” I corrected, and I held out the data pad to the mechanic. “The scouts determined that Zalia’s distance from other habitable systems, without the use of the wormholes, outweighed the benefit of the wealth of mior.” 
 
    “The Gelm really dodged a bullet there, didn’t they?” the silver-haired woman snorted as she handed me back the data pad.  
 
    “No kidding,” I chuckled before I turned back to Sef’sla. “This is why I chose to come to this star system, this planet. Right now, the Gelm are weak and vulnerable. If we don’t help them now, before the other Corporations come through the wormhole, they’ll just become another subjugated species.” 
 
    “And, in return for our assistance,” the princess said with a concentrated furrow to her brow, “you hope the Gelm will give us the mior crystals. Is that right?” 
 
    “Only some of the crystals,” I corrected. “Just enough to pay the bills and net a nice profit to fund our future excursions, plus a little extra for Akela to play with.”  
 
    I winked at the mechanic, and she grinned back.  
 
    “The rest is for the Gelm to keep and use to better their society,” I continued. “We’ll give them the mining tech to properly and efficiently extract the mineral, and they can use it as they please. They will end up with more crystals than they have now, even after our cut.” 
 
    “And how much longer will it take us to land?” the Almort princess asked as her navy-blue eyes went from me to where the planet Zalia was hovering outside the viewport.  
 
    Neka also began to bounce on the balls of her feet, and Akela’s keen, amethyst eyes locked onto the gray world before us.  
 
    “O?” I asked as I tried to stifle a smile. Their eagerness was contagious. 
 
    “T-minus one hour and thirteen minutes,” the AI announced.  
 
    I turned to my crew of insanely gorgeous women, and I felt a surge of adrenaline shoot through my veins. Finally, after a week of drifting through dark space, the time had come for action.  
 
    And I never felt as alive as I did while in motion. 
 
    “Well,” I said with a grin, “you heard him. Time to start packing. Zalia awaits.” 
 
    Even though the four of us had fallen asleep in my bed every night for the past week, each of the women had their own personal quarters where they kept clothes and their other belongings. It took Akela, Sef’sla, and me a maximum of thirty minutes to sift through our own few things, pack the necessities, and rendezvous in the cargo bay.  
 
    Over an hour later, however, we were still waiting on Neka.  
 
    “We are entering Zalia’s orbit now, Colby,” Omni announced just as the ship shuddered beneath my feet.  
 
    Akela looked almost bored as she leaned against the bulkhead, with her duffle bag slung over her shoulder. Sef’sla, on the other hand, appeared a little apprehensive as the Lacuna Noctis descended through the planet’s atmosphere.  
 
    I reached out and squeezed her hand gently, and the Almort princess flashed me a grateful smile. Then, with my free hand, I reached up and tapped at my earwig.  
 
    “Nekaaaaa,” I sang into the comm system. “If you don’t hurry, we’re going to land and leave without you.” 
 
    It was an empty threat, I would never leave my assistant behind, but after ten years, I’d found the cat-girl sometimes needed to be motivated to make a decision when it came to packing.  
 
    “No!” Neka yowled back, and over the comms, I heard the muffled sound of something crashing. “I’m coming, don’t leave yet!”  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked with an edge of concern in my voice.  
 
    “Fine!” my assistant said a little too quickly. “I’ll be there in just a moment. Don’t you dare leave, CT.” 
 
    The transmission cut out with a hiss, and I shook my head and laughed.  
 
    “We’ll be landing in five minutes, Colby,” Omni informed me as the turbulence around the ship evened out and faded. “We are well into the atmosphere now.”  
 
    “Perfect,” I replied, and I mentally went over my plan one last time. 
 
    Zalia was a planet of several continents and numerous smaller islands. However, T-N’s reports stated almost the entirety of the Gelm lived on the largest continent in the western hemisphere, with a few scattered settlements on the islands off the coast. From the notes of the T-N scout, I knew the Gelm operated under what was essentially a feudal system. The center of the continent was divided into several territories led by various lords who in turn pledged loyalty to the most powerful lord, who was declared their king. The Gelm had their political squabbles, it seemed, but they weren’t outright hostile or aggressive.  
 
    Nevertheless, I’d instructed Omni to land away from the heavily populated cities and settlements, but not so far north or south that we ended up flying into the vast mountain ranges there.  
 
    The AI managed to find a meadow beside a lake. The lake was fed by a river that stretched south to the sea, and Omni set the Lacuna Noctis down a good distance away from the water’s edge. Omni’s scans showed the closest population of over fifty people was at least fifteen kilometers away, and there were no great beasts like the Opalks nearby.  
 
    Proxima V had taught me many lessons, one of which was to never land on a beach again.  
 
    I’d also decided to land in an isolated location for Sef’sla’s sake. This was the Almort princess’ first new world, so I wanted her to have the chance to just take it in and experience it for herself before we had to interact with any Gelm. This was a pivotal moment in someone’s life, after all. I thought back to the wild joy on Akela’s face when she first stepped out onto the sands of Proxima V, and I wanted nothing more than to see that expression echoed by Sef’sla.  
 
    Just as the ship settled onto the ground of Zalia, Neka came bursting through the door, out of breath, with two duffle bags twice the size of her body being dragged at her feet.  
 
    “Wait for me,” the cat-girl wheezed out, and a fine sheen of sweat gleamed on her brow.  
 
    The rest of us blinked in astonishment at my assistant.  
 
    “You know we’re only going for a short walk before we fly to meet the Gelm, right?” I asked in disbelief. “I said to bring a small go-bag, just in case.” 
 
    “This is small,” Neka pouted as she lugged her luggage toward us. “You never know what might happen!” 
 
    “And what do you have in there that’s useful, practical, and not multiple changes of outfits?” I countered as I cocked my brow at her.  
 
    My assistant frowned sharply, but before she could evade the question, a hiss of hydraulics filled the cargo bay.  
 
    I spun around to see Akela leaning beside the panel that activated the loading ramp. The mechanic was casually looking at her nails, while Sef’sla practically vibrated with anticipation at her side.  
 
    “Oops,” Akela muttered unconvincingly, and she looked up with a smirk. “Well, the door’s open. Are we going to go have a look around, or not?” 
 
    It took a little convincing, but I managed to get Neka to leave one of her bags in the cargo bay. Once the four of us, hand in hand, stepped off the loading ramp, the cat-girl’s pout instantly evaporated and transformed into a grin.  
 
    Sef’sla all but had her jaw on the floor, and that joyful light gleamed once again in Akela’s amethyst eyes.  
 
    Zalia stretched out before us, much more vibrant and livelier than it looked from space. To the north and the east, vague outlines of vast gray mountains stretched out across the horizons, but their shapes were made blurry and indistinct by distance. Around us, however, was a lush country of dark, emerald green grasses and trees that stretched up into the magenta-tinged sky, and the glowing outlines of Zalia’s dual suns faded away to the south.  
 
    I watched out of the corner of my eye as Sef’sla’s mouth worked silently, and it seemed the Almort princess struggled to find the words to describe what she was feeling. So, I reached out and took her hand, and her navy eyes were glassy with tears when she turned to me.  
 
    “It is magnificent,” she hissed as she squeezed my fingers between her own. “I do not know how to thank you for showing me something so glorious.” 
 
    I grinned as I took a step forward and gently pulled Sef’sla down the loading ramp.  
 
    “You haven’t seen anything yet,” I promised as she took her first steps onto the alien grass.  
 
    Over her shoulders, Neka and Akela smiled in unison at me, and I felt nothing but love for these intelligent and beautiful women who had traveled across the galaxies by my side.  
 
    Sef’sla spent the next half hour just walking around the meadow we’d landed in. Her large, dark blue eyes took in every detail, and she stooped to investigate every flower, blade of grass, and fallen leaf like she’d been blind all her life and this was her first time seeing. There was a river about a hundred meters from where we landed, and the Almort princess eventually found her way to its banks. Then she stood on the water’s edge, dug her bare toes into the muddy silt, and tipped her head back to face the foreign sky.  
 
    When Sef’sla had first rejected the shoes I offered while we waited in the cargo bay, I’d been worried, but I shouldn’t have been. As Akela told me, the Almort princess’ feet bore extensive calluses, which was an evolutionary trait of her people. Walking barefoot didn’t bother her, and as I watched her stand in the river on this new planet, I realized it actually brought her joy.  
 
    “Can we see a little more?” Sef’sla asked as she turned to me with a wild grin. Her eyes kept darting to the south, and her gaze followed the river into the shade of a large forest. “Please, CT?” 
 
    I couldn’t say no to those big, pleading eyes, so I swept my hand out and gave a grand bow.  
 
    “After you, my dear princess,” I said with a courtly smile.  
 
    With that, my crew and I headed off toward the tree line to stretch our legs and enjoy a little light-hearted exploration after a long week in space.  
 
    With Omni’s help, I made sure we didn’t stray too far away from the ship. We traveled less than a kilometer into the woods, and we kept close to the banks of the river. The forest was cool, pleasant, and quiet, though, and I found myself relaxing as we wound our way through the grasses.  
 
    Neka began to pick various wildflowers in bright, vibrant colors, and I watched as her nimble fingers wove the stems into a loose crown.  
 
    “Ta-da,” the cat-girl cried as she bounded over and dropped the crown of bright orange and pink flowers onto Sef’sla’s head. “That’s for you! Welcome to your first planet, Sef’sla.” 
 
    The princess giggled as she reached up and touched the fragile petals that settled against her brow, and her face was so beautiful and happy, I found myself unable to focus on anything else.  
 
    Which, of course, was when static crackled in my ear. 
 
    “Colby, incoming,” Omni warned right before the brush and bushes rattled behind me, and I turned to find us surrounded by a ring of sharp, silver swords.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Woah!” I quickly pushed my arms out to my sides and did my best to shield my crew behind me. I knew we were surrounded, but I was not willing to let my girls be in danger, not if I could help it.  
 
    The weapons caught me off guard, though, not because I didn’t expect to be met with hostility when I arrived on new planets, but because the reports from the previous excursions to Zalia had described the Gelm as a peaceful species open to negotiations.  
 
    My heart rate accelerated exponentially as I took in the sharp blades, but then I noticed something strange. The long swords I’d seen were not what I’d thought them to be. Instead of actual weapons, they appeared to be rudimentary farming tools similar to old Earth pitchforks and scythes. As I looked closer, I saw the tools were obviously old, and some were even rusted. 
 
    My eyebrows pulled together as I took in the scene more carefully. I assumed the creatures behind the weapons were the Gelm. They were about one and a half meters tall, with wide, stocky bodies and deep gray skin. They had bright yellow eyes that reminded me of Neka’s, but on top of their heads sat small, dark horns that appeared velvety in texture.  
 
    Then the Gelm began to cough around us.  
 
    Some of them reached up to cover their mouths, and their makeshift weapons nearly fell to the ground as the weight became too much for them to bear with only one hand.  
 
    What was going on?  
 
    I turned to glance back at Akela, Neka, and Sef’sla, and each of them looked at me with confusion and sadness in their eyes.  
 
    We all knew something was wrong here.  
 
    “Hello,” I said as I hesitantly took a small step forward.  
 
    The Gelm immediately attempted to hold their weapons up higher, but their cough would not allow them to. Once my modulator translated the sentence into their native language, though, they regarded me with curiosity. 
 
    Then the Gelm spoke in a series of baas, similar to that of an old earth goat, but we’d prepared for this since Terra Nebula had been to the planet before and decoded the language. We were all equipped with translation devices, and I only hoped that was enough to calm the sick creatures before us.  
 
    Finally, one of the Gelm, a larger one who stood slightly taller than the rest, lowered his weapon and responded in his native language. 
 
    A second later, the translation came through on my device.  
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “My name is Colby Tower, but you can call me CT,” I said, and I put on my best smile as I gestured to my crew. “This is my team, and we come in peace.” 
 
    The furry brows above the Gelm’s eyes pulled together as he regarded me. 
 
    “What do you want?” he demanded, and his eyes narrowed in suspicion. 
 
    “We came to speak to your leader about some intergalactic news that will affect your planet,” I replied, but as I spoke, the Gelm male began to cough once more. “However, it appears you are sick.” 
 
    I added the last part softly and sincerely. We had business on this planet, that was true, but my first priority wasn’t the mior crystals, it was the wellbeing of the creatures that inhabited the planet.  
 
    The Gelm male I’d spoken to was still consumed by a coughing fit, and as I looked at the others, I saw they were all obviously weak. My heart hurt for them, and I wondered how long this illness had plagued these people. 
 
    “What can we do to help?” I asked, and I looked to the Gelm I’d spoken with before. “Please, we do not want to hurt you.” 
 
    The male finished coughing, brushed his long dark blue sleeve across his mouth, then gestured for the others to lower their weapons.  
 
    “It is The Gray Cough,” the male sighed, but I heard him say something that sounded like ‘drim’, and I realized this was their name for the illness. 
 
    “What is it?” Sef’sla hissed as she stepped up beside me, and her deep eyes were intent on the male before us. “What are the symptoms?” 
 
    “It is a plague,” he responded through coughs. “It has haunted us for the past three years.” 
 
    So, that was why there was nothing in the database about this illness. Terra Nebula had been on the planet nearly thirty years ago, which meant there would have been nothing to report about a plague. 
 
    “What does the plague do?” Sef’sla asked once more, and she leaned in to study the male, I assumed to look for outward signs of infection. 
 
    “We want to help,” I added once more when the male took a step back from Sef’sla. “She is a doctor.” 
 
    The Gelm male looked suspicious, but he must have been desperate, too, because he finally relented.  
 
    “It makes us incredibly hot,” he said, “and some suffer from seeing things that are not real, or they lash out in a fit of rage. Eventually, our blood turns a deep gray, and it comes out in our coughs. Then we take our last breath.” 
 
    Deep pain and sadness shone in the Gelm’s deep yellow eyes, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him and his people. Three years was a long time to deal with a sickness, and I was sure many of them had succumbed to the fate the male had just described. From the way he spoke, it seemed this civilization had even less technology than I’d figured.  
 
    I knew they were primitive, but I’d thought they would have made some technological improvements in a thirty-year time frame. This didn’t appear to be the case, though.  
 
    As I studied the coughing Gelm around us, my heart rate began to climb, and I realized for the first time we might be in true danger. If this plague was able to be transferred across species, then I’d just walked myself, Neka, Akela, and Sef’sla to our deathbeds. 
 
    I quickly and secretly turned off my translator, and then I spoke quietly into my ear piece.  
 
    “O,” I said, and I could practically hear the panic in my voice. “Come in, buddy.” 
 
    “I am here, Colby,” the AI responded.  
 
    “We have a situation,” I muttered as I looked around at the sickness that seemed to loom closer and closer now. “The Gelm are ill.” 
 
    “Yes, I gathered as much,” Omni drawled, always the smart ass. “Would you like me to run a scan and see what I can detect?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “and check if this thing is transmittable across species.” 
 
    “Of course,” the AI replied.  
 
    I listened to Sef’sla and the male Gelm as I waited for Omni to finish his diagnostics, and Akela and Neka stood off to the side and eyed me with concern. I knew they’d heard my conversation with Omni over our comm system, and I could see the fear in their eyes, but there was also a level of trust there as they looked at me with small smiles.  
 
    After a moment, Sef’sla turned to the three of us, and her bioluminescent skin seemed a bit duller, though the flower crown Neka had made for her still sat atop her head.  
 
    “They are very sick,” the princess said with a frown.  
 
    Her words made my skin grow that much colder, and my heart rate picked up once more.  
 
    “Colby,” O’s mechanical voice came through my ear comm not a moment too soon.  
 
    “Thank God,” I sighed. “What do you have for us, O?” 
 
    “The good news is the sickness only affects the Gelm,” the AI announced, and I exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. 
 
    I looked to Sef’sla, Neka, and Akela and saw relief spread across each of their faces, too. I admired each of the beautiful women and then took my own sigh of relief, since we were all safe from whatever afflicted the Gelm. 
 
    “What else you got?” I asked O, and I was a little more confident now that I knew we were safe. 
 
    “The virus is called the ‘Drim’ in their native language,” Omni said, “which loosely translates to ‘The Gray Cough.’” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Got that. What else?” 
 
    “Why is it called that, though?” Neka asked, and her orange eyebrows pulled together in thought. 
 
    “It seems the Gelm blood is a bright silvery color when healthy,” the AI responded, “but this virus causes the sheen to dissipate, and the blood turns a deep gray color.” 
 
    “He described the other symptoms,” Akela said, “but he didn’t know the scientific name for anything.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla agreed. “Can you tell us please what the other symptoms are?” 
 
    I smiled at Sef’sla’s politeness toward the AI, and I knew he’d quickly grown to like her because of it. 
 
    “The symptoms are fever, delirium, aggression, and finally, organ failure,” Omni recited. “And, of course, the coughing up of gray blood.” 
 
    “What is the mortality rate among those afflicted?” Sef’sla asked.  
 
    “Around sixty percent, it seems,” the AI answered. “Our records indicate there has been a significant dip in the projected population growth since Terra Nebula’s last encounter here.” 
 
    “Thanks, O,” I replied, and I looked around to the Gelm once more. 
 
    The male we’d spoken to regarded us cautiously since we’d all turned away to speak privately about their illness. So, I faced the male again and gave him a soft smile. 
 
    “I apologize for our rudeness,” I said. “We were discussing ways we can help your people.” 
 
    “What makes you think you can help us?” the male asked, and his eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Sef’sla is a doctor,” I repeated with a gesture at the Almort princess. “She helps to heal people.” 
 
    “She knows nothing of the Gelm,” the male spat, and I assumed that must be the sickness fueled aggression we just witnessed. 
 
    I opened my mouth to defend the brilliant woman next to me, but she placed a cool hand on my arm and stepped forward.  
 
    Like myself, the Almort woman towered over the small stature of the Gelm, but her beautiful thin body and calm demeanor made her appear captivating instead of intimidating.  
 
    The Gelm male’s eyes widened as Sef’sla came closer to him and bent down gently so they could be face to face. Then the male’s eyes shone with interest and awe, but no longer the anger we’d seen just a moment before. 
 
    “We truly wish to help you,” Sef’sla said in a series of beautiful clicks before the translator crackled out her meaning. 
 
    “She is right,” I added as I made my way up beside her. “We have medicine and supplies we can provide to you and your people.” 
 
    The Gelm male narrowed his eyes and leaned back as he took us in once more. 
 
    “You are not from here,” he said matter-of-factly. “You do not know our people. Why would you help us?” 
 
    “That’s just what we do,” Neka said from beside me, and her voice was chipper as she bounced on the balls of her feet. 
 
    “How do we know we can trust you?” the male asked.  
 
    I could see in his eyes he was desperate, and that he wanted to say yes immediately. He wanted help for himself and his people. I couldn’t imagine how many friends and family he’d lost in a three-year span, but I also knew he was the leader of this small group, and he could not simply accept our offering of help without some form of interrogation. So, he had to be cautious for the sake of his people.  
 
    I thought about his question for a moment. There was never a great way to answer this, and I didn’t want to back the Gelm into a corner by saying I was their only hope at curing this virus, though I thought that was probably the case with how primitive their technology was.  
 
    Before I could formulate an appropriate response, though, Neka pranced up next to me, wrapped her orange tail around my wrist, and gave me a sweet grin before she turned to the Gelm male.  
 
    “I have something that could help,” the cat-girl said, and her eyes closed with delight. She was obviously proud of herself for whatever she’d come up with. 
 
    Sef’sla and the Gelm male turned to look at her, and Neka gave them a bright smile as she pulled out an inhaler from the pocket of her flight suit. 
 
    I saw Akela’s mouth widen into a grin as she saw what the cat-girl revealed, and I couldn’t help but chuckle to myself.  
 
    Years ago, Neka had required an inhaler because her creators refused to fix the actual problems in her lungs, problems they’d created when they made her with shabby technology with the intention to use her only as a sex doll. The thought still made me shudder, but after our visit to Proxima V, where the Desert Tribe almost lost their prince to lung mites, the cat-girl had asked Akela to make her an inhaler once more. Now, she carried it with her in case she encountered someone who she thought could use it.  
 
    I knew Neka understood what it was like to not be able to breathe properly, and our experience with the Almort prince had only solidified her desire to make sure nobody else had to experience something so dreadful. 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” I told Neka with a soft smile.  
 
    “It is,” Sef’sla clicked, and her opalescent teeth shone as she grinned.  
 
    “What is that?” the Gelm male asked before he coughed hard once more, and I saw his palm fill with dull gray blood.  
 
    “It’s mostly oxygen,” Akela said with a shrug, “but it has a little booster in it to help you breathe better.” 
 
    I knew the booster she referred to was a steroid that opened the lungs and allowed them to take in more oxygen, but I smiled at her simple explanation.  
 
    “There is air around us,” the Gelm said, and he hesitantly leaned away from the cat-girl when she extended the inhaler toward him. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, and I gave him my best broker smile, “but this will allow you to take in more oxygen at once. It will make your lungs breathe better.” 
 
    I knew the Gelm would not understand our scientific explanations, so it was better to keep things in simple terms. Hopefully, they would trust the medicine we provided this way. 
 
    Neka pushed the inhaler out further, but the Gelm male backed away again, and his eyes were wide with fear.  
 
    The Gelm truly did not have any reason to trust us yet, since all we’d done was offer to help, and we hadn’t delivered on that promise yet. 
 
    Neka looked at me with pinched together eyebrows, and her head cocked to the side as her tail tightened around my wrist. She was obviously distressed the Gelm seemed hesitant to take her offering, but I gave her a soft, reassuring smile right before her expression changed to one of realization. 
 
    The cat-girl quickly pulled the inhaler back to her, breathed sharply as she puffed the top piece to release the aerosolized medicine, and held her breath for a second before she let out a long sigh. 
 
    “See?” she said with a wide smile, and she extended the inhaler back out. 
 
    The Gelm male now looked curious instead of fearful. Then he slowly reached out to touch the inhaler, and Neka immediately shoved it further into his hand. 
 
    “Take it,” she purred.  
 
    “Breathe in as you push the top down,” Akela instructed. “It might taste a bit strange, but that’s normal.” 
 
    The male looked around to his people, but they watched him with intent eyes as they held back coughs. Then the leader turned back to me, and his eyes were fierce and determined as he put the inhaler up to his mouth and did just as Akela had instructed. 
 
    A few seconds later, he released his breath, and then he took in a long draw of air, then another, and another. It was clear his breathing had improved, and I smiled at the cat-girl and gave her a quick kiss on the top of the head.  
 
    My crew never ceased to amaze or surprise me.  
 
    The Gelm gathered around us gasped in shock as they took in the sight of their leader breathing so freely. 
 
    “I … feel better,” the male announced, and he turned to smile in surprise at his people. 
 
    “I’m glad,” I chuckled.  
 
    The other Gelm looked expectantly at us, and it took me a moment to understand why. Once it dawned on me, though, I immediately gestured all around. 
 
    “Please,” I said, “share this medicine with your people. We have more to provide for you.” 
 
    The Gelm male nodded and gave me what I thought was a small smile before he passed the inhaler to the Gelm on his left, then he took several steps forward and looked up at my crew and me. 
 
    “I am Lorn,” he said with a small bow. “You have helped us, stranger. We thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I smiled. “And we hope to help you further. You are not out of danger yet. This medicine will not cure you, but it will help some.” 
 
    “We will try to find a cure for your illness,” Sef’sla said with a small dip of her chin, which was a typical Almort show of respect. 
 
    “You have helped us already,” Lorn said and bowed again. “We will provide you with whatever we can so you will continue your assistance.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” I waved him off. “We don’t want anything from you in return. We will want to talk to whoever is in charge soon, but for now, we just want to help your people.” 
 
    After all, the Gelm couldn’t give us any mior if they were all dead, so it was imperative we helped them first. It was also the moral thing to do.  
 
    “You have given us a miracle,” Lorn intoned, and his eyes were awed. 
 
    I forced a smile and reached up to rub at the back of my neck. Primitive societies made me somewhat uncomfortable, especially when it came to healing. They were often so far behind the rest of the universe medically that a simple fix like an inhaler would cause them to view you as a miracle worker. They always had such little knowledge of science, especially medical science, that it was always difficult to explain how the cure was not magic or the work of some deity, it was just simple science.  
 
    I sighed and shook my head. We would get into all of that later, but in the meantime, we needed to address the virus that afflicted these people before we could get down to business.  
 
    “Sef’sla,” I said as I turned to the beautiful Almort female beside me. “If Lorn can take us to his people, what would you need in order to diagnose and assess them?” 
 
    “Samples of their blood and tissue would be ideal,” the princess replied. “If we can figure out what causes this virus and how to defeat it, then I am sure we will be able to create a cure.” 
 
    I looked to Neka and Akela, and between the three of them, plus Omni, I knew they were capable of anything. Not only was Sef’sla a well-versed doctor, but she was compassionate and caring, and I knew she was already attached to these small, strange goat-like people. Neka had also taken a serious interest in the medicinal plants from Sef’sla’s home planet, and she’d already used her knowledge to help us more than once on Proxima V, so I was sure Zalia would be no different. Akela, my beautiful mechanic, was also an engineer, a true jack of all trades. She could create anything her mind dreamt up, and I had utter faith in all of them. 
 
    Omni’s super computer brain didn’t hurt to have around, either. 
 
    “Lorn,” I said as I looked down to address the small, gray Gelm, who now stared at my crew and me with hopeful yellow eyes. “Would it be acceptable for you to take us to your people?” 
 
    “Most certainly,” he replied with a small bow and a smile. “Will you treat them as well?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “but as I said before, the medicine we have given you is only temporary.” 
 
    “We wish to work on a cure that will rid your people of this virus,” Sef’sla interjected. 
 
    Lorn’s eyes widened hopefully, and he let out a small, happy baa that didn’t translate to anything, so I assumed it was a show of joy and not an actual word. 
 
    “In order to help you, my team will need to collect some samples, though,” I added hesitantly. 
 
    The Gelm male’s face changed to one of curiosity. I knew he’d heard us speak a moment ago about taking blood and tissue, but I was unsure if he knew what that meant. 
 
    “What samples?” he asked, and his head cocked to the side in confusion. 
 
    “We will need to take some of your blood and skin,” Sef’sla said, and Lorn’s eyes widened. 
 
    “You wish to cut us?” he asked with horror, and he took a step back. 
 
    “No, no,” I chuckled, and his expression softened slightly. “We will need some blood to examine, but we do not need to cut you to get it.” 
 
    “Ah.” The Gelm gave an understanding nod. “It is another one of your miracles.” 
 
    “No, I … ” I started to try and explain the process, but I sighed instead and dropped the subject. “Will you allow us to come to your home and collect samples so we may try to cure you?” 
 
    “Most certainly.” Lorn dipped his head. “You may collect samples and cure us with your miracles.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I stifled a laugh and extended my hand to the male instead. 
 
    The Gelm male looked at my hand for a moment, and then he placed his deep gray palm against mine. I squeezed his hand, and he looked at me with surprise before he squeezed back. 
 
    “Thank you, miracle healer,” he said. “Right this way to our village.” 
 
    I shook my head and followed the male, but not before I heard Akela snicker behind me.  
 
    I was definitely going to be teased about that nickname later on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    We followed Lorn and the rest of the Gelm a few kilometers north toward the village. The walk there was beautiful, with a bright sun ahead of us that cast the dull gray land in a new light. The ground appeared to almost shimmer as we walked, and the greens and blues of the foliage looked even more vibrant against the deep color of the dirt.  
 
    Akela regarded the new surroundings with curiosity, and I could practically see the gears turn in her head as she took in the different plants and things around her. I knew she was already thinking of new and exciting ways to use the natural resources on this planet, and I turned away so she wouldn’t see me smirk. 
 
    Neka pranced next to me, and her orange tail wrapped loosely around my wrist as her bright yellow eyes darted from flower to flower and insect to insect. I knew there were a few large bugs she would have chased, but I gently nudged her with my shoulder to remind her to keep her feline instincts in check. 
 
    Even though I enjoyed watching all the women take in our new planet, I watched Sef’sla in particular. The princess tried to keep her excitement at bay, especially under the circumstances, but I watched her eyes light up and her mouth part in awe as she stared at the natural landforms and plants around us. The Almort used plants to create medicine on their home planet, and I knew she had to wonder how she could use these plants in a similar way.  
 
    “We are nearly there,” Lorn announced as he turned to look back at our group. 
 
    “O,” I whispered into my comm. 
 
    “I’m here, Colby,” the AI responded.  
 
    “Can you give me a reading of the number of people in the village?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course,” Omni said, and his mechanical voice sounded almost smug. 
 
    “Can you scan to see how many are affected by the virus, too?” Akela added. 
 
    “Already on it,” O replied. 
 
    Suddenly, the plants parted into an open area, and I realized we’d reached the village. There were small huts, much too small for someone my size to live in, made from stone and mud, and a rudimentary water well sat in the center of the village.  
 
    I already knew the Gelm were not technologically advanced, but I was surprised by just how far behind they were. They didn’t even have indoor plumbing or an irrigation system to get water for themselves or crops. It was good we showed up when we did. If one of the Corporations saw this, they would see these people as an easy target. Corporations would give these people the most minimal, primitive technology they had to offer, then they would drain the Gelm dry for billions upon billions of Universal Credits by harvesting every last bit of mior that hid inside the planet. 
 
    “Colby,” Omni’s mechanical voice cut through my musings. 
 
    “Go ahead, O,” I said into my earpiece. 
 
    “I calculate two hundred and twelve Gelm in the area,” he said. “Ninety-four percent are afflicted with the virus, and it appears to have a sixty percent mortality rate, based on the number of bodies buried beneath the surface that also scan positive for the virus.” 
 
    “You can see those who have died?” Sef’sla asked with wide, curious eyes. 
 
    “I can do a great many things,” Omni said, and now his mechanical voice was definitely smug.  
 
    “Sixty percent is not good.” Neka frowned, and her orange ears pulled close to her head in anguish. 
 
    “It is not,” Sef’sla agreed, and I could see the concern in her navy colored eyes as she looked at the Gelm in front of us. 
 
    There were not many people in the streets of the village, in fact, the place looked desolate and almost abandoned. It was almost as if the atmosphere had changed when we entered the place, too, since it seemed colder, darker, and gloomier than our journey here. The Gelm who were on the street coughed as they walked, and one of them struggled to pull the rope that brought up the water from the well.  
 
    I quickly rushed over to assist, but I’d gotten ahead of myself and forgot to introduce my crew and me. The poor Gelm who had a hold of the rope dropped it immediately as I approached, and he fell to the ground in an attempt to back away from me. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said quickly, and I held my hands up. “I just wanted to help you get water.” 
 
    “This is CT,” Lorn added as he ran to my side and helped the small Gelm male up. “He wishes to help us with the plague.” 
 
    The other Gelm regarded his leader, then myself with skeptical eyes. 
 
    “Do you see how I breathe better?” Lorn asked, and he drew in a deep breath as the other Gelm’s eyes widened. “It is CT’s doing. They are miracle healers who came from the sky.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to explain, but thought better of it. Instead, I filled the water bucket and pulled it up out of the well to set before the two Gelm in front of me.  
 
    The smaller one looked at me with large yellow eyes, and then he dipped his head and picked up the water. It seemed we were not totally accepted by the villagers yet, but Lorn’s word had taken away their fear, so that was a good start.  
 
    “We need to assess some of the sick,” I told Lorn. “Would you talk to your villagers and find some who will allow us to examine them?” 
 
    “I will try my hardest,” the small, gray skinned male replied, and he set off further into the village. 
 
    The other Gelm who had walked back with us dispersed, and I assumed they’d gone back to their homes. Hopefully, they would tell others about us, so we could get some blood and tissue samples. We’d offered Lorn and the others the inhaler, but if we wanted a proper diagnostic, then it would be best to get it from someone who had yet to be treated. We would allow them all the inhaler afterward, of course, but we didn’t want to skew the findings.  
 
    “Lorn went to see if he could find some villagers willing to give us some samples,” I told the girls when I walked over to them. 
 
    “This town looks desolate,” Akela muttered as she looked past me into the town square.  
 
    I knew it reminded her of her own home, Theron, because it reminded me of my home as well.  
 
    “We’ll fix that.” I smiled softly at the mechanic and planted a kiss on her forehead.  
 
    Neka wrapped her tail around my wrist, and I pulled the cat-girl into me and kissed her on top of the head as well.  
 
    Sef’sla, on the other hand, was busy with her portable screen. Her eyes were fixed on the thing, and I could see the swirls of her native language in the reflection of her eyes. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked the Almort princess. 
 
    “I remembered I had read about an illness similar to this on the way here,” she clicked, and her eyes scanned the screen for a moment more before she broke into a smile and turned the device toward us. “Tuberculosis!” 
 
    The innocent doctor didn’t realize the screen was in her native language, and neither Neka, Akela, nor I could read it. I did recall the name, though.  
 
    “Is that an old Earth disease?” I asked, and I narrowed my eyes in thought. 
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla responded, and she brushed her finger on the screen so it flipped through images of different diagrams and pictures of the afflicted. “This infection killed many people in early Earth civilizations, and they too would cough up blood.” 
 
    “How did they cure it?” Akela asked as she furrowed her brow in concentration. 
 
    “They used something called antimicrobial drugs,” the princess said with a frown, “but this ailment was caused by bacteria, so it was not considered a virus. If Omni is correct that the Gray Cough is a virus, then we cannot treat it in the same way.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I said, “but we’ll know more once we run some tests. Similar symptoms could at least give you insight into how the illness attacks the body.” 
 
    “I suppose you are correct,” Sef’sla sighed. “I’d hoped the ailment was more similar so we could study it further, but it seems my memory has failed me.” 
 
    “You have not failed,” I told the beautiful Almort woman before me as I reached out to cup her cheek. “You are working to help these people, that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “Thank you, CT,” Sef’sla clicked, and she moved her hand up to rest against mine. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as I looked at the princess. She was a smart, cunning, and incredibly fierce individual. Her knowledge of the world outside of her planet was limited, but she pushed herself every day since we left her home world to try and rectify that. I knew she wanted to do good for people, and I never wanted her to feel as though she wasn’t doing enough.  
 
    “CT,” Lorn said as he approached us once more, and his small body came to stand before mine so I had to look down at him. “I have found Gelm who will provide you with samples.” 
 
    The male gestured behind him to several thin and sickly-looking individuals. I realized then the way to tell the difference between the male and females of the species was to look at the horns. The male horns were a deep charcoal color, and much larger than the females, which were a softer gray. The females were also smaller in stature, which was almost unbelievable considering how small the males were already.  
 
    There were two females and three males behind Lorn. They each had bags under their yellow eyes, and they took turns coughing into their palms. 
 
    “Hello,” I murmured as I took in the sight of the pitiful creatures. “I’m CT. My crew and I are here to help you.” 
 
    The sickly Gelm barely looked at me, and they seemed like they were about to collapse. Concern filled me as I glanced back to Lorn, since he had begun to cough once more, but Neka quickly handed him the inhaler.  
 
    After the small male used the medicine, he attempted to pass it to another of the injured, but I held my hand out to stop him. 
 
    “We must take samples first,” I said. “They cannot have medicine until we take samples, but we will make sure they get it right away after we are done.” 
 
    Lorn looked to his fellow Gelm, who still hacked and wheezed, and his eyes filled with sadness. Then he turned back to me and handed me the inhaler. 
 
    “I understand,” he intoned.  
 
    “Thank you,” I told him sincerely before I turned back to my crew. “Let’s get these samples quickly, I don’t want them to have to go without medicine for long.” 
 
    “Right,” Akela agreed, and she pulled open her duffle bag. 
 
    Sef’sla did the same to retrieve her own equipment, but Neka stood and bounced on the balls of her feet.  
 
    “What can I do?” the cat-girl asked.  
 
    “How about we find somewhere to make everyone more comfortable?” I suggested.  
 
    “Okay!” Neka agreed with a grin, and she reached up to paw at her shiny necklace when the light from the sun gleamed off it. 
 
    “Lorn.” I turned to the Gelm leader. “Do you have a place we can take these people? One where they can sit and be comfortable?” 
 
    “My hut is just this way,” the short, gray male said, and he led us a few huts down and stepped inside the small building.  
 
    The home was built for the Gelm, so it was much too small for me to get into comfortably, but Neka and Akela crouched down and went in just fine.  
 
    Sef’sla, though, had the same problem I did, since she was basically as tall as me.  
 
    In the end, the princess and I decided to get on our knees to enter the dwelling. The exterior was definitely mud and brick, and the inside was not much else. The floor was no floor at all, simply the ground beneath our knees, and where I would think they would have couches or beds, there were only leaves from the plants we’d walked by on our way to the village. A small fire pit sat in the middle of the round home, with a metal pot balanced above it on a makeshift spit.  
 
    The Gelm volunteers sat on the bed of leaves and allowed Sef’sla and Akela to work, while Neka waited to hand each of them the inhaler once their samples had been taken.  
 
    Akela’s gaze was intent as she used our advanced tools to collect small bits of blood and tissue from each Gelm.  
 
    Meanwhile, Sef’sla inspected the patients for other symptoms: fever, rash, etc. I heard her ask Omni what the temperature of the Gelm should be, and then she made notes about each individual’s symptoms and shook her head as she reviewed them.  
 
    I suspected Neka had the most fun as she watched each of the Gelm suck on the inhaler and instantly breathe a bit easier. It was a nice sight to see, and though I watched it multiple times in a row, it never got old to witness someone feel better.  
 
    “Do you have everything you need?” I asked the women after a few moments. 
 
    “I think we’re good,” Akela said, and then she turned to Sef’sla. “You good?” 
 
    “I am finished, yes.” The Almort woman nodded.  
 
    “Do we know anything yet?” I asked as I looked over to the Gelm, who smiled for the first time since Lorn introduced us. They chatted among themselves and seemed happy with their newfound ability to breathe properly again. 
 
    “Not quite yet.” Akela frowned. “O needs a minute to process the samples. We should go back to the ship so we can help out first hand.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said, and then I turned to Lorn and the other Gelm. “Thank you all for allowing us to take samples from you.” 
 
    The Gelm looked at me with wide eyes, and I could tell they were still in awe of the inhaler we’d provided them with. It seemed they would listen to anything I said at the moment. 
 
    “We must return to our ship to process these samples,” I continued. “We will be back soon with more medicine. In the meantime, please keep this inhaler and give it to anybody who needs it.” 
 
    “We thank you for your gift, Miracle Healer,” Lorn intoned and bowed, so everyone else did, too. 
 
    “We will be back soon,” I repeated. “Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “We will await your return,” Lorn promised with a serious nod, and it was then that I realized this species was kind of cute.  
 
    I had the urge to reach out and stroke his soft, velvet horns, but I resisted and stood up to leave instead. 
 
    We quickly made our way back to the ship, and once we were on the Lacuna Noctis, I waited on the bridge with Neka as Akela and Sef’sla worked with Omni to process the samples.  
 
    Neka was curled half asleep in her chair next to mine, and her yellow eyes flickered behind her eyelids as she let out low purrs.  
 
    While we waited, I scanned through the old data Terra Nebula had on the Gelm. I wanted to see if there was anything useful about their physiology or their planet that could tell us where this plague had come from. As I looked through the data, though, it became increasingly clear Terra Nebula didn’t care about the people of the world whatsoever. There was barely anything regarding their physiology besides their outward appearance and what a few initial scans had come up with about their temperature and organs. Most of the data was based around the mior that sat below the planet’s surface, which was the real treasure Terra Nebula and any other Corporation would be after.  
 
    I sighed as I continued to flick through the data on the screen. 
 
    “Why don’t you just go ask them to help?” Neka suddenly questioned with a stretch. 
 
    “Because the last time I went in there, Akela nearly threw a chair at me,” I chuckled. 
 
    “That was over an hour ago,” the cat-girl giggled. “I’m sure things are better now. Besides, Sef’sla is there.” 
 
    “I think Sef’sla is more scared of Akela than I am,” I snickered.  
 
    “I’ll go with you!” Neka bounded to her feet and grabbed my arm to try and pull me out of my chair. 
 
    “Neka,” I groaned, “I’m sure they’ll come tell us when they’ve figured something out.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” she pouted. “I’ll do the talking. Come on, CT, please!” 
 
    “Fineeee,” I chuckled and stood up. I loved and hated when Neka used her pouts against me. On the one hand, they were absolutely adorable, but on the other, I could never say no when she directed one my way. 
 
    I reluctantly allowed the cat-girl to pull me down the hallway toward the room we’d recently transformed into Sef’sla’s medical workspace. The hydrofarm was next door, but there was also a full medical lab and treatment facility, since Akela had gone all out when it came to making the Almort princess feel at home.  
 
    We approached the door, and I hesitantly reached my palm out to open it.  
 
    “Hurry up, CT!” Neka yowled as she bounced on the balls of her feet. 
 
    I sighed and reached my palm up to activate the door mechanism. Then it slid open with a whoosh to reveal Akela and Sef’sla bent over a table with a large screen in front of them. The Almort princess also had a few potted plants along the farm wall, and the pop of green was a sharp contrast to the otherwise gray room.  
 
    “Hi!” Neka chirped as she bounced over to her friends. “Have you figured it out yet?” 
 
    “I think so,” Akela chuckled. 
 
    I’d hung back to see how good of spirits the mechanic was in, but with that sentence, I instantly rushed forward to look at the data. 
 
    “Really?” I asked as I came up behind the three women. 
 
    “Your machine healer is very talented,” Sef’sla said with a wide grin that revealed her opalescent teeth. 
 
    “Psh.” Akela rolled her eyes. “We have the medicine because of you, I only figured out a way to administer it.” 
 
    “We have a cure?” I asked, and my eyes went wide with astonishment.  
 
    “Not exactly.” Akela winced. 
 
    “We don’t have a cure?” I clarified, and I felt my eyebrows pull together in confusion. “Then what do we have?” 
 
    “It is not a cure,” Sef’sla said with a frown. “Not a true cure, but it will help significantly.” 
 
    “The medicine Sef’sla has created will drop the mortality rate to less than five percent,” Omni said through the ship’s speakers. 
 
    “That’s great!” I grinned, and I watched Akela and Sef’sla smile in return. “So, how does it work?” 
 
    “Omni and I were able to use some of the Gelm DNA to modify one of the healing plants we had on board,” Sef’sla explained, and she gestured to the several plants along the wall.  
 
    I had to smile at her reference to the AI. When the Almort princess first came on board, she didn’t understand him well and often referred to him as my “machine.”  
 
    “It basically acts like an antibiotic,” Akela elaborated, “but we put it in the form of a liquid, and I was able to reverse one of the blood samples so we can inject the medicine right into their bloodstreams.” 
 
    “That way they will become healed faster,” Sef’sla said with a wide, opalescent grin. “This is an antibiotic from my home planet. After some research, we realized we could use it to stop the virus, and Omni helped me to use the Gelm DNA to modify the properties so the antibiotic will be appropriate for them.” 
 
    The Almort princess walked over to her small plants, but it seemed she and Omni had used one of the fast grow lights to cultivate more of one in particular. It stood much taller than the rest, with beautiful red flowers that came from the center, and it was surrounded by deep blue leaves. The plant smelled like the ocean and tides, and as I breathed it in, I missed Proxima V and all the beauty it had to offer.  
 
    “Excellent,” I congratulated the amazing women in front of me. “Will the antibiotic stop the spread of the virus?” 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” Sef’sla hissed and frowned.  
 
    “This contagion is really something,” Akela added with a shake of her head. “It’s extremely difficult to kill, I was surprised we were able to create what we did. Sef’sla really came through with the herbs.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised one bit.” I smiled. “You two are incredibly brilliant.” 
 
    Akela and Sef’sla blushed at the same time. The mechanic’s cheeks turned a deep red while Sef’sla’s turned a deep blue, and they both looked down.  
 
    “If the medicine won’t stop the spread of the disease, then will we have to give the medicine to all of the Gelm?” Neka asked as she looked over the small plants.  
 
    “We could,” Akela said, and she pursed her lips. “That’s probably what we’ll have to do.” 
 
    I thought for a moment while I looked over their data on the translucent screen in front of me. I trusted my mechanic when she said this thing was hard to kill, but still, there had to be a way to stop this disease.  
 
    “How is the virus spread?” I asked as I studied the data. 
 
    “We believe it is airborne,” Sef’sla said. 
 
    So, that was why it was so difficult to stop. Anybody who came into contact with an infected individual was at risk. Was there a mask that could prevent the spread? Or … 
 
    “What about a vaccine?” I gasped as the idea popped into my head. 
 
    “What is a vaccine?” Sef’sla asked, and her head tilted in confusion. 
 
    “A vaccine!” Akela exclaimed as her jaw hung slightly open. “Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    “What is this vaccine you speak of?” Sef’sla repeated with a frown. 
 
    “It’s like the medicine you created,” I explained, “but instead of treating the virus already in someone, we put a weaker strain in first so their body can fight off the virus. That way, they form a natural immunity and won’t have to get sick at all.” 
 
    Sef’sla stared at me in awe, and her large eyes were wide with wonder.  
 
    “Is it possible?” I asked Akela. 
 
    Before the silver haired mechanic could answer, Omni cut in. 
 
    “I believe, with a few modifications, we could have a vaccine produced in a few hours,” the AI announced. 
 
    “This vaccine,” Sef’sla hissed hesitantly, “it stops people from contracting the virus?” 
 
    “Well, we give them a weaker version,” I clarified. “Then their body gets stronger and can resist the real version of the virus. It’s not perfect, but it’s worked before.” 
 
    “This is amazing,” she murmured. “Think of all the people we could save with such technology!” 
 
    “You don’t have vaccines on Proxima V?” Akela asked, and her brows pulled together in confusion.  
 
    “No.” Sef’sla shook her head. “We have many treatments for ailments, but we do not have something to prevent them.” 
 
    “It’s pretty incredible what technology can do,” I said. Vaccines had been invented back on earth a long time ago, but I wouldn’t tell her that, not right now. I was sure she’d read about it eventually. Besides, most of the first vaccines were incredibly rudimentary, even going so far as to inject live viruses into people. Medicine had come much farther along than that by now. 
 
    “How many injection thingys do we have?” Neka asked as she bounded over to my side. 
 
    “Two,” Akela said matter-of-factly. “I didn’t want to reverse all of our tissue samplers in case we needed them in the meantime.” 
 
    “Good call,” I told the silver-haired mechanic.  
 
    “So, when can we go to the village?” Neka asked as she bounced on the balls of her feet. 
 
    “We will need at least two hours to create the vaccine,” Omni said over the ship speaker. 
 
    “Two hours?” Neka pouted, and her orange ears drooped atop her head.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I assured the cat-girl as I reached out to pull her close to me. “They’ve been fighting this thing for three years, another two hours will be okay. How about we make some lunch for everyone while they work?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Neka moaned, and she licked her lips. The promise of food was always enough to cheer her up, and I reached up to rub her ears as we headed back out toward the bridge. 
 
    Two and a half hours later, Neka and I sat on the bridge once more, with our bellies full from lunch. The cat-girl napped in her seat, and her ears twitched as she dreamt. 
 
    I, on the other hand, browsed through more data about the Gelm, and I even had Omni run a check through the intergalactic internet to see if there was anything else mentioned about the species of Zalia. There were a couple of articles, but nothing provided any further insight into the people, so I also had Omni run scans to map out the land for us.  
 
    The AI was unable to find any sort of electricity around, which only solidified my thoughts that the Gelm had not come far in the way of technology. I’d hoped the village we went to was rural, and that there was a possibility only part of the civilization lived without technological advances.  
 
    As it stood, though, it seemed we would have to deal with the magic and miracle thing for a while longer. If we could get the Gelm healthy, that was what mattered for the moment, and we would worry about the oncoming Corporations later.  
 
    After all, they would all need to pay the Almort in order to use the wormholes anyway.  
 
    I heard the whoosh of the bridge door, so I turned around to see Akela and Sef’sla in the entryway. The mechanic somehow had black smeared across her face, as she always did when she’d been working on a project, and her bright violet eyes regarded me with happiness as she gave me a wide grin. 
 
    Sef’sla stood beside the mechanic with a similar expression, and the princess was absolutely stunning, especially when she smiled. Her long, deep green hair hung down past her shoulders, and the flight suit she wore hugged each of her curves. 
 
    As I stared at the two women, I couldn’t help but feel my attraction grow. Not only were they incredibly intelligent, but they were also sexy as hell. 
 
    “Rise and shine,” Akela said as she made her way over to Neka and me. 
 
    “Is it time to go?” Neka yawned and rubbed the sleep from her bright, yellow eyes. 
 
    “Yup,” the mechanic answered, and she grabbed the cat-girl’s arm to pull her up. 
 
    “We have completed the antibiotic and the vaccines,” Sef’sla announced. “We have plenty for the whole village.” 
 
    “No sense in keeping them waiting, then.” I grinned.  
 
    A few moments later, the four of us stood on the loading ramp ready to head to the village. We also had a hover carrier with us that hauled the antibiotics, vaccines, and the administration devices.  
 
    I felt Neka’s tail wrap loosely around my wrist, and I turned to smile at each of the women before we stepped off the ramp.  
 
    We navigated the terrain easily as we made our way back to the village. Sef’sla’s newly made sunglasses shielded her eyes from the bright light, but to me, it was a welcome sight. While Proxima V had been beautiful in its constant state of twilight, I’d always loved the warmth of a sun and the light it cast on the new planets I came across. I’d thought this planet was incredibly dull looking from above, but with the light shining on it from the dual suns, I could see the beauty in the foliage, and even the ground seemed to almost sparkle as we walked. 
 
    Once we reached the village, we found Lorn waiting for us with what appeared to be the whole of the community gathered around the water well. It seemed word of our medicines had traveled fast, and the Gelm were eager to feel better. The inhaler was passed around as we approached, and I was glad to see the Gelm were able to get some relief while Akela and Sef’sla had worked on the medicine.  
 
    The amount of Gelm that surrounded the water well was almost astonishing. It seemed to be two hundred or so, and I could see there were males, females, and even children. The children were much smaller than their adult counterparts, but still stocky, and with tiny nubs on the top of their heads instead of full-grown horns. 
 
    “Miracle healer!” Lorn shouted when he saw us approach. “You have returned!” 
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled, “and we’ve brought medicine for you all.” 
 
    The small male let out a joyous cry, and those who were not coughing matched it to show their excitement.  
 
    “We need to separate them,” Akela ordered as she got down to business. “Those who are sick and those who aren’t.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla hissed and nodded her head. “It will be much faster to administer this way.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, and I turned back to Lorn. “Can you have your people form two lines? One for those who are sick, and the other for those who are not yet sick.” 
 
    “Most certainly,” the male said with a small bow, and he turned to speak to his people. 
 
    “You should administer the antibiotic,” Akela told Sef’sla. 
 
    “Are you sure?” the Almort princess hissed, and her brow furrowed. “You helped as much as I did to create this medicine.” 
 
    “I helped a bit,” Akela chuckled, and her violet eyes sparked with joy. “You earned it. I’ll do the vaccines. It will go faster this way.” 
 
    “Alright,” Sef’sla said with a grin, and she placed her hand on Akela’s shoulder. “Thank you, sister.” 
 
    Akela blushed and looked down, but I heard her mumble something like “no problem.” 
 
    The lines began to take place, and I was saddened to see about seventy percent of the village was already infected.  
 
    “Why don’t you go first, Lorn?” I suggested once the lines were ready. “You can show your people there is nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
    “I do not believe they are frightened,” the small Gelm male said with a smile. “They have seen what your medicine can do. I will go first, but only if you are sure you have enough medicine for each of us.” 
 
    I smiled at the male, since he’d already shown himself to be a great leader. He’d been wary of us when we first met for the sake of his people, and now he was ready to sacrifice his own dose of medicine if it meant everyone else got one.  
 
    “You are a good leader,” I said as I reached out and gently put my hand on Lorn’s small, round shoulder. “We have plenty of medicine for all of your people, though, so don’t worry.” 
 
    “Of course,” Neka purred next to me, and she wore a satisfied smile on her face. “Akela and Sef’sla made sure we even had extra.” 
 
    “This is wonderful news,” Lorn gasped. “Thanks be to the gods.” 
 
    “Come here.” Sef’sla beckoned with the small gun looking device in her hand. “I will administer the antibiotic.” 
 
    Lorn stepped toward the Almort woman, and she gently lifted the sleeve of his long brown coat so she could press the device against him. Then, a second later, she pulled it away. 
 
    “It is complete,” she hissed with a smile.  
 
    Lorn looked at her with wide eyes, and then he turned to me, and I nodded. 
 
    The blood and tissue samplers looked like small, silver, old Earth pistols, but the barrel had an extremely small claw that came out and retrieved the sample easily, then stored it within the gun to be retrieved later. The device was equipped with a self-cleaner that automatically occurred between each use, but instead of the claw retrieving blood and tissues, Akela had instead transformed the device so it implanted a small dose of the antibiotic stored in the gun. It seemed a simple enough modification, for me to understand at least, though I knew I would never be able to do such a thing myself.  
 
    My mechanic truly was the best this side of the galaxy. 
 
    For the next half hour, I watched as Akela and Sef’sla administered the treatments. I’d taken the inhaler, since we needed to see how well the medicine worked, and by the time we were halfway through the lines, those who still waited for their doses had begun to cough and wheeze once more. 
 
    Neka gave me the sad, kitty cat eyes at the sound, but I shook my head and kissed her forehead. We needed to be sure the antibiotics were working, and we couldn’t do that if we allowed them to use the inhaler. While the aerosolized steroid worked for a short time, it would wear off eventually, and if there was anything that needed to be modified for the antibiotic or vaccine, we needed to know immediately.  
 
    I watched as Sef’sla injected a small Gelm female child with the antibiotic, and the girl wheezed and hacked while her mother held her small, gray hand.  
 
    The shot was over soon, and I kept a close eye on the child. After a few moments, her cough subsided, and she no longer appeared to have difficulty breathing.  
 
    It seemed the medicine was working. 
 
    So, I continued to watch as Sef’sla and Akela patiently injected each Gelm who came before them, and the women were beautiful and serene as they administered their unbelievable creation they’d made only earlier today.  
 
    Sometimes, it baffled me how incredibly talented each of the women were.  
 
    Neka leaned against my arm and purred, and she was obviously happy the treatment appeared to be working, so I leaned down to kiss the cat-girl on one of her soft, orange ears. 
 
    The sun began to burn a deep orange just as Sef’sla finished with the last of the Gelm. The whole village was obviously improved, and the scans Omni had run indicated most of the sick had already regained normal temperature and vital signs.  
 
    Even though the treatment worked incredibly well, we still reminded all of the Gelm to drink plenty of water and to eat well that evening. Lorn assured us he would keep a close watch on all those infected, and we left him with a communication device in case he needed to reach us for an emergency.  
 
    After that, we headed back to the ship for the night, but we promised to return the next day to check on the sick, as well as bring the village some much needed improvements. The first would be the water well, since I simply despised the rudimentary thing. The Gelm shouldn’t have to work so hard to gain the thing that sustained life, and I wanted to make it readily available to them. Besides, drinking plenty of water would increase all of their chances of survival.  
 
    It was somewhat dark when we arrived back on the ship, and I practically pulled Neka along by the tail as she lazily dragged her feet. Akela and Sef’sla seemed tired as well, but not nearly as much, though I wanted to be sure they all ate something before bed. It had been a long day, with plenty of walking, and they would need sustenance for the evening. 
 
    Since Neka was so tired, I led us to my captain’s chambers first to drop her off, but I looked over to see Sef’sla was half asleep on her feet, too.  
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled as I pulled both of them by the arm. “You two lay down here. I’ll make us some food and be right back.” 
 
    Akela watched with a playful smirk from the doorway as the other two women laid on the bed and immediately passed out from exhaustion. 
 
    “You can stay with them,” I told the mechanic. “I’ll make us dinner and bring it back here.” 
 
    “Nah.” Akela shrugged. “I’ll come with you. I want some of those Almort berries.” 
 
    “Okay,” I laughed.  
 
    I led the mechanic to our kitchen and began to make plates of food from the fresh Almort produce and fish we’d been gifted before we left. Akela had modified the freezer we had on board so it kept the fruit fresh indefinitely, and it was always just as ripe and juicy as I remembered it being on Proxima V. 
 
    As I worked, the mechanic snacked on berries while she perched on the countertop next to me. Her mouth was tinted red from the luscious fruit, and I had to pull my eyes away from her lips before my thoughts got the better of me. 
 
    “It was a great thing you and Sef’sla did today,” I said as I laid out some fish for Neka. 
 
    “Eh.” The mechanic shrugged again and popped another berry into her mouth. “Sef’sla and Omni did most of the medicine part, I just modified the tissue sampler. Medicine isn’t really my forte.” 
 
    “Even so,” I said. “The modifications you made helped move the process along that much more smoothly. You are one sexy, brilliant woman, Loric.” 
 
    I added the last part with a grin and watched as the mechanic blushed and looked down. 
 
    She glanced up at me from under her long, silver lashes, and I felt my heart rate jump as my pants grew tighter. Then I couldn’t help myself, so I reached out and pulled her face to mine, and her lips were sweet and tangy under my own.  
 
    Akela was stiff at first, but then she grabbed hold of the front of my flight suit to pull me closer.  
 
    I slid between her legs where they draped over the counter so I could press my chest against hers. Even with her perched on the counter, I was still half a head taller than her, and I reached down to place my hands on her slender hips as she wrapped her arms around my neck. 
 
    The mechanic’s lips parted under mine, and I pushed my tongue between them to taste her sweetness. She bit my lip in return, then kissed her way along my jaw and down to my neck. 
 
    My erection throbbed behind my pants as her mouth sent shivers down my spine, and I reached around and ran my fingers up her stomach. I could feel her ab muscles tense underneath my touch, and it only made my desire that much more intense.  
 
    Finally, my fingers slid under the black tank top the mechanic wore, and I heard her gasp next to my ear. Then I cupped her full breasts, and I could feel her already taut nipples press against my palms.  
 
    I groaned as I pulled the mechanic’s shirt over her head, and I stared down at her exposed breasts with awe. Her smooth, pale skin was soft under my fingers, and her small pink nipples jutted from her full breasts, already erect and ready for my mouth. 
 
    I kissed down Akela’s neck, and the silver-haired beauty threw her head back and moaned in pleasure. I heard her breath catch as my mouth reached her tight, pink nipple, and I paused for a moment to breathe against her skin before I pulled the bud of flesh into my mouth.  
 
    Akela arched her back and thrust herself further into my mouth. Then she wrapped her fingers through my hair and held me in place while I licked and sucked on her soft skin. 
 
    After a moment, I couldn’t take it any longer. I could feel my erection throb painfully against my pants, so I quickly undid Akela’s pants and yanked them down to reveal her soft, black panties.  
 
    I reached up to capture her mouth again, and her lips parted instantly under mine while my hand made its way over her stomach and down to the top of her crotch. Then the mechanic moaned into my mouth as I slipped my hand inside her undergarments to feel the wetness that had accumulated there.  
 
    She was already soaked, and I let out a groan when I felt her. 
 
    “God,” I panted. “You’re so wet.”  
 
    “Only for you,” Akela moaned, and she ground her pelvis against my hand. 
 
    I slipped one finger inside of her first, and we both let out a gasp. I quickly followed up with a second finger, and I felt her pussy twitch tightly around me.  
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed as I slowly slid my fingers in and out to prepare her for my thick cock.  
 
    “Oh, please, CT,” the mechanic begged. “I want you so bad.” 
 
    The admission drove me wild, and I felt my erection twitch in response. So, I slid my fingers out of the mechanic, and then I pulled her down from the counter, spun her around, and yanked her panties to the floor before I kissed my way back up her legs. 
 
    Akela wagged her ass at me as she bent further over the counter. 
 
    “Please give me your cock,” she moaned, and she looked back at me with heavy purple eyes and parted lips. 
 
    She didn’t have to ask twice. I unzipped my flight suit, freed my member, and thrust inside of her in one smooth motion. 
 
    We both gasped as I filled her, and I took a second to catch my breath before I pulled myself out slightly, then thrust in once more. 
 
    “Ohhhh, wooooowww,” Akela cried out as I filled her again, and I grabbed the silver-haired beauty by the hips and began to slide in and out of her while both our breaths grew ragged. 
 
    “Do you like that?” I growled as I slammed my cock into her tight tunnel.  
 
    “Yessss. Soooo muuuucchhhh.” The mechanic’s legs parted further for me, and I groaned as I slid in deeper. A moment later, though, her body tensed, and she arched her head back in pleasure as her pussy grasped and released my cock in a wave of ecstasy. 
 
    “I’m coming!” she managed to get out. “Come with me, pleasssssseeee!” 
 
    I was never one to deny my women, and her words were already pushing me toward the edge, so I let myself relax and didn’t resist the tidal wave coursing through my pelvis area. 
 
    “As you wish,” I purred, and then I thrust into her spamming body as deep as I could. My climax hit me a moment later, and we both gasped as my sperm flooded the beautiful mechanic’s tunnel. 
 
    Then, as we climbed toward our peaks, I felt her body spasm violently around me. Her grip seemed to milk my cock at the perfect moment, and I cried out as I released a second volley of cum deep into her. 
 
    “Ohhh, fuck, yeah … ” Akela growled as she pushed her hips back into me.  
 
    “Shitttttt,” I groaned as I somehow got deeper inside of the beautiful woman, and my orgasm sprayed a third mind numbing round that drained almost all the strength from my legs. 
 
    After we’d finished, I stayed deep inside of her pussy for a few moments so that our legs could relax.  
 
    “Damn.” I leaned down and kissed the mechanic’s neck. She was covered in a layer of sweat, and her skin tasted salty and sweet on my tongue.  
 
    “Damn is right,” she chuckled. 
 
    “You taste good,” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    “You feel good,” Akela murmured back, and she turned her head to kiss me. “I think that’s the most you’ve ever come in me.” 
 
    “You felt great. It’s easy to cum inside of you.” I kissed her hard and pulled back to take in her beautiful features. Her soft, plump lips were still red from the berries she’d been eating before things got out of hand, and her eyelids were heavy from pleasure over her large, violet eyes.  
 
    I smiled at the mechanic, kissed her one more time, and then we both let out groans of sweet agony as I pulled out of her tight vagina. I really had filled her up to the brim, and a bit of my milky seed began to drip out from between her pussy lips as soon as my cock slid free.  
 
    “I guess we should get this food back to Sef’sla and Neka,” the mechanic said with a smile as she pulled her pants back up. She didn’t even bother wiping away my cum, and my cock twitched again when I realized she just wanted to feel my seed inside of her for a bit longer.  
 
    “I don’t think they minded the delay,” I chuckled, since I was sure the two were still sound asleep in my chambers.  
 
    “Probably not,” Akela laughed as she went to pull her black tank top back on, but I reached out, grabbed her hands to stop her, and pulled her in for a kiss instead.  
 
    It was a soft kiss, so I could feel her full lips against mine and taste her sweet breath in my mouth. When I pulled away, the mechanic’s lids were somehow even heavier than before, and she stared at me with an expression of sheer love and desire.  
 
    “I love you,” I whispered, and I cupped her cheek with one hand. 
 
    “I love you, too,” Akela said as her violet eyes met my own.  
 
    I smiled, then looked down to see her tits were still bare, and I felt my erection stir once more. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” she laughed, and she playfully pushed me away so she could pull her shirt back on. 
 
    “You can’t control my thoughts,” I teased. 
 
    “Don’t test me,” the mechanic said with narrowed eyes. “I can make just about anything.” 
 
    “Truce,” I laughed, and I held my hands up in mock surrender. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Akela quipped as she grabbed two plates off the counter. 
 
    I picked up the other two and followed her ample hips as they led the way back to our bedroom.  
 
    Maybe, if I was persuasive enough, we could have some more dessert after we finished our dinner.  
 
    Akela might have been able to make anything, but I was the best broker in the galaxy, and I could be very, very persuasive.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The doses had been administered to the people of the village, but we still needed to keep a watchful eye on them to make sure they were working properly, so we decided to stay for a few days until we could move on to the next town.  
 
    While we stayed, though, we figured we would make some improvements, the first being the well the Gelm got their water from. It was such a rudimentary system, and it didn’t allow for them to get much water at a time, so Akela said she would handle making the improvements.  
 
    I came into the lab the next morning to find her on the floor, with grease smudged across the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “How goes the water solution?” I asked as I set a plate of breakfast down in front of her. 
 
    “It goes,” she muttered, but she didn’t take her eyes away from the device in her hands. 
 
    “What are you building?” I inquired. 
 
    “It’s a simple pump,” the mechanic told me, “but it will make it a lot easier for them to get more water at once, at least until we can install a permanent fix.” 
 
    “That sounds great.” I grinned.  
 
    “It’s so sad they don’t even have running water,” Akela sighed, and she looked up at me for the first time since I’d entered the room.  
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, “but we’ve been through just as bad circumstances before. It seems like most of the Gelm have a good life at least, and there’s not a lot of crime here.” 
 
    “No,” Akela chuckled, “just no running water and a three-year plague.” 
 
    “Good point.” I winced. “But that’s why we’re here. We’ll help them improve and bring them into the modern age.” 
 
    The mechanic smiled up at me with her violet eyes filled with love and affection, and I leaned down and kissed her small, plump mouth.  
 
    “Mmm,” she hummed. “That’s nice.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” I laughed. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “No,” she sighed. “It should be ready in a couple hours, I just have to make a few tweaks to it.” 
 
    “Alright, but don’t forget to eat your breakfast.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she muttered with an eye roll and a grin. 
 
    “And that’s an order from your captain,” I teased. 
 
    “Oooh,” Akela mocked, but she blushed a bit. “What will you order me to do next?” 
 
    “You’ll have to wait and see,” I whispered, and I kissed her on the forehead and headed outside. Then I raised my voice again. “Hey, O?” 
 
    “Yes, Colby?” he answered. 
 
    “Can you run tests on the citizens today?” I asked. “We need to see how they’re improving.” 
 
    “Sef’sla has already asked me to run these exams,” he informed me. 
 
    “She did?” I asked with a furrowed brow. “Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s in the village with Neka,” the AI replied. 
 
    I’d assumed the two women were in the lab, but it seemed they headed out early to check on the villagers. I didn’t like the idea of them out there alone, but everyone had been kind to us thus far, and at this point, there wasn’t much reason to worry. So, instead, I thanked Omni and headed outside toward the village.  
 
    I found Sef’sla in the town square with a new line of Gelm. 
 
    “Did we not get everyone in the village yesterday?” I asked when I saw her handing out doses. 
 
    “We did,” Sef’sla chuckled. “These people have come from nearby villages.” 
 
    “They have heard of your miracle healing abilities,” Lorn explained as he approached me. 
 
    I smiled at the small Gelm male and kissed Sef’sla on the forehead. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked. 
 
    “You could administer the vaccine,” she hissed. “It would go much quicker if we could have two lines.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I grabbed the modified blood and tissue sampler machine. “Where’s Neka?” 
 
    “She went with the hunting party,” Lorn informed me. 
 
    “Hunting party?” I asked, and my eyebrows pinched together. “What are they hunting?” 
 
    “Oh, only small things,” Lorn assured me. “They are going to get fish for tonight’s dinner.” 
 
    “Ah,” I laughed. “I see.” 
 
    “There was no talking her out of it,” Sef’sla giggled. 
 
    “No,” I snickered. “I don’t think you could have even if you tried.” 
 
    Lorn split the line into two for us, and I gave those who weren’t ill the vaccine that would prevent them from catching The Gray Cough. The medicine was quite effective, but it wasn’t a one hundred percent cure, so the vaccine was still very important, though the line for Sef’sla was much longer than mine. 
 
    Still, I administered the vaccines to Gelm of all ages, until my line was minimal. Then I saw Neka return with the hunting party, and the orange-haired girl ran over to me, with a basket of fish on her arm. 
 
    “CT!” she shouted. “Look what we caught!” 
 
    “It looks good,” I laughed. “You helped?” 
 
    Neka typically hated water, but I guessed when it came to getting her own fish after being on board the Lacuna Noctis for a week, she was all for it.  
 
    “I did!” she giggled and brandished her dripping basket. “I even had to reach into the water and everything.” 
 
    “Wow.” I whistled. “I’m very proud of you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” The cat-girl grinned. “Is there anything I can do to help out?” 
 
    “I think we’re almost finished here,” Sef’sla told her with a smile as she injected another Gelm citizen in the arm. 
 
    “I could use some help!” Akela called from behind us, and I turned around to see her with some hover carts that carried the pump she’d modified, as well as a decent length of hose. 
 
    “Tell us what to do,” I said as I followed her toward the well. 
 
    “It’s not too complicated.” The mechanic shrugged. “We just need to drop the hose end into the water, then get the pump going, and after that it should all work fine.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound too difficult,” I replied.  
 
    “Nope,” Akela agreed, and she lifted the hose with a grunt. “Just help me throw this over.” 
 
    I grabbed the hose and realized how heavy it was, but I tossed the end into the well and let it drop carefully so it wouldn’t gain too much speed going down. Once the hose was in the water, Akela hooked the pump to the side of the well, and we pumped it until water rushed out. Then we turned the knob off, and it was done. 
 
    “Alright!” Akela laughed and clapped her hands. “Water is ready.” 
 
    “This is for us?” Lorn asked, and his bright yellow eyes were wide. 
 
    “Of course,” I told him. “Akela built this to help your people. This way, you don’t have to get water from the bottom anymore, you can just fill up your buckets right here.” 
 
    “That was so kind of you,” he breathed. “Another miracle.” 
 
    “It was nothing,” I told him with a smile. “We’re here to help.” 
 
    “You have already helped us so much.” He shook his head. “Let us do something for you.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not necessary,” I said with a wave of my hand. 
 
    “Let us!” a female Gelm nearby shouted, and I realized the whole crowd was listening. 
 
    “Um … ” I hesitated and bit my lip. “Alright, whatever you’d like to do for us would be great.” 
 
    These citizens didn’t have much, and I knew they worked for all the food and water they had, so it felt wrong to take from them when we were there to help, but I worried it would be rude for me to deny their request. 
 
    “Let us make you dinner,” Lorn said, and his eyes crinkled with a smile. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” another audience member agreed. “A feast in payment for your miracles!” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “Dinner would be lovely. We can help however, but we would also love if you all would join us.” 
 
    “Marvelous idea.” Lorn grinned and made a happy baa noise. “We will make it a town feast.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “That sounds good, thank you.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Lorn echoed with a small bow. 
 
    We spent the rest of the day giving out doses and vaccines to anybody who came from the surrounding towns. We also checked on those who had been dosed in the village and found everyone had improved greatly, even the elderly, which was something Sef’sla had been concerned about.  
 
    Once it was late afternoon, I could smell food from all around, and I realized it came from all the huts in the village. Everyone was cooking for the feast this evening.  
 
    In the meantime, I figured I would make a bonfire for us. There was a pit already made in the town square, so I retrieved some wood and made a small pyramid, with some leaves underneath. 
 
    “Do you require assistance?” Lorn asked, and I gasped and turned around to see him behind me. 
 
    “Geez,” I wheezed and put a hand over my chest. 
 
    “Did I scare you?” he asked with concern. 
 
    “Not scared exactly,” I corrected. “But you startled me.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s different in your language,” he said with pulled together eyebrows, “but to me the translation is the same. You were scared.” 
 
    “It’s different in my language,” I agreed, but I also found it quite humorous as well. “But to answer your question, no, I don’t think I need any help.” 
 
    “It can be difficult to get a fire going,” the Gelm male said. “The leaves you are using burn very well, but they are hard to get lit.” 
 
    I pulled out my lighter as he spoke and set the leaves ablaze. 
 
    “They seemed to light just fine,” I told him with a grin, and he stared at the fire with shock. “Here, take this. We’ll get some more for people, too.” 
 
    “What is this miracle?” he asked as he inspected the object. 
 
    “It’s just a lighter.” I shrugged. “An easy way to make fire.” 
 
    “Thank you, Great Healer,” he said with a bow. 
 
    “Of course,” I sighed, though I still hated the healer thing he’d gone with.  
 
    Soon, Sef’sla, Neka, and Akela joined us and took a seat by the fire.  
 
    “Dinner should be ready shortly,” Lorn told us. 
 
    “Great!” Neka mewled excitedly. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “You’re always starving,” Akela laughed. 
 
    “I have a big belly,” the cat-girl responded with a grin. 
 
    “Then why is it so small?” Sef’sla asked as she poked Neka’s tummy. 
 
    “It’s only big on the inside,” Neka stage-whispered, and we all laughed. 
 
    Shortly after I got the fire going, Gelm citizens began to make their way out of their houses with trays of food. I was impressed and stunned by the amounts, and also the dishes themselves. While most of the landscape and plants on this planet were dull in color, a lot of the food I saw was very vibrant. There were bright blue and red berries, some yellow saucer shaped things, a huge, bright green salad, and some juicy red fruit that was as big as my head.  
 
    “Why is the food so colorful?” Akela mused. 
 
    “I was just wondering the same thing,” I laughed. 
 
    “Many of our plants change color once they are cooked,” Lorn informed us. 
 
    What a strange, nice little planet this was turning out to be.  
 
    Once all the villagers had made their way out with their food, and it was all set on the table, Lorn looked at us with expectant eyes, and I realized we were meant to fix our plates first. 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I stood up. “Thank you all so much for this feast. Please, let’s all eat.” 
 
    “We will all eat soon,” Lorn said with a grin, “but it is tradition for the person to be honored to take the first bite at their feast.” 
 
    “I see,” I murmured, and I picked up a bright red berry looking thing from one of the trays and popped it into my mouth. I’d already had O run scans as they brought the food out, and it seemed everything was edible for both humans and Almort.  
 
    The berry thing exploded in my mouth with a burst of juice, and my eyes went wide at the flavor. It was sour, spicy, and made my tongue burn slightly, but in a great way that had me wanting more. I swallowed, then turned to the crowd. 
 
    “These are delicious,” I said, and the crowd laughed. 
 
    “They are a favorite among the people of the villages,” Lorn replied as he puffed his chest out proudly. 
 
    “Do they grow nearby?” Sef’sla asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Lorn nodded his horned head. “Many of them grow, and we go to pick them each and every day.” 
 
    “Well, let’s eat!” I exclaimed and clapped my hands. “The first bite has been taken, so everyone come on and start.” 
 
    The villagers seemed happy at my announcement, and they all joined us at the table as we reached over one another and filled our plates. They really had made quite the feast, and I made sure I got a bite of everything on my plate so I could really give all the food a try.  
 
    It was also nice to have them all come up and eat with us. I never wanted to be one of those people who thought their needs came before everyone else’s, and I didn’t want anyone to ever think I was that person, either. So, if I could get everyone to eat together, then that was a win in my book. 
 
    Finally, we all sat down around the fire and dug into our plates.  
 
    Neka immediately shoveled a plate full of fish into her mouth until her cheeks looked huge and round.  
 
    Akela, like myself, had piled her plate high with a little bit of everything, and I smiled at her adventurous side. 
 
    Sef’sla had mostly berries and fruit, though I couldn’t be sure what anything on my plate was. All I knew was I was going to eat it and see what it tasted like. 
 
    Along with dinner, the Gelm villagers served us some fresh water from the pump. I had Omni run a scan on it as well, but it turned out it was some of the best water around. There were plenty of minerals in it that added flavor and nutrients, and it came up from the well as cold as ice, but still felt soft on my tongue. 
 
    I’d drank plenty of different water on plenty of different planets, but Zalia had just made top three, easily.  
 
    I gulped down my whole cup in one go, and Lorn watched with wide eyes, but he said nothing before he refilled my cup and then moved on to the girls.  
 
    After dinner, we sat around the fire, and Sef’sla asked to hear some stories of the Gelm. Lorn happily obliged, along with a few others from the crowd who piped in occasionally, and the small male began to tell us about his people and their history. 
 
    He told us how the Gelm were said to originally have been black in color, because they came from the dirt, but once they reached the sunlight, their bodies became gray, and their blood was filled with rays of sunlight, which is what gave it that metallic sheen. 
 
    I watched the young Gelm in the crowd as Lorn spoke, and I could tell it wasn’t their first time hearing this story, but it was familiar and comfortable to them. The children snuggled closer to their parents as Lorn delivered the story, and it was almost like a theatre production. 
 
    Lorn’s stories seemed to go on forever, but I could listen to them for as long as he would talk. He had a calming presence about him, and the way he spoke showed how much he admired the old tales. He told us about the first king of the Gelm and how he’d come into power because his village loved him so much, and all the other villages wanted his help as well. He couldn’t live everywhere, though, and he didn’t want to spend his days away from his family traveling from village to village, so instead they made him king, and the people from other villages would go visit him to ask for his advice. Apparently, this was a tradition that was still upheld. Any person from any village could request a council with the king in order to gain advice on a problem within the community. 
 
    Listening to his stories had me thinking about the Gelm’s government, and who we would have to go through in order to get permission to mine some mior and make more improvements. It had to be the king, but in the meantime, we would give medicine to as many villagers as we could. This way, when we did meet the king, we would have something nice to offer as a show of our worthiness to be on his planet.  
 
    Hopefully, the rest of the Gelm were as welcoming as these villagers, but I knew we couldn’t count on that.  
 
    The most interesting story Lorn told us was the tale of how The Gray Cough began. He said it was a disease that went back ages, but it hadn’t been seen in a long time until they’d contracted it recently. According to legend, it was used as a punishment by the gods, and several centuries ago one of the Gelm had done something incredibly foul, and the gods punished the whole Gelm population because of it. What this guy had done was never disclosed, it was only said that it was the foulest thing a Gelm had ever committed, a true crime he could not make up for.  
 
    I found that part to be somewhat eerie, but the children seemed to enjoy it, and they smiled and stared at Lorn with big saucer eyes until he continued the story. 
 
    The male who’d committed the crime was the last of his family to contract The Gray Cough, so he watched each of them die, but that punishment wasn’t fitting enough, so the gods cursed everyone around him to die as well. Once the male had been punished enough, he died, too, and then The Gray Cough was never to be seen again, until three years ago. 
 
    “What caused it to happen this time?” Neka asked, and she cocked her head in confusion. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lorn said with a frown. “We can only assume we are being punished by the gods.” 
 
    I looked around at the villagers and saw how they were saddened by this story, and how the mothers held their children just a bit tighter after it had finished.  
 
    “I don’t think you’re being punished,” Sef’sla said, and Lorn looked at her with wide, hopeful eyes.  
 
    “You don’t?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” she clicked with a shake of her head. “There were some marshes on my planet, and they had died. They would no longer grow like the rest of the area, and we lost access to plants and medicine. We had to separate the marshes because of it, but then CT came along.” 
 
    “What did he do?” Lorn asked, and he leaned in closer. 
 
    “He helped us fix them,” she hissed with a soft smile. “I realized then that we weren’t being punished, we just had a problem we didn’t know how to fix.” 
 
    “Besides,” Neka added, “you all are so kind and generous. Why would your gods want to punish you?” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lorn told them. “You are most kind.” 
 
    “They’re just being honest,” Akela said with a shrug. “You are really nice. I don’t think you’re being punished, either.” 
 
    Lorn smiled at the girls, and I realized the idea that he wasn’t being punished probably hadn’t even occurred to him.  
 
    I’d been around long enough to know the virus had probably laid dormant somewhere, most likely underground, and it resurfaced once more when one of the Gelm citizens had stumbled across it. That was the logical explanation, but I knew it wouldn’t make sense to the Gelm, so I kept it to myself and appreciated the story for what it was instead.  
 
    After the tales ended, and the children fell asleep on their parents’ laps, Lorn sent everyone home, and I put out the fire as they all headed back to their huts for the evening. 
 
    “That was nice,” Akela said with a stretch. 
 
    “It was,” I agreed as I watched the fire sizzle and die after I poured some water over it. 
 
    “The stories were great,” Neka sighed. 
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla agreed, “but I didn’t like the one about them being punished. It seems so wrong.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “but they wouldn’t understand how the virus returned. At least not right now.” 
 
    “One day they might, though,” Akela said with a smile. 
 
    “That would be wonderful,” Sef’sla mused. “Then they could teach the children how they used to believe the virus was a punishment from the gods.” 
 
    “But then some travelers from the stars came to cure them,” I added with a grin. 
 
    The girls all smiled and nodded, and we walked toward the Lacuna Noctis to head to bed. As we went, I thought about the fact that my crew and I would be an important piece of Gelm history one day. I’d made history too many times with Terra Nebula, and now it was time for me to make it my own way, with the help of my beautiful and brilliant crew, of course.  
 
    We would already be in the history books of Proxima V, and now Zalia was up next. There would be many planets after, but I wasn’t sure that any would feel quite so good as this one. Sure, we’d saved Proxima V first, but our crew wasn’t complete then. We still needed Sef’sla. 
 
    This time, though, I had all three of the women I loved with me, and each of them played a vital role in helping the people of this planet.  
 
    I watched them as they walked in the moonlight. 
 
    Neka trudged along, tired as always, with her tail wrapped around Sef’sla’s wrist. The cat-girl leaned up and stretched, and the soft curve of her back made me want to reach out and touch her.  
 
    Sef’sla strolled along easily, and her dainty hips swung slightly from side to side. The moon reflected off her deep blue-green skin, and her essence reminded me of a pond, one that I could stare into and just get lost in. The Almort princess turned around to flash me an opalescent smile, and I couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
    Last was my mechanic. My beautiful, brooding mechanic. I sighed as I watched her hips bounce carelessly with each step. She knew she was a fox, but it was as if she didn’t care. She wouldn’t tame her hips for anyone, or try to swing them in a sexy way. Instead, she walked as usual, and I watched as her hips jumped and caused her ass to jiggle nicely with each step.  
 
    My crew was finally complete.  
 
    And we were going to make history, I was sure of it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Several days had passed since we first arrived on Zalia and found the Gelm deathly ill. Now, as I looked around at the small village, I smiled to myself to see all the improvements we’d made in just a few short days.  
 
    The main thing was the treatment Akela and Sef’sla created actually worked. There had been no fatalities since the drugs were administered, and we saw no new cases of anyone becoming ill, either.  
 
    I took that as a major win. 
 
    The second improvement was the water well. We’d done away with their rudimentary system of filling buckets and pulling them up with a rope to get access to water. Instead, Akela had installed a pump, and now all the Gelm needed to do was turn the spicket to get access to water. It was only a temporary fix, but it was better than what they used to have.  
 
    We’d also provided the Gelm with lighters of sorts so they were able to start fires more easily to cook and keep warm, and Lorn had been particularly awed by this device. He’d said the word miracle more than a few times, once again, but I did my best to shrug off his praise. It was just a lighter, after all.  
 
    In the meantime, Sef’sla had taken to studying the Gelm and their physiology, while Akela surveyed the area for ways to improve the daily lives of the people, and Neka assisted with the daily hunting and fishing trips so she could try out more of the local cuisine.  
 
    I’d rarely seen the cat-girl work for her food willingly, but after the first offering of seafood she’d received, she’d gone on every trip since. Granted, the food was delicious, if not a little strange, as it always was on a new planet, but Neka had particularly taken to the local offerings. 
 
    Omni did readings each day for us, and between his findings and Sef’sla’s studies, we’d determined the treatment really did work wonders. Most of the Gelm who’d been coughing and wheezing when we first arrived had dramatically improved. After twenty-four hours, there wasn’t any more coughing, save a few older individuals, but we kept close tabs on them, and they finally improved as well, though at a bit of a slower pace than the younger, healthier individuals. That seemed to be a commonality no matter what planet you arrived on, though, those who were older by their native years were frailer. It was a fact of life you couldn’t outrun no matter how many galaxies you visited. 
 
    Surprisingly, several Gelm had also come from nearby villages to receive treatment. It seemed word had spread about our medicine, and those who were sick enough to brave newcomers made their way to Lorn’s small town so we could give them a shot in the arm as well. Typically, after one or two individuals came from a village, then more would come the next day, which was why there were at least fifty new Gelm in line in the town square now, while Sef’sla happily administered the antibiotic. 
 
    Akela and Neka, with Omni’s help of course, figured out a way to produce enough medicine for at least one hundred Gelm in just under an hour’s time. Omni was able to continue the process while we slept, so in the morning we had more than enough doses for the next day. Truly, we had thousands stocked in the fridge in the lab, but we wanted to make sure there was enough so every infected individual could receive treatment right away.  
 
    At the moment, it made sense to stay in Lorn’s village, since the Gelm now knew this was where they could find us, but soon we would have to leave and head to towns further away to help their people as well. 
 
    Today, I walked through the village to check on the elderly like I’d done every day. Akela, Neka, and Sef’sla were all quite busy, so I’d taken it upon myself to make sure everyone was comfortable, getting plenty of water, and improving.  
 
    As I exited one of the small huts where I’d visited an older Gelm female, I saw tall, strange figures approach from the tree line. 
 
    I quickly stood up and put my hand on the plasma gun at my side. I had no reason to shoot anyone, yet, but I wouldn’t take any chances. I’d encountered enough giant monsters to know better than to underestimate any opponent.  
 
    However, as the figures grew closer, I could see they weren’t monsters at all, but Gelm riding on top of some sort of creatures. 
 
    The thing was a deep brown color, probably as tall as I was at the head, and resembled an old Earth horse, though with a much shorter neck and stubby legs.  
 
    I watched curiously as the creatures rode toward me, but suddenly Lorn was at my side, and he tugged on my sleeve to gain my attention. 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked the small male, but I didn’t remove my hand from my weapon. 
 
    “They are from a large village nearby,” Lorn said, and he looked somewhat scared. 
 
    “Are they friendly?” I asked. “Do you know them?” 
 
    “I have met them before, yes,” he said with a small nod. “They are assertive but not unkind.” 
 
    I cocked my head at the Gelm male’s phrasing. I didn’t like the way he spoke about these newcomers, and I wondered what had him so on edge. 
 
    “Why are they here?” I questioned. 
 
    “I am unsure.” Lorn frowned. “Word has traveled of your healing abilities, so they may have come to seek treatment.” 
 
    I’d been to plenty of primitive planets before, and I was never surprised to learn there was some sort of conflict between the natives. Hell, even on Proxima V, where the Almort were a peaceful species, there was still tension between some of the chiefs of different regions.  
 
    Without technology, misunderstandings often happened between those of different villages. The same thing had happened on old Earth years ago, and my ancestors even hunted and sentenced certain women to death because they thought those females were magical. Without modern science or reasoning to explain certain things, it was often difficult for primitive peoples to understand basic occurrences, and while I always did my best to put things in terms they could understand, the acceptance of technology was by far the most difficult obstacle to overcome.  
 
    People tended to fear that which they did not understand, and this was a universal truth no matter where you went. 
 
    Finally, the Gelm riders reached me, and they hopped off their steeds and landed on the ground with a hard thud.  
 
    “Are you the one they call CT?” a taller male asked. His skin was a deep gray, much deeper than the others, and his eyes were a dark yellow to match. 
 
    “I am,” I answered with a smile. “And you are?” 
 
    The Gelm looked at my transcriber with wide eyes for a split second, but then composed himself once more. It seemed word had traveled of our strange way of communicating as well.  
 
    “I am Gelik,” the male responded with a thud to his tiny chest. “I am sent from the Village of Gim to collect you.” 
 
    “Collect me?” I raised my eyebrow. “Collect me for what?”  
 
    Lorn’s description suddenly made sense. These guys weren’t villains, but they were all business, and they didn’t seem to ask questions, only make orders. 
 
    “We have heard tell of your healing powers,” Gelik answered with a small dip of his chin. “Our mayor requests your presence.” 
 
    Hm, a mayor was a step in the right direction. Lorn had been welcoming and very helpful with our treatment of the plague, but since we had more than enough doses of the antibiotics and vaccines, it was time to get everyone their medicine and then get down to business. There was no telling how much longer Zalia had before the Corporations were approved to travel through the wormholes and made their way here to bleed the planet dry. We’d already been here for several days, so we couldn’t waste time. 
 
    “My crew is administering the medicine now,” I said, “but after they are finished, we will accompany you to your mayor and heal those within your city.” 
 
    “Your kindness is appreciated.” Gelik gave a small bow.  
 
    I chuckled at the formality of the small male, and then I studied him a little closer. He and the rest of his party wore deep blue hooded robes that almost looked like primitive Earth clothes worn by the very religious. The fabric was obviously of better quality than Lorn and the other villagers possessed, and it was clean and well kept, unlike the rags of those we’d treated over the past few days. I suspected the mayor we were to be taken to would be of a much larger city, and he was probably regarded with a much higher level of authority, considering the appearance of his messengers.  
 
    “I need to speak with my group,” I said, and Gelik nodded.  
 
    Then the group of Gelm males followed me back over to where Neka, Akela, and Sef’sla were near the water well in the town square. 
 
    “CT!” Neka yowled when she saw me, and she pranced over to wrap her tail around my wrist and kiss my cheek.  
 
    “Are these more people to get medicine?” Akela asked as she studied the Gelm behind me. 
 
    “We have plenty more,” Sef’sla added and waved to Gelik. She’d just finished with the groups for the day, and it seemed we were nearly ready to go to the city after all.  
 
    “Not exactly,” I explained. “These guys are from a nearby village, and they want us to go with them.” 
 
    “And are we?” Akela asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I laughed. “We knew we would have to leave this village eventually.” 
 
    “Right.” Neka nodded. “There’s so many more Gelm to cure!” 
 
    “It’s not a cure, Neka,” Akela chuckled. 
 
    “Nobody else has died, though,” the cat-girl said with a grin.  
 
    “That’s true.” The mechanic shrugged.  
 
    “When will we leave for this new village?” Sef’sla asked as she began to stow her supplies. 
 
    “We can leave now if you all are ready,” I said. “Wherever we go, Omni can come get us if we need him to.” 
 
    “Alright,” Akela agreed. “It seems like the days last forever here anyways, so we might as well go now. It won’t be dark for a while longer.” 
 
    It was true, Omni had informed us just yesterday that the days on this planet typically lasted a full eighteen hours, with a ten-hour night that followed. It really felt like the days dragged on forever, but it allowed us more time to get the medicine out to the people, so I couldn’t complain too much.  
 
    Once we gathered up our supplies, we said our goodbyes to the villagers with the promise to visit soon. Lorn even gave each of us a hug, with his small head pressed against my stomach. Then we followed the Gelm messengers out of the village and further from our ship.  
 
    After our visit to Proxima V, where the animals were incredibly large, it was almost comical to see the Gelm ride on a creature that only stood about as tall as myself. We kept pace with the creatures easily, though, and took in the lush scenery. The twin suns were hot as they beat down on us, but the light brightened up the foliage and felt nice on my skin.  
 
    Neka’s tail was wrapped around my wrist as we walked, and Sef’sla was on my other side, with Akela next in line. The path was plenty wide enough for all of us, and I looked at the faces of each of the women as we walked. They appeared excited for our next pit stop, but Akela tried to hide her smile at all the new wildlife around us. 
 
    I watched as the mechanic’s eyes lit up when we passed a stream of rushing water, though. I knew she had the same thought I did, that it would be easy to turn the water into power for the Gelm in the nearby villages. We could also use it to help create some form of irrigation system for them. I knew I was getting ahead of myself, but it was hard not to think of all the improvements that could be made when the Gelm people had so little in the way of technology.  
 
    I doubted they’d even harvested any mior, since it seemed they were more content to hunt and fish and survive, rather than try to improve their civilization. Although, with the plague practically ravaging the Gelm for years, I couldn’t blame them at all.  
 
    Sef’sla stared at the plants as we walked, and I stared at her. Her beautiful, deep skin lit up when she became excited, and I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    Neka reached out to bat at every plant or insect we passed, and I smiled at the cat-girl, too.  
 
    After we’d walked for awhile, I checked in with Omni. 
 
    “O,” I said into my ear piece.  
 
    “I am here, Colby,” the AI responded. 
 
    “What can you tell us about the village we’re headed to?”  
 
    “It seems you are on a path to a nearby cluster of people, though I would hardly call it a village,” Omni said. 
 
    “How many people?” I questioned. 
 
    “Nearly two thousand,” the AI replied, and I whistled low. 
 
    “Two thousand people is a lot,” Neka said, and she looked at me with wide eyes.  
 
    “It is,” I agreed with a smile.  
 
    “Do you think this is where their leader is?” Akela wondered. “Could this mayor be more like their king, and it’s just a different translation?” 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s possible, but even if it’s just a mayor of a city, that’s still a step in the right direction.” 
 
    “We do not know how much time we have before others arrive on this planet,” Sef’sla hissed, which brought me back to my thoughts from earlier. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, “which is why we need to get these doses out, then find out who’s in charge.” 
 
    The women nodded. We all knew firsthand what kind of danger the people on this planet were in. So, we needed to get them established as a governing body of their own and explain to them the value of the mior hidden beneath their mountains. 
 
    “Omni,” I said into my earwig once more. 
 
    “Yes, Colby?”  
 
    “How far is the village from our location?” I asked. 
 
    “Approximately one point five kilometers,” the AI replied.  
 
    “Thanks, O,” I said.  
 
    At least the walk wouldn’t take too long, since I knew my crew was tired already after working long days at the village. We needed to get to this new city and get things established there. I was curious, though, as to why the mayor wanted to meet with me personally. The messengers hadn’t stated a reason, and I wondered if perhaps the mayor was sick, or if he wanted to ask me to treat those in his city.  
 
    From the way his messengers spoke, though, I doubted it was the latter.  
 
    “Ahhh!” a cry sounded, and I quickly looked forward to see what happened.  
 
    Suddenly, one of the Gelm in front of us went flying from the back of his steed, and he landed on the ground several feet away with a thud. 
 
    I immediately grabbed my plasma gun from its holster and pointed it in the opposite direction the Gelm had flown. I saw nothing but trees and foliage, but a second later, another messenger tumbled from his steed as well. 
 
    “CT!” Neka shouted as she ducked behind me. “What’s going on!” 
 
    I didn’t have a good explanation for her, because I wasn’t sure myself. 
 
    Until I looked down to inspect the fallen Gelm and saw projectiles protruding from their sides.  
 
    The force of the impact must have thrown them from their horse like creatures, and bright, silvery blood pooled from their injuries.  
 
    I scanned the trees once more but saw nothing. It was quiet now, but I knew we were under siege. Something was about to happen, and I had to be prepared for it. My finger was ever ready on the trigger of my plasma gun as I waited for the oncoming ambush.  
 
    “Stay behind me,” I instructed the women, and Sef’sla clicked uneasily as she pressed herself to my side. 
 
    Suddenly, several Gelm charged from the trees around us with a shriek. They wielded rudimentary spears and shoved them at us, but our attackers’ small stature betrayed them, and I kicked one in the chest as he charged me. The small creature went flying backward, but was quickly replaced by another. There were maybe ten altogether, and while I had my plasma gun out, it didn’t seem fair to use the advanced weaponry when all these creatures wielded were some sharpened sticks. Plus, I didn’t think murdering anyone would endear the rest of the Gelm to us, and I still needed to negotiate with them for the mior.  
 
    So, I would only use the gun if I felt we were truly in danger, but I wasn’t about to let these assholes hurt my women.  
 
    I turned to check on the girls, but I saw they were handling themselves well. Akela had taken to kicking the Gelm attackers, and Neka hissed and batted at their small spears while Sef’sla stood awestruck in the middle.  
 
    I knew the Almort princess valued life as far more sacred than I did, and fighting was generally a new concept to her. Her planet had never experienced a war or any major conflicts, and the only use of aggression she knew of was when she hunted or defended herself from one of the giant beasts on her planet, and even then, the Almort often chose to run instead of fight.  
 
    I didn’t have time for moral quandaries, though, so I turned back to the Gelm in front of me. One of them charged me with a vengeance and lifted his spear above his head, but I grabbed the wood before it could make contact with me and tore it from his hands.  
 
    The small creature then bent over and attempted to ram me with his horns, but I quickly dodged out of the way and gave a side kick that sent him flying. Then another Gelm male came at my side, but I swept my foot low and caused him to fall.  
 
    It was almost comical to be attacked by such a small enemy, and I might have laughed except for the ferocity they put behind the attack.  
 
    I kept my hand on my plasma gun, but didn’t feel I would need to use it yet. If I could disarm our Gelm assailants, then they were utterly finished as far as the fight went. Their horns might hurt some, but they wouldn’t do any serious damage, and it looked like a few kicks was all it took to incapacitate most of them, or at least to slow them down. 
 
    Neka and Akela handled the Gelm who’d attacked them, but more and more kept coming after me, and after a moment, it appeared the majority of them had me surrounded. They stuck their small spears at me, and the tips barely came up to my face level as they chanted.  
 
    My brows pulled together as I considered why these males were after me. What had I done except help to heal the people of Zalia?  
 
    “CT!” Neka yowled, and I could hear the panic in her voice as the Gelm pressed in around me.  
 
    They weren’t really dangerous in small groups, but there were at least ten of them now, and each of them wielded a spear.  
 
    I couldn’t risk getting stabbed, so I lifted my plasma gun and fired a shot into the air.  
 
    The creatures around me backed up with a shriek, all except for one who let out a war cry and ran forward to stab me with his spear.  
 
    I turned the plasma gun on the small creature and fired. I was surrounded, and I couldn’t attempt a fair fight without the possibility of the others stabbing me in the meantime. It pained me to use such deadly force, but I had no other choice right now. 
 
    The short Gelm attacker went down with a thud as silver blood pooled from his chest.  
 
    Just as I’d hoped, the rest of the Gelm assassins retreated as quickly as they’d arrived. Soon, it was all quiet, and we were left with only trees.  
 
    Sef’sla immediately rushed to the Gelm from our party, pulled out the small medical bag she’d taken to carrying, and began to tend to the wounded. Our Gelm guides still had arrows protruding from their sides, but the shafts did not go very deep, so they would hopefully live.  
 
    My heart beat dropped as I scanned the area for threats once more, but I saw and heard nothing except for the pounding in my ears that slowly faded out.  
 
    “CT!” Neka shrieked as she ran over and hugged me. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said and cupped her face between my hands. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m alright,” the cat-girl answered, but her ears were pinned back against her head. “I was just so worried about you.” 
 
    “He handled himself well, I’d say,” Akela chuckled as she sauntered up on my other side.  
 
    “You too, Loric.” I grinned. 
 
    “Wasn’t that hard,” the mechanic snorted and shrugged. “Those guys were like … three feet tall.” 
 
    “Is anyone else hurt?” I asked as I scanned the area once more, but I was certain we were completely alone. Then I scanned my girls for injuries, but they all shook their heads.  
 
    “We’re fine, but what the hell was that about anyway?” Akela asked as she came to stand by me and look down at the Gelm assassin I’d shot. 
 
    The male was stocky, like most of the Gelm, but a bit wider, and with a lighter gray skin tone than some of the others I’d met. His horns were particularly long, and he wore a deep red cloak.  
 
    As I inspected the fabric, I noticed on the left shoulder was some sort of sigil that looked like two sets of horns coming together in a fight. I also noted the cloak he wore was made of a heavy, and obviously expensive, fabric. It was stained with his bright, silvery blood now, but I could still see these were not a poor man’s clothes. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said in response to Akela’s question.  
 
    “Is everyone in your party well?” Gelik asked as he approached Akela and me. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “and Sef’sla is tending to your men.” 
 
    “It is much appreciated,” he responded with a bow. 
 
    “Gelik.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why would anybody want to attack us?” 
 
    “I cannot say for sure,” the small creature replied with what sounded like a sigh, “but since the plague struck, we have lost many, including those who work to protect the cities and villages.” 
 
    I studied the male for a long moment, but I could sense no deception from him, so the tension in my shoulders relaxed a degree.  
 
    “I am sorry to hear that,” I sympathized. “I know this plague has been trying for your people.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gelik grunted, “and since many of our protectors have died, the city has been overrun with bandits and criminals. I suspect that is who these attackers were.” 
 
    I nodded, but I didn’t completely believe my small escort. Either he really did not know who these men were, and he believed they could be nothing more than bandits, or he knew exactly who they were, and he was keeping secrets. Either way, I didn’t like it. There was no way the deceased Gelm at my feet was a common criminal. His robes were far too elaborate, and that sigil meant something, though I wasn’t sure what. 
 
    “Omni,” I said after Gelik had walked away to check on his men. “I need you to search for something for me.” 
 
    “What do you need?” the AI asked. 
 
    “There’s a sigil on one of our attacker’s robes,” I explained. “It looks like two sets of horns butting each other in a fight.” 
 
    “I will see what I can find.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Also, do me a favor and see what data we have on the materials the Gelm use for clothing.” 
 
    “Anything else I can do for you?” the AI practically sighed. 
 
    “Nope,” I chuckled. “Thanks, buddy.” 
 
    “I will get back to you shortly,” he said before his voice cut out.  
 
    “You don’t believe him, do you?” Akela asked with a nod toward Gelik. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t, but I don’t know if he’s just ignorant or a liar.” 
 
    “Either way, those robes are far too fancy for a common bandit,” the mechanic snorted. “Anybody with a brain could see that.” 
 
    Akela and I apparently thought very much alike, but then again, we were both survivalist kids. We’d grown up in rough stations so we needed to be cunning and notice things most other people wouldn’t. I’d figured out a long time ago that most often those who grew up in luxury didn’t notice half of what a kid from Proto or Theron would. The guards could just be privileged instead of secretive, but I couldn’t be sure which yet.  
 
    Even if the guards knew why these people had tried to kill me, I figured they at least weren’t in on the plan. It didn’t make sense to set up an attack to occur on our way to see the mayor. If our escorts had wanted us dead, they could have tried after they’d lured us away from the village. 
 
    This failed assassination attempts only grew stranger and stranger in my mind as I thought about it. 
 
    Just what was happening on Zalia? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    An hour after the assassination attempt, we crested the top of a tall hill, and I paused to take in the sight below. 
 
    The city was beautiful and much larger than the village we’d come from, though still fairly small compared to many of the cities I’d seen in my travels. The place was surrounded with a deep, green grass, and I could see several small, ant-like shapes in the fields. I assumed the people here were farmers, since the houses were small and modest, except for one larger one that sat on the other side of the city. I assumed that was the mayor’s house, and I questioned the local government and how the riches of the land were doled out.  
 
    “This is the village of Gim,” Gelik said next to me, and he wore a proud smile on his face.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Neka purred. 
 
    “We should be going,” Sef’sla hissed with a gesture at the two injured men on top of their horse like creatures. “These men need to rest.” 
 
    The Almort princess had removed the arrows from the men and applied a salve like the one I’d used during the Akornath on her home planet. I knew the Gelm would heal up nicely, but she was right, they needed rest. 
 
    As we headed down the hill toward the small city, I saw a crowd of people begin to gather at the entrance.  
 
    “Gelik,” I murmured and pointed toward the crowd, “what are they doing?” 
 
    “They are gathering for your arrival,” the small male said with a smile. 
 
    “For our arrival?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” He nodded. “Our people have heard of CT, the Great Healer of The Gray Plague.” 
 
    It felt strange to take credit for Sef’sla and Akela’s work, but I knew it was nothing personal. The Gelm didn’t understand technology enough to realize the medicine had been made by my companions and wasn’t directly linked to myself. 
 
    “Are many of those in the city sick?” I asked Gelik. 
 
    “Our village has not been spared.” The male frowned.  
 
    As we drew closer to the city, I could see the crowd was much larger than I thought. The town appeared bigger as well, and the houses here were taller and wider than those in Lorn’s village.  
 
    Before we made it to the entrance of the city, I heard a strange thudding sound like an animal running, so I put my hand to my plasma gun and turned to the girls.  
 
    “Do you hear that?” I asked. 
 
    “It is riders,” Gelik said. 
 
    “Riders?” I echoed and turned to the Gelm male. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, and he pointed into the town, where a group of males on the same horse like creatures rode through with a fury. 
 
    “What do they want?” I questioned. 
 
    “I do not know.” Gelik shrugged. 
 
    The Gelm who approached us on horseback wore metal armor, which told me they were soldiers, probably higher ranking than Gelik, and possibly higher up than the mayor as well.  
 
    The soldiers pushed past the crowd that had gathered and came to meet us just outside the city. 
 
    I eyed them curiously, with my hand still on my plasma gun. We’d made a lot of new friends already today, and I wasn’t sure we needed any more at the moment. We still had people to heal in the Village of Gim before we went anywhere else.  
 
    “Greetings,” the knight in front said as he came to a stop.  
 
    “Hello,” I said hesitantly. “And you are?” 
 
    “My name is Lox,” the male replied, and he didn’t seem surprised by my translation box like Gelik had been, which I thought was curious. “I am knight to Lord Anix. Your presence has been requested at the castle.” 
 
    “A castle?” Neka gasped, and her feline eyes were bright with excitement about the possibility of anything shiny. Or perhaps she was already enthralled with the gleam of the knight’s armor. 
 
    “We have people to assist here,” I told the male with a steady gaze. 
 
    “CT, if I may,” Gelik started, and he dipped his head to the knight. “Your presence has been requested, this is something you cannot refuse.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow at the phrase “cannot refuse,” and the thought “watch me” ran through my mind for a moment. I never did like being told what I could or couldn’t do, but I sighed and settled my thoughts. I knew there was a hierarchy to any world, but particularly the primitive worlds, and from Gelik’s response, it seemed that whoever Lord Anix was, he was far above the Mayor of Gim. We would need to go with these knights in order to avoid some sort of conflict, since the last thing I wanted to do was piss off the locals. Besides, the knights appeared far more hostile than our escorts had, and I wasn’t sure they were above taking us in by force. 
 
    “We will go with you,” I said after a moment, “but would you allow us to give medicine to the people of Gim first?” 
 
    “I’m afraid this matter is urgent,” the knight grunted. “Lord Anix demands your presence today.” 
 
    So, now it was a demand instead of a request. Well, that didn’t sound good at all.  
 
    “One moment,” I said to the male, and I switched off my translator as I turned to the girls. Then they turned theirs off as well so we could speak freely.  
 
    “It’s been a weird day,” Akela muttered as she regarded the knight behind me. 
 
    “It has,” I sighed.  
 
    “Are we really going to go with them?” Neka asked and bounced on her toes. 
 
    “We cannot just leave the people of Gim without medicine,” Sef’sla hissed with a frown. 
 
    “I don’t like it either,” I said, “but I think we have to go with them. The last thing we want to do is piss off whoever is in charge. We still want that mior, and the Corporations will be here soon. We need an audience with the Gelm leader.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Akela grumbled, “and a lord is obviously higher up on the food chain than a mayor. I mean, look at these guys.” 
 
    “So sparkly,” Neka whispered as her eyes followed the sunlight that gleamed off their suits of armor. 
 
    “Leave me here,” Sef’sla requested with a furrowed brow. “I will tend to the sick in the village.” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” I shook my head, and I put my hand on the princess’ face. “You are far too valuable to leave behind.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Neka agreed. “We’re a team, we all go together. Right, CT?” 
 
    “Right.” I grinned, and then I turned back to Sef’sla. “I promise we will return here as soon as our business with the lord is done, and we’ll give all these people the medicine they need.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sef’sla said, and her dark blue eyes were filled with love and trust as I stared into them.  
 
    I smiled and leaned in to give her a small kiss on the lips. Then I flicked my translator box on and turned back to the knights.  
 
    “We agree to go with you to see Lord Anix,” I announced. 
 
    The knight looked less than impressed that I thought I had a say in the matter, but he grunted and turned his horse creature around to head back through the town. 
 
    The other knights came up on either side of my crew to escort us, but I eyed them warily and kept my hand on my plasma gun. I didn’t want to piss off whoever was in charge, that was true, but I wouldn’t allow the girls to come into any danger, either. These knights actually had sharp looking swords, unlike the pathetic attackers in the woods, so if these guys showed any sign of aggression, I was not above shooting them off those horse-things. 
 
    It was a long walk to the castle, but the days were so long on Zalia that the suns barely seemed to move. Omni was the only way I knew how long we’d been walking. Well, Omni and my aching legs and feet. The path we took was mostly dark gray ground, with few trees around for cover. It was almost like a desert area, and I hadn’t seen any streams or rivers since we’d left the village of Gim.  
 
    The knights didn’t say a word the entire time we walked, though I kept my translator on to make sure I wouldn’t miss anything if they did decide to speak up. I got the sense they didn’t like us, but I wasn’t sure as to why. We’d done nothing but try to help since we arrived, and while the Gelm didn’t understand the medicine we used, they seemed to regard it as a miracle instead of something to fear.  
 
    Poor Neka was virtually dead on her feet next to me as the suns arched across the sky, and her tail wrapped loosely and lazily around my wrist. My cat-girl was not used to such long walks, and I knew if I was tired, then she must be utterly exhausted.  
 
    Akela and Sef’sla seemed to be faring alright, though they walked a bit slower than they had in the beginning.  
 
    I was just about to ask the knights when we would arrive at the castle when I noticed a structure off in the distance. It was much larger than any of the buildings we’d seen on the planet thus far, and it was a deep gray color that matched the ground we walked on. 
 
    It seemed we were almost to the castle.  
 
    “Colby,” O’s voice suddenly came in through my earpiece. 
 
    “Hey, O,” I said after I clicked off my translator. “What do you have for me?” 
 
    “The information you requested was not easy to find,” the AI huffed. “It has taken me hours.” 
 
    “I noticed,” I said, “but tell me you got something?” 
 
    “Of course I did,” Omni practically scoffed, like he was offended I’d doubted his abilities.  
 
    “Well?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    The knights looked at me as I spoke, but they said nothing in return. 
 
    “I was able to find the material used to make clothing,” the AI elaborated. “Their clothes are produced from the fibers of the trees that inhabit the planet.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with a nod. “Are any rarer than others?” 
 
    “Most of the fibers would produce a deep blue or brown color,” Omni said, “but there is a tree that grows only in select areas which produces a red fiber.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned. “And what about the sigil?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I have yet to find any information on such a symbol,” Omni said, “but I am still running scans.” 
 
    “Thanks, buddy,” I replied. “You’re the best.” 
 
    I knew I’d been right. There was no way those red robes were anything but the clothes of the wealthy. I’d spent days with the Gelm at Lorn’s village and not once had I seen anyone clothed in red robes. I was disappointed O hadn’t found anything about the sigil, but at least I knew my hunch about the clothing was correct.  
 
    This meant two things: someone higher up on the planet was trying to kill us, and we were possibly headed right toward them. 
 
    All in a day’s work for a freelance planet broker.  
 
    As we got closer to the castle, I could see just how truly massive it was. The city below it seemed small in comparison, though it was much larger than either of the villages we’d been to on the planet already.  
 
    Compared to the castle, though, the city seemed poor, with dirty streets and small huts in desperate need of repair. It always amazed me how different planets could be. On Proxima V, the chiefs had large buildings to do business, sure, but the people of the planet were well looked after, and they all had nice homes and food to eat. There wasn’t poverty like there appeared to be on this planet, and poverty always twisted in my gut. Seeing it reminded me of Proto, and those were memories I didn’t want to revisit.  
 
    We made our way through the city toward the castle, but there was no welcome party like at the village of Gim. In fact, most of the citizens were nowhere to be found. They hid in their homes and peeked out the windows from time to time, but they quickly shut the curtain when I looked in their direction. It was strange to see such fear considering the last two villages we’d visited and what a warm welcome we’d received.  
 
    I knew we were strangers, but we were strangers with medicine for the plague, that had to mean something, didn’t it? 
 
    “Something weird is going on here,” Akela muttered behind me. 
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla added. “It seems all the Gelm here are fearful of us.” 
 
    “Are we not welcome here, CT?” Neka asked, and she looked at me with large eyes. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said truthfully, “but I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    Finally, we reached the gates of the castle, and I was already irritated with the local government. While the people below and in the villages beyond lived in squalor, the lord here lived in luxury. The place was massive, made of some sort of stone, and obviously well put together. I couldn’t even imagine the time and effort it must have taken such a primitive species to build a place so magnificent. 
 
    Two knights inside opened the gates for us, and we stepped through into a garden type area filled with dark blue grass and plenty of plants. The knights who escorted us hopped off their horse like creatures and gestured for us to follow them up a nearby set of stairs.  
 
    The steps were narrow as we climbed, obviously meant for the smaller feet of the Gelm instead of my long, human ones. Once we reached the top of the stairs, we came to a set of double doors that two more knights opened for us. 
 
    Inside the doors was a magnificent room of grand proportions. The space was long, but narrow, with large windows on either side, and there were no chairs or places to sit save for a single throne on the far side of the room. A long, red strip of fabric led from the door to the throne, and I couldn’t help but shake my head at the obvious display of power. 
 
    “Lord Anix will arrive momentarily,” Lox, our escort, said, and then he moved to stand at the side of the throne. 
 
    My team and I looked at each other curiously. The castle we’d arrived at was strangely eerie. Although the windows let in plenty of the light, the place still seemed darker and colder than anywhere else we’d been so far on the planet, and I couldn’t help but wonder what we had gotten ourselves into. 
 
    “This guy brought us all the way here just so we could wait on him?” Akela whispered, and her voice was laden with irritation. 
 
    “It seems so,” I agreed, “but I’m sure lords are busy people.” 
 
    “Too busy to help their citizens, it looks like,” the mechanic mumbled. 
 
    “I agree,” Sef’sla clicked with a frown. “Why does this lord live in such a large place? He is only one person, is he not?” 
 
    “I’m sure he is,” I murmured, “but their government is much different than yours back home.” 
 
    “That is clear,” the princess huffed as she peered around the room with a faint air of disgust.  
 
    “I thought it would be shinier,” Neka pouted, and I chuckled and scratched her behind the ear.  
 
    “What do you think they want with us?” Akela asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I sighed, “but the knights who escorted us were not very friendly.” 
 
    “Are we in trouble?” Neka gasped with wide eyes. “Did we do something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, even though I really wasn’t sure, “but whatever made this lord bring us here, I’m going to put on my best broker smile and charm the hell out of him.” 
 
    “I know you can do it,” Neka encouraged as she darted up onto her tiptoes and pinched my cheeks. “Who can resist that smile?” 
 
    “Hopefully not him,” Akela muttered, and she gestured behind me. 
 
    I turned to see Lord Anix make his way to the throne. He wore robes of a dark, ruby red, even darker than the assassin in the forest, and he was slightly taller than the knights, though I noticed while he walked that he wore some strange shoes on his feet that added to his height. His horns were pure black, unlike the other Gelm we’d met, and I wondered if they were dyed somehow.  
 
    The most interesting thing I noticed, however, was a bright, shiny, diamond-like jewel on one of his bedazzled fingers. 
 
    Lord Anix had jewels on all of his fingers, but that one, I was sure it was mior. Which meant the Gelm had to know about the substance, and they probably mined it as well. This was news to me, and I stared at that ring while the male took his seat. 
 
    “You are the one they call CT?” Lord Anix asked, and his voice was deep and rough as he regarded my group with curious eyes. 
 
    “I am,” I said as I took a step forward and put on my best smile. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, my lord.” 
 
    The male’s eyes narrowed, and he leaned forward quickly. 
 
    “I am not your lord,” he hissed. 
 
    “I apologize,” I said as I raised my hands in surrender. “I did not intend to offend you.” 
 
    I would try my best to get on Lord Anix’s good side, but I could already tell we were not welcome in his kingdom, though what our crime was, I had no idea. 
 
    “Did you intend to offend the gods?” the lord yelled, and when he raised his arms high on either side of him, his eyes took on a feverish light. 
 
    Oh, shit. This guy was a zealot, wasn’t he? They were common with primitive species, but they were never easy to deal with.  
 
    “I assure you I have not meant any offense to your gods or yourself,” I said with a small bow. 
 
    “My gods?” Lord Anix laughed, and I realized I’d said the wrong thing. “The gods are almighty! I have heard tell of you, CT. You have infected an entire village now with your dark magic.” 
 
    “I believe you heard incorrectly,” I said, and I once again put on my best broker smile. “My team and I have done nothing but provide medicine for those who were ill. We have helped to heal them.” 
 
    “There is no way to heal the plague!” the lord spat. 
 
    I began to feel like we wouldn’t make it out of the castle without some sort of altercation, and I kept my hand on my plasma gun. While the Gelm who lived in the outer villages were obviously far less religious, the ones who lived in the city were run by this tyrannical asshole. Not only did he seem to worship whoever his gods were unconditionally, but somehow, he spoke for them, too.  
 
    “Lord Anix,” I said with a soft smile. “If I might explain myself, I think you will come to see I am no miracle healer, I have merely used tools to help heal your people. I can show you right now how I am able to heal those with the plague.” 
 
    “Do not try your black magic in my castle!” the Gelm lord yelled, and his eyes shone with mad fervor. 
 
    Oh, boy. 
 
    No matter what I said, it had grown incredibly clear there would be no getting through to this man. He didn’t want to know what we had to say, or how we healed those who were sick, he only cared about his gods and what they told him was right.  
 
    “Lord Anix,” I said, “if you do not welcome us, then why have you brought us here?” 
 
    “You must be brought before the Elphad,” he growled, and his eyes were filled with fury as they narrowed on me. “There, you will pay for your heretical behavior, demon.” 
 
    So, now I was a demon. This day just got better and better. 
 
    “Who are the Elphad?” I asked curiously since that word didn’t seem to translate. 
 
    “They are of the gods,” Lord Anix said, and a sick smile came over his face. “They speak for the gods. The godsmen will punish you for your wicked behavior.” 
 
    So, it seemed the Elphad were the religious leaders of the Gelm. And not only were we not welcome in Lord Anix’s castle, but it seemed we wouldn’t be welcome wherever they were about to send us to meet these godsmen.  
 
    It was curious to me that the Gelm in the outer villages were so happy and thankful to receive medicine for the plague, while here in the city they only feared what they didn’t understand, and they were obviously more than willing to try and punish us for it. Perhaps the impoverished of this planet took what they could get, whether they understood it or not, while the filthy rich felt they could be picky.  
 
    “Where are the Elphad located?” I asked Lord Anix. 
 
    “Enough of your questions!” he shouted back. “You will meet the Elphad and the king soon enough, demon. And then you will be punished. Guards, remove him from my sight.” 
 
    The knights on either side of Lord Anix came forward, and my hand was still on my plasma gun, but I didn’t use it, not yet, at least. 
 
    Lord Anix might have been a crazed zealot, but perhaps the king would be more reasonable. If we spoke to the king of the Gelm, and got him on our side, then we still had hope to reach a business deal concerning the mior.  
 
    So, I’d go along with these knights … for now.  
 
    “CT!” Neka squealed, and I turned around and held my other hand out to her. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “We’ll go peacefully.” 
 
    The cat-girl looked scared, and she quickly ran to my side and wrapped her tail around my wrist.  
 
    “We will go peacefully,” I repeated to the knights. 
 
    “Do not believe their lies!” the lord hissed. “Lock them in the dungeon while I contact the Elphad.” 
 
    “Dungeon?” Neka gasped, and she looked at me with wide eyes filled with terror. 
 
    “It’s alright,” I assured her, and I pulled her closer to me.  
 
    The knights surrounded us, but they did not use force as they led us through the castle. We came to a staircase that wound down, and as we descended, I could sense we were below the ground, since it was damp and smelled of dirt and mildew. Neka cowered a bit next to me, but Akela seemed more angry than anything, and Sef’sla kept her head up high, always the dignitary.  
 
    Once we reached the bottom of the stairs, we were led into a cage of sorts that was made of metal, and the knight slammed it shut behind us and locked it with a large, oversized key.  
 
    “So,” Akela said with a raised eyebrow once we were alone, save for one guard by the door, “what’s the plan?” 
 
    “First off,” I chuckled, “thank you all for trusting me enough to allow us to be led into a dungeon.” 
 
    “I was still pretty scared,” Neka admitted as she ran her tail through her fingers, “but I knew we were safe with you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla hissed. “I was sure you understood what you were doing.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Akela repeated with a small smile, “what’s the plan, Tower?” 
 
    I looked at each of the women around me. The jail cell was dim, but there was a faint bit of sunlight that shone through a small window at the top corner of the room. Even still, I could see how beautiful each of them was, and how full of love their eyes were as they gave me soft smiles. 
 
    “We’re going to be put in front of the king,” I said. “If we can get an audience with him, then we might be able to get out of this.” 
 
    “And if not?” Akela asked as she cocked her hip to the side. 
 
    “Then we still have this,” I said with a gesture at my plasma gun. 
 
    “Why didn’t they take your weapon?” Neka gasped with surprise. 
 
    “I do not think they knew it was a weapon,” Sef’sla clicked. “Only Gelik saw him use it earlier. This race is primitive, so they probably did not realize what it was.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right,” I agreed. “So, this little baby will be our insurance if anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “How will you convince the king you’re not a demon?” Akela snorted. 
 
    “I’m hoping some of my broker charisma will help,” I chuckled, “but also, if we can speak to someone who isn’t as much of a zealot as the lord out there, then I think we’ll be just fine.” 
 
    “Zealot?” Sef’sla echoed, and her brows pinched together in confusion. 
 
    “Overly religious,” I explained. “In most primitive societies, they have gods they use to explain things they don’t understand. Old Earth was the same, just look at the Ancient Greek pantheon. It seems this society is no different, either.” 
 
    “They believe higher level beings look out for them,” Akela added, “and that they have to do what these beings say or else they’ll get punished.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed, “and apparently, we have gone against the gods.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Sef’sla asked, and her head cocked to the side. “Would their gods not want their ill to be helped?” 
 
    “It’s not so much about that,” I said with a wince. “It’s that the Gelm can’t explain how we have helped them, so they’re treating it as a dark magic. They don’t trust us.” 
 
    “The villagers were so happy to be helped,” Neka said with a frown. “Why are these people any different?”  
 
    “These are the rich,” Akela snorted. “They don’t care about help, they can help themselves.” 
 
    Akela’s words mimicked my thoughts from earlier. Lord Anix, and probably the Elphad as well, would be difficult to convince, since they were so set on the feelings of their gods, but I thought the king was a better shot, especially if we had a crowd. They may not trust us, but the people of this planet were desperate after a three-year bout with The Gray Cough, and if we could convince them we could help, then we stood a chance of making it out alive.  
 
    “How long do you think they’ll keep us down here?” Neka asked, and she looked around with wide, sad eyes. 
 
    “Not long,” I said with a soft smile, and I pulled the cat girl close to me. “With how upset Lord Anix was, I’m sure he’ll want to get us there fairly quickly.” 
 
    “Colby,” O’s voice came over my earpiece, though it crackled a bit since we were underground. 
 
    “What’s up, O?” I asked. 
 
    “I thought you might like to know where you are going,” the AI responded.  
 
    “Did Terra Nebula visit with the Elphad and the king the last time they were here?” I asked, and I was curious since I hadn’t seen anything about that in the report. 
 
    “No,” Omni said, “but I have done some further scans, and there is a large congregation of structures and Gelm four point two kilometers southwest of your current location. That is the largest city I have found, and I believe it is where the king will reside.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re right,” I said with a grin. “Hey O, how much longer till sunset on this planet?” 
 
    “There are six hours left until moonrise,” Omni informed me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I turned to the girls. “I don’t think they’ll take us there tonight. Probably the first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “You mean we’re stuck here all night?” Neka yowled and clutched onto me. “I don’t wanna be stuck in this yucky place til morning.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” I assured her. 
 
    “But I’m so hungry,” the cat-girl pouted. 
 
    “We have dehydrated food,” Akela said, and she pulled some pouches out from her small duffle bag.  
 
    Neka gasped as her eyes went wide, and then she dove for the mechanic. 
 
    “Hey, watch it!” Akela laughed, and Sef’sla hissed out a chuckle as well.  
 
    While the girls ate, I also made a call to O and asked him to send us some droids with supplies for bedding. We might be stuck in a dungeon for the night, but I’d like to see the Gelm try to stop me from taking care of my women.  
 
    About half an hour later, the droids arrived and squeezed through the tiny basement window. 
 
    “What are those!” our guard screeched, and he backed away from the small mechanical creatures.  
 
    The droids paid him no mind as they headed straight inside our cell, where they started to inflate a large mattress and pillows and expand vacuum sealed blankets. Watching them unpack all their goods was kind of like witnessing a magic trick. I had no idea where they stored everything, and the explosion of goodies just kept coming. Along with the bedding, Omni had also sent some Almort fruits and other snacks, and I thought I even saw one of the droids unpack a teapot.  
 
    “Y-You c-can’t d-do that,” the guard stuttered, but his eyes were wide with awe as he watched the droids work.  
 
    “You’re welcome to come stop them,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    The guard let out a harrumph, but he said nothing else as he continued to stare at the droids in confused amazement.  
 
    Within moments, our bed was set up, and the droids scuttled back out the window the way they’d come in. 
 
    “CT,” Neka mewled, and she came and kissed my cheek. “This is great, thank you!” 
 
    “I have to say,” Akela added, “I’m mad I didn’t think of it first, but this was a good idea. I’m glad we don’t have to sleep on the floor in here tonight.” 
 
    “I am grateful as well,” Sef’sla said with a smile.  
 
    “O really did all the work,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You are correct,” Omni said into my earpiece, and I rolled my eyes.  
 
    Then I smiled as I looked around at the cell we were in. The droids had swept the floor before they’d left, and the large bed in the center looked fit for a king. Fluffy blankets of numerous colors were heaped across the mattress, and I could only see the tips of Neka’s orange ears as she burrowed into a mountain of pillows.  
 
    Akela and Sef’sla were a little more reserved, but they did lounge across the bed and passed Almort berries back and forth while they chatted.  
 
    Now that we had a few more creature comforts, I took a seat next to my lovers, and I thought about the next day and what I would say to the king. 
 
    Whatever it was, it had to be good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The next morning, we were woken at dawn by a platoon of guards when they walked into the dungeon and saw the lavish additions to our cell. The Gelm weren’t too happy, and they argued in short, staccato baas and grunts, but the guard from the night before could barely even describe the droids. Eventually, the Gelm just decided to move on, and they ushered us out of the castle.  
 
    “I’ll send the droids back for the bed and things,” Omni said in my earpiece as we stumbled through the early morning city.  
 
    I hummed a sleepy response and rubbed at my face as I tried to wake up. The city around us was too quiet, though, and once again, the citizens hid from us. I half expected them to boo and throw rocks, but I wasn’t sure if they were more scared of Lord Anix or of us.  
 
    The lord rode in a carriage in front of us, and we walked behind him. Guards surrounded us on all sides, but I thought this seemed like overkill since we’d gone with them willingly the day before. We’d even gone peacefully into the dungeon, but I didn’t figure Lord Anix for someone to not make a scene when given the opportunity. 
 
    The walk itself took several hours, but I had Omni send some ATVs that Akela had fixed. The Gelm were frightened and suspicious of the large vehicles, but the short natives decided not to fight me on this, not even Anix. So, for the rest of the journey, we rode while the guard walked.  
 
    The road we took out of the city was much prettier than the one we’d taken in. A river flowed parallel to this path and there was plenty of lush vegetation to look at as we walked. It was another sunny day, and I was beginning to think those were the only type of days the planet of Zalia had. I hadn’t seen one speck of rain since we’d arrived, but I knew from the water on the planet that it had to rain sometimes. 
 
     I could tell the guards were growing tired as we traveled, but I just smiled happily and continued to steer the ATV Sef’sla and I rode on. Akela and Neka rode another one of the vehicles, and while we could have easily outrun the guards, it was more fun to watch them glare at us while we rolled easily along beside them.  
 
    Eventually, a castle rose up in the distance, though it made the one we’d just come from seem tiny. This structure was practically a town in itself, and the city surrounding it was three times as large as any we’d seen so far.  
 
    A sign on my left had foreign words printed on it that I assumed were Gelm writing. 
 
    “O,” I said into my earpiece. 
 
    “Yes, Colby?” the AI replied. 
 
    “Can you translate that sign for me?”  
 
    “I can do anything,” he replied, and I rolled my eyes at him. 
 
    “Well, can you do it in five seconds?” I laughed. 
 
    “The sign says ‘Kingdom of Iilmea’,” the AI informed me. 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    “And I believe that was two point one seconds.”  
 
    “Thanks, O,” I said with another roll of my eyes, and I cut the comms. 
 
    As we grew closer to the city, I saw people gathered outside in the streets, and I wondered what kind of welcome we would receive. If this was the home of the Elphad, then I didn’t imagine it would be good. We were being brought to trial on the charge of using magic to heal people, so I doubted anyone lived long after opposing those who spoke for the gods. 
 
    “We are almost to the city now,” Lord Anix called from his carriage, and he turned to look at us with a wicked grin. “Your punishment is nigh.” 
 
    “This guy is hell bent on punishing us,” Akela muttered.  
 
    “I still don’t understand what we’ve done wrong,” Sef’sla sighed. 
 
    “Me, either,” Neka agreed with a nod. 
 
    “We didn’t do anything wrong,” I assured them. “We’ll get this all cleared up soon.”  
 
    Once we reached the city, it was clear the citizens were torn. Some of them shouted at us and were obviously angry, but others stood with pleading eyes. One in particular, a young Gelm boy, stared up at me with hopeful eyes as we passed, and he placed his arm over an older woman’s shoulders as she coughed and wheezed.  
 
    I realized some of the citizens feared us, and those were the obvious followers of the zealots, but others hoped we truly did have medicine. As much as the rich and powerful wanted to ignore it, their people were dying in the streets from the plague that had overtaken them years ago. It was a wonder the royalty wasn’t sick, though I wondered if maybe they’d been sick but had already passed and been replaced.  
 
    It wouldn’t surprise me either way.  
 
    The castle grew more massive and ominous as we approached. Even though it was a beautiful, sunny day, it was almost like the castle itself had a gloom over it. It could have been because of the deep, black stone it was made from, but I felt something else in my gut.  
 
    The gates of the castle were huge, and I could tell they were meant to keep the commoners out. The walls around the place were made of tall brick and appeared to be impenetrable, and as we walked, I got the sense I might have been wrong about the king. If he was unwilling to listen to us, then we would have a major problem. I hoped he was a king who took his subjects’ needs into consideration, but from the size of the castle, I couldn’t be sure. I had to remind myself, though, that this structure was probably built a long time ago, and any reigning king would live there.  
 
    Still, I didn’t like it.  
 
    Two knights with deep silver armor opened the gate for us, and once more Lord Anix turned around to flash us his unnerving grin. I knew he was excited about the punishment he felt we deserved.  
 
    I turned to look at my girls before we entered. Akela’s eyes were hard, and her jaw was set with determination. Neka bit her lip, with her orange ears pressed against her head with apprehension, and Sef’sla, ever the princess, held her head high and stared forward with unwavering dignity. 
 
    I was incredibly proud to have these women on my team, and even more proud to have them as my partners. They were intelligent, beautiful creatures who deserved the world, and I only hoped I would be able to give it to them.  
 
    So, I gave them a wide smile, and then I throttled the ATV and rolled through the gate.  
 
    The other side of the castle wall was a stark contrast to the city behind us. Where the city was dirty and dingy, the castle courtyard was lush and full of life. There was a large garden and a pond to the right of us, and I shook my head once more at the greed that had obviously overtaken the rulers of this planet.  
 
    After we parked the carriage and ATVs, we were ushered up a set of stone steps and inside a set of double doors. Once again, we found ourselves in a throne room, but this time there were three thrones in front of us instead of just the one. A deep red fabric with gold accents lined the floor, and large pieces of it hung between the windows.  
 
    It was then I noticed the sigil. There, on a large piece of fabric that hung above the three thrones, was the same sigil the assassin the woods had worn on his robes.  
 
    I turned to glance at Akela, and she returned my look of shock. If this was the king’s castle, then that meant either he or the Elphad were out to kill us. I couldn’t be sure yet who the sigil belonged to, but it was royalty of some sort, and that didn’t bode well for us.  
 
    We made the long walk across the throne room until we were about five meters from the thrones themselves. They sat at the top of a small flight of stairs, so they were even further above the room itself and all the people in it.  
 
    Once we were in place, a knight who stood at the side of the thrones beat a small, metal staff on the ground several times. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Neka whispered to me.  
 
    “Silence!” the knight yelled, and I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    I could hear fear in Neka’s voice, and her orange ears fell flat against her head when the knight yelled at her. All I wanted to do was pull her into me and assure her it would all be alright. Unfortunately, we had a job to do here, so that would have to wait. In the meantime, I reached out and rubbed her back for a second, and she leaned her head against my arm. 
 
    After a moment of unnecessary silence, four knights led three Gelm I assumed were the Elphad to the thrones. The one on the far right had light gray skin and wore a robe of a deep, ruby red with a gold trim. Large, black horns sat atop his head, and his throat and hands were covered in jewels. Once again, I was sure some of them were mior stones.  
 
    The Gelm on the far left matched the one on the right, but it was the one who sat in the middle that was far more interesting. He wore a robe made totally of gold fabric, and his jewels were the most extravagant I’d seen thus far, with more mior than either of his companions. This Gelm had a deep, gray skin tone, much darker than the Elphad at his sides, and while his horns were a dark black color, they were not very large and were far less impressive than the others.  
 
    “You are in the presence of the Elphad themselves,” the knight at the side of the thrones intoned, and he banged his staff on the floor once more. “Residing is Elphad Jix.” 
 
    The Gelm on the right took a small bow. 
 
    “Elphad Rim,” the knight continued, and the one on the left took a small bow. “And Leader of the Godsmen, Elphad Shaso.” 
 
    At this point, the Gelm in the middle stood up and took a deep bow. Lord Anix was the only outsider in the room besides the knights, and he clapped with an annoying level of enthusiasm before Shaso finally returned to his seat.  
 
    The Elphad whispered amongst themselves for a moment, then the one in the middle turned to my group with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “You are the demon we have heard tale of,” the one they called Shaso said, and it obviously was not a question, but rather an accusation. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I replied, and I put on a grand broker smile to try and ease the tension I felt in the room. “My name is CT, and this is my crew. We came to your planet to--” 
 
    “I care not about what you call yourself,” he hissed. “I know who you are.” 
 
    “High Elphad,” I tried, “sir, if you would allow me to explain, I think you will find we are not enemies of you, or of the gods.” 
 
    “If you were not enemies of the gods, then you would know The Gray Cough is a punishment sent here from above,” he spat.  
 
    “What have the people done to deserve such a punishment?” I asked.  
 
    Sometimes it worked better to go along with the bullshit rather than fight against it. Perhaps I could show him I was on his side, and still provide a chance to heal his people.  
 
    “The same thing as yourself and your demon crew,” Shaso said with narrowed eyes, and he regarded Neka, Akela, and Sef’sla with disgust, which made my blood boil. “You and your demons have gone against the gods, much the same as our people outside. We were to be punished until the prophecy came to fruition.” 
 
    So, now there was a prophecy.  
 
    I inwardly rolled my eyes at the ridiculous nature of these Gelm. They didn’t care about their people, they only cared about the false words of their gods and prophecies. It didn’t matter to them how many innocent people died outside of the castle walls, they just attributed it to the gods’ work. 
 
    “Our prophecy foretold of a falling star,” the Elphad on the right, Jix, added with a small smile. “A falling star that would come when the Gelm were at their weakest. This star marks the end of the world as we know it.” 
 
    “And the prophecy has been fulfilled,” Shaso said, and he looked up to the sky. “Just four days ago, we saw the star, and we have received the signs from the gods.” 
 
    Wait … four days ago? 
 
    Sudden realization slammed into me.  
 
    Oh shit, so we were the prophecy now. The Lacuna Noctis was the falling star they thought they saw, which meant we had inadvertently marked the end of the world on Zalia.  
 
    Not off to a stellar start.  
 
    “Actually,” I said and took a small step forward, “I believe the star you saw was my ship as it arrived on your planet. And as far as The Gray Cough, my crew and I have medicine that will help those who are ill.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Sef’sla hissed from beside me. “I believe your gods would want your people to be healed. Have they not suffered enough?” 
 
    “Do not speak here, demon!” Shaso shouted at Sef’sla, and I pushed the Almort princess behind me and locked eyes with the Elphad leader.  
 
    That outburst made my heart speed up. Where the common people of Zalia had been kind and accepting of all of us, their leaders were so closed minded they regarded all of us as demons. It was this kind of closed mindedness that had led to all the wars back on Old Earth.  
 
    “Please,” I said after a deep, steadying breath. “We have a way to help your people who are ill. You may visit the village we provided medicine to and see we have healed those who were afflicted by The Gray Cough. We have the medicine with us, we could heal those in your city as well. You would be the heroes of your people. The ones who brought them the cure to their ailment.” 
 
    “Silence!” Shaso shouted, and I felt my jaw set.  
 
    It seemed even the promise of the affection of his people wasn’t enough to make him pause. I should have known.  
 
    “There is only one way to cure the Gelm,” Elphad Rim said. “We must provide a sacrifice to appease the Gods.” 
 
    “Yes,” Shaso agreed, and a wide smile spread across his face. “The ritual is set for dawn, where the virgin blood of the weakest Gelm will satiate the gods and allow us to be free of this horrid disease.” 
 
    Virgin blood of the weakest Gelm … Was this crazy asshole talking about children? Were they going to sacrifice children in order to appease their gods? 
 
    “We have a cure for the plague,” I said quickly. “There is no need to sacrifice anyone.” 
 
    “Blasphemy!” Shaso shouted, and spit flew from his mouth in his fit of anger. “You are to be locked up until the sacrifice is complete. We will not tolerate your demonic black magic here. Guards! They are to be put in the dungeon, and I want at least two men to stand guard with them at all times. They will not escape to wreak more havoc on the people of Iilmea.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” one of the knights answered. 
 
    “Where is your king?” I demanded. “I request an audience with your king.” 
 
    “You can request all you want,” Shaso laughed, “but you are done here. You are to be locked up until the sacrifice is complete and the plague cured. Then you will meet with the king, and he will decide your fate.” 
 
    Lord Anix laughed crazily behind us, and I couldn’t help but feel like we were surrounded by maniacs. Each of these higher ups was absolutely nuts, and they were completely opposite of what I’d expected considering how kind and open the people of Zalia had been. This was privilege once again rearing its ugly head. 
 
    Suddenly, the knights came toward us to tote us off to yet another dungeon. 
 
    “CT!” Neka yowled and pressed into my side. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I murmured and stroked her hair. “We’ll go easily just like last time.” 
 
    I wanted to shoot these assholes for treating my crew like that, but I knew starting a war with the Gelm was the last thing we needed to do. I couldn’t allow any more Gelm to get hurt, not unless I was defending my life or life of one of my women. Plus, the Corporations were still on their way, and we needed an audience with the king to convince him we were able to help his people, otherwise he was in for one hell of a wakeup call once they showed up. Besides all that was the fact we still needed mior, and there was no way we would get it by shooting our way out of the castle.  
 
    Beside me, Sef’sla stood with her chin parallel to the ground in a show of defiance. If these men were going to take her to the dungeon, she would go with dignity like the princess she was. She definitely had integrity, which was something the royalty here seemed to lack. 
 
    Akela looked as if she was ready to punch any one of the knights who got too close to her, so I caught her eye and gave her a stern look. The mechanic sneered, but she began to walk slowly forward. 
 
    “I told you you would be punished!” Lord Anix called with another crazy laugh.  
 
    I flipped him an impolite gesture over my shoulder. I knew it was a symbol he didn’t understand, but it made me feel better, and I heard Akela snicker as well.  
 
    Once more, we were brought to a cold, dark, and dingy basement that smelled of dirt and moisture. This dungeon wasn’t much different than the last, and we were thrown into yet another cage like room and locked in. Two knights stood at the bottom of the stairs and stared at us, which I thought was creepy, but Shaso was one unhinged son of a bitch, so if I worked here I wouldn’t dare defy him either. 
 
    Since we were as alone as we were going to get, I quickly flipped off our translation devices and turned to the girls with a soft expression. 
 
    “Are you all okay?” I asked sincerely. 
 
    “I’m pretty pissed,” Akela grumbled, and she kicked a rock with her shoe. “But other than that, I’m fine.” 
 
    “You aren’t the only one,” I assured the mechanic before I turned to Neka. “And you? Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m okay, CT,” the cat-girl said, but she frowned and looked down. 
 
    I glanced from Neka to Sef’sla and saw they both had the same expression in their eyes, so I reached a hand up to each of their faces and gently touched their cheeks. 
 
    “What they said was wrong, you aren’t demons,” I said firmly. “You are beautiful, intelligent, and amazing women. You have far more compassion than they will ever have. I’m sorry they hurt your feelings.” 
 
    “It was strange to be treated with such hostility for my appearance and help,” Sef’sla admitted with a clicking sigh. “The Gelm at the villages were so welcoming.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Neka agreed and crossed her arms with a pout. “That Shaso guy is a jerk. I think he deserves a good punch.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I chuckled, “and we’ll get to that, but I wanted to make sure you were alright first.” 
 
    “We are fine, CT,” Neka said, and she wrapped her tail around Sef’sla’s wrist. “It doesn’t matter what that guy says. He’s the ugly demon.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I laughed, and I pulled all of my girls in close to me. 
 
    They allowed themselves to sit against me for a moment, but then Akela pushed away with a laugh. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” she said. “So, what’s our plan here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Neka chirped and bounced up and down. “They think the Lacuna Noctis landing means the end of the world.” 
 
    “And was I correct that they are going to sacrifice children?” Sef’sla asked, and her dark eyes were wide. 
 
    “They said virgin blood of the weakest Gelm,” I said with a nod. “I figured that was a child as well.” 
 
    “So, they’re killing kids now, too?” Akela sneered. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like there’s much Shaso wouldn’t do to appease his gods,” I sighed.  
 
    “Do you think the king will be at the ritual?” Neka asked. 
 
    “I think he will,” I said, “which is why we’re going to get there.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” Sef’sla asked. “I thought we were allowing them to hold us prisoner.” 
 
    “Not this time.” I grinned. “This time, we’re breaking out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    My crew and I bided our time until it was two hours before sunrise. I figured that was plenty of time to get the hell out of the castle, find where this sacrifice was being held, and get up there to save some innocent Gelm kids from being chopped in half, or whatever they did to perform their ritual sacrifices. 
 
    The guards who were left with us looked exhausted already, and they were probably upset they’d miss the sacrifice since they were stuck on watch duty. I figured they’d be easy to get past, but I thought we might be able to get some information out of them as well.  
 
    Once Omni gave us the go ahead on time, I quickly pulled out my plasma gun and fired at the metal door. The thing swung open with a creak, and the guards looked up with surprise before they charged us with their spears out. 
 
    They were small buffers though, and I probably outweighed each by more than a hundred pounds.  
 
    I ran forward and kicked one in the face so he went flying. Then I turned to get the other one, but Akela beat me to it, and the second guard went flying as well before he hit the wall with a thud. 
 
    “Nice work,” I praised with a grin. 
 
    “I try.” The mechanic shrugged. 
 
    I made my way over to the guard I’d taken down, and I lifted his head up. 
 
    “Where’s the sacrifice?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll never tell you, demon,” the male spat, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Never, huh,” I said, and I held my plasma gun right to his face. “Where’s the sacrifice?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare!” the guard yelled, but I could hear the fear in his voice as he eyed my unfamiliar weapon. 
 
    I wouldn’t actually shoot him, but he didn’t need to know that. 
 
    “Try me,” I said as my eyes narrowed in on the male. “Now, where is the sacrifice?” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” he squealed, and it looked as if he was about to cry. “It’s on a cliff outside of the city. There’s an altar there.” 
 
    “Which direction?” I asked. 
 
    “South,” he whimpered, and his eyes pressed shut. “Now, please, don’t kill me!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, stood up, and turned to my team. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said.  
 
    We made our way up the dungeon stairs, but encountered two more guards on watch duty at the top.  
 
    This time, it was Neka who surprised me. The cat-girl bounced forward and clocked one of the guards right in the face. The Gelm male went down with a hard thud, and I realized then that my assistant wore the same modified glove she’d used to punch Warrick on Proxima V.  
 
    Did she have that thing on her this whole time? I pushed the thought away since we were still in the midst of a struggle and turned back to the fight at hand.  
 
    The other guard regarded the cat-girl with a terrified expression, but before he could do anything, Sef’sla came up behind him and rubbed a finger across the back of his neck. The guard instantly fell forward onto his face, and I cocked an eyebrow in her direction. 
 
    “The sleeping toxin I create seems to work well on the Gelm,” the Almort princess said with an opalescent grin. 
 
    “Apparently,” I chuckled. “Now, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    We hurried through the castle toward the throne room we’d been in the day before. It seemed they were understaffed with the sacrifice and all, because we didn’t run into another guard until we made it out of the throne room and to the gate.  
 
    There were four guards at the entrance to the castle, and one of them shouted when he saw us. Then they all ran toward us with their spears out.  
 
    “Stay here,” I told the girls, and I darted forward to meet the Gelm soldiers head on. 
 
    “No chance!” Akela called from behind me, and I realized she was running toward the guards as well. 
 
    I shook my head, but smiled at the mechanic’s tenacity. 
 
    It really didn’t seem quite fair. The Gelm were so small in stature, and their weapons were so simple that as long as you weren’t surrounded, it was easy to take them out.  
 
    I ran toward the one directly in front of me and jumped in the air just before we reached each other. Then I threw my legs out toward the male and made contact with his chest before I hit the ground. The soldier was down for the count, so I turned to the next, but not before I saw Akela drop to the ground and slide into another one of the guards. She grabbed the small creature by the arms, lifted him up, then used her legs to kick him up and over her.  
 
    He fell against the stone steps with an audible clank as his armor made contact, and his eyes rolled back into his head. 
 
    I spun around just as another soldier came at me with his spear. Then I quickly grabbed the shoddy weapon and tore it away from him as I swept my foot low and caused him to tumble to the ground.  
 
    This guard was feisty, and he toddler-kicked and punched at me as he tried to get up once more, but I didn’t have time for his futile attempts to defeat me. So, I took his spear and hit him over the head with the wooden end. The male went unconscious, and I turned around to see Akela had sent the last soldier flying to the steps as well, where the two of them crumpled at the bottom in a heap of metal and gray skin. 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a grin as Neka and Sef’sla ran toward us. “Nice work, Loric.” 
 
    “It was easy,” the mechanic said, but her breath was slightly ragged. “They’re so small.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to interrupt,” Omni said into my earpiece.  
 
    “What’s up, O?” I asked.  
 
    “You only have one hour left before sunrise, Colby,” the AI informed me, “and the altar is almost a full kilometer south of your current location.” 
 
    “Of course,” I sighed and shook my head. “Thanks, O.” 
 
    “You better hurry,” Omni taunted. 
 
    “I said thanks, O,” I repeated, and my voice was thinly laced with irritation.  
 
    “Will we make it there in time?” Sef’sla asked, and her eyes were hopeful. 
 
    “We have to,” I said, and I looked around quickly for anything that could speed up the process. I wished we had our ATVs, but Omni had recalled them to the ship once Shaso locked us up. 
 
    “Hey,” Neka called out, and she pointed to the right of the castle. “There’s one of those carriage things over there.” 
 
    “Perfect!” I exclaimed, and I kissed the cat-girl on the forehead. “You are amazing. What would I do without you?” 
 
    Neka giggled and blushed, and her tail flicked happily behind her back.  
 
    We all climbed into the small carriage obviously manufactured for the Gelm, since we barely fit. I worried about the horse-like creatures pulling it, but there were six of them attached in the front, and I figured that was plenty. There were a few other carriages nearby as well, but most of them looked to only seat one or two Gelm, so we opted for the largest one.  
 
    “How do we make these creatures move?” Sef’sla asked. 
 
    Akela grabbed a small stick that sat in a cup holder to our right and banged it on the front of the carriage. The animals took off with a start, and we were all flung against the back of the carriage. 
 
    “That seemed to work,” the mechanic chuckled. 
 
    As we made our way through the city, it seemed everyone had gone to the sacrifice. The streets were utterly empty, and the place looked even more desolate than it had upon our arrival. Without Gelm citizens to block the view, I could now see how disheveled their homes and shops were, and it made me all the angrier that the royals lived in the huge castle while their people suffered in squalor. 
 
    I scanned the area as we traveled, and eventually I saw a ridge that looked to have people gathered on it. 
 
    “There.” I pointed. “That’s where we need to go.” 
 
    We headed toward the ridge as the darkness seemed to slip into a deep blue that would soon turn into day. We needed to hurry. As soon as sunlight broke the horizon, I knew Shaso would complete the ceremony. He was not one to be talked down, it seemed.  
 
    The road to the cliff was bumpy since it was only made of dirt, and we saw several Gelm citizens on the road as we passed. None said anything, though, they simply stared at us with wide eyes.  
 
    Up ahead, I saw a large congregation of people, and I knew it was time to make our big debut. So, I grabbed the reins of the creatures that pulled us and led them to the side near several other, fancier carriages the Elphad and the king must have taken. We hopped out quickly, but there were so many Gelm gathered around that I wasn’t sure how we could possibly get to the top of the cliff. 
 
    “T-minus two minutes until sunrise,” Omni said through my earpiece.  
 
    Shit. There wasn’t time to think, so I gave a nod to my girls and took off running.  
 
    I pushed through the large crowd in an effort to get to the top. There were no guards in the middle of the citizens to stop me, and none of the Gelm seemed to know I was there until I was pushing them to the side. 
 
    “One minute,” Omni announced as I reached the top. 
 
    What I saw was unbelievable.  
 
    There was a large stone altar in the middle of the opening, and on it laid a small, obviously ill child, strapped down by his hands and feet. Above him, Shaso stood with a large blade in his hand, and further up, the other two Elphad sat on stone thrones, along with another royal I presumed to be the king. This male was larger than the rest, and obviously much older if the dark spots that covered his light gray skin was anything to go by, and though he had on jewels, they were not nearly as extravagant as the ones worn by the Elphad.  
 
    “O,” I said quickly into my earwig. 
 
    “Yes, Colby?” the AI responded.  
 
    “I need a bit of help here, buddy,” I breathed as I continued to push by people. “Can you charge the ion cannons?” 
 
    “I can,” O replied. “Where would you like me to fire them?” 
 
    “Into the sky,” I said. “As soon as daybreak hits, I need you to fire them. The crowd should be able to see the light from here.” 
 
    “On it.”  
 
    “You’re the best,” I said with a grin.  
 
    The light had just broken the horizon, and I knew I was out of time. 
 
    I pushed further through the crowd as Shaso’s arms went up, and he raised the dagger above his head. 
 
    Just then, Omni fired the ion cannons from the ship up into the air, and a huge blast lit up the sky to our right. Shaso’s concentration was broken, and he turned to stare at the light along with all the other gathered Gelm. Even the king looked out to the ion cannons as they set the sky ablaze with a beautiful orange and white light.  
 
    “Stop the ritual!” I shouted as I broke through the crowd. 
 
    “You!” Shaso hissed as he turned toward me. “Guards! Seize him!” 
 
    “Please,” I said, and I turned to the king. “I have a way to heal those who are sick with The Gray Cough. I have made the light that you see now.” 
 
    “You have spoken your blasphemy for the last time, demon!” Shaso spat, and he gestured for the guards once more. 
 
    “Wait,” the king called out in a calm voice, and he held his hand up. “Let him speak.” 
 
    “B-But your majesty,” Shaso stuttered. “He is a heretic and a demon. He brings with him demon women. They have spread lies to our villages, he must be punished.” 
 
    I turned around to see Neka, Akela, and Sef’sla now standing behind me, and they smiled sweetly at the king as Shaso belittled them. 
 
    “You say you have made this light?” the king asked, and his eyes narrowed on me. “And that you have a cure for The Gray Cough? Who are you, strange traveler?” 
 
    I smiled at the king. Finally, it seemed we had found somebody reasonable.  
 
    Shaso still stuttered over himself and stared at me in awe, but it seemed he couldn’t flat-out defy the king, so he kept his mouth shut for a moment.  
 
    I knew I only had one shot to make this work, so I took a deep breath and stepped forward as I put on my best broker smile.  
 
    “My name is Colby Tower,” I said, “but you may call me CT. It is a pleasure to meet you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I thank you for the formality,” the king said, and a slight smile tugged at the edges of his lips, “but I am much more interested in your claims and why you have come here and interrupted the ritual of the Elphad.” 
 
    I noticed he didn’t say “our ritual,” which meant he may not agree with it, either.  
 
    This could be my in.  
 
    “I apologize for the interruption,” I said, “but this ritual is unnecessary. We have a way to heal those who are sick.” 
 
    “Blasphemy!” Shaso shouted. “You do not know what is necessary to appease the gods!” 
 
    The king held a hand up, and Shaso went quiet once more, but he still glared at me with a look of pure hatred in his eyes. 
 
    “Go on, traveler,” the king told me.  
 
    “I know The Gray Cough has plagued your people for three years now,” I began, “but my team has a brilliant doctor from another planet.”  
 
    With this, I gestured to Sef’sla, who gave a slight bow to the king.  
 
    “She has used her knowledge to formulate a medicine that helps to heal those who are afflicted,” I added.  
 
    “And what of this light you say you created?” the king asked, and his eyes were curious. 
 
    “It was my ship,” I replied. “That is how we traveled here. I am unsure if you are aware or not, but around thirty years ago, your planet was visited by other starmen. They traveled here on similar ships. This is how we travel to different planets.” 
 
    “I am aware of the travelers who came before you,” the king said with a nod, “and I believe the tale of your ship. But how am I to believe your claims of curing our sick? As you said, our planet has long suffered from this dreadful illness.” 
 
    “We have managed to heal an entire village,” I explained. “When we first arrived, a small group of citizens attempted to attack us, but we quickly realized they were sick, and that is when our doctor began looking for treatments. Within a day, she had a way to heal those who were afflicted, and also prevent others from getting the sickness. You may visit the village yourself and see. We also have the medicine with us, and we would be more than happy to demonstrate its positive effects.” 
 
    “And if what you say is true, then what is it that you want from us in return for this medicine you speak of?” the king asked, and he cocked his head slightly to the side. 
 
    “I want nothing more than an audience with Your Majesty,” I said, “where I can explain the medicine we have created, and talk about other ways we may help the Gelm.” 
 
    “You wish to help our people?” the king questioned. “And you ask for nothing in return.” 
 
    “Right now I only ask to speak with you,” I replied carefully. “There is much to be done for the people of your planet. Many of them are sick, and I do not wish to have any more citizens die when we have the means to prevent it.” 
 
    The Elphad attempted to whisper to the king, but he held up his hand to stop them and regarded me for several minutes. His milky, yellow eyes scrolled over me as he thought over my words. He was clearly more level headed than the Elphad, and he was much older than any other Gelm I’d seen. He had a calm, easy demeanor that made me feel welcomed and heard, unlike the other royalty, who so easily disregarded us as demons.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I waited for the king to make his decision. 
 
    “You said your name was Colby, yes?” the king asked at length. 
 
    “Colby Tower,” I said with a nod, “but everyone calls me CT.” 
 
    “Well … CT,” the king said, and he leaned his head back slightly, “I will take you up on your proposal, and I will afford you an audience with myself and my advisors. If what you say is true, then it is my duty to my people to do all I can to save them. Guards, release the sacrifice.” 
 
    I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.  
 
    I’d done it.  
 
    The guards released the child, and he ran to a woman nearby who broke down crying. 
 
    “If your cure can prevent the destruction of a life so young,” the king said as he watched the child, “then I would be a fool to not accept your terms.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a bow.  
 
    I turned to see my girls all grinning at me, and I couldn’t help but smile back. It had been a long day already, but we’d made more progress in the last hour than we’d made in the last day, and that was a good feeling. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Shaso spoke up, “the ritual must continue. We must appease the gods in order to cure The Gray Cough. We cannot--” 
 
    “I have spoken,” the king said calmly but firmly, and Shaso’s mouth hung open. “Your ritual is postponed. If CT cannot show proof of his offerings, then your ritual can proceed tomorrow as planned.” 
 
    “Also, Your Majesty,” I said, a bit quieter than before, “I did not want you to be surprised, but we commandeered one of your carriages in order to get here quickly. It is parked down below by your own vehicle.” 
 
    The king looked at me for a moment, then he burst out into a hearty laugh, and some of the citizens laughed as well.  
 
    “My guards will escort you back to the palace,” the king said with a wave of his hand. “We will meet there come afternoon, and then you will demonstrate your healing abilities.” 
 
    I gave a small bow as the king walked back down the cliff, through the crowd, and toward his carriage.  
 
    “This is not over,” Shaso hissed as he walked past me. “Your punishment will be ten times as severe now that you have upset the gods further.” 
 
    “I’ll see you at the castle.” I grinned, and I could see the Elphad leader was more than irritated. He looked as if he was ready to pounce on me right then, but the guards ushered him along, then us as well.  
 
    The crowd began to head back to the castle, and we walked behind it. It seemed the king thought it funny we had commandeered a carriage, but that didn’t mean we would get to use it on the way back. I figured that was fair considering the shape we’d left his guards in. 
 
    “You did it, CT!” Neka squealed, and she kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla clicked. “The king was far more agreeable than the Elphad were.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have done it without you brilliant women,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Shaso is still pretty mad, though, huh?” The cat-girl frowned. 
 
    “He is,” I agreed, “but we don’t need his approval, we only need the king’s, now.” 
 
    “Well, I think you’re pretty close to getting it.” Akela smirked. 
 
    I winked back at her and took another step toward the castle.  
 
    The mechanic was right, we were nearly there. One more meeting with the king was all I needed to make sure he was on our side, and then we could finally get the Gelm the help they so desperately needed. 
 
    Then we could talk about some mior.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    As we walked, we came up with a plan of how to prove our medicine worked. I often forgot what an amazing machine Omni was, probably due to his sass, but Akela didn’t, and she reminded me that Omni records everything for us. 
 
    So, we had the AI pull up footage of the citizens we treated in the village, and we watched how they improved over the course of a few days. I decided to share this footage with the king, since I didn’t think he would allow us to demonstrate on a live Gelm considering he didn’t fully trust in us quite yet. 
 
    Once we reached the castle, we were led to a large room with a great wooden table in the middle. The sunlight shone through beautiful windows that covered an entire wall, and a large piece of fabric hung above the chair at the head of the table. On the deep red fabric was a sigil similar to that of the Elphad, but not quite the same. This image depicted only one set of horns, and below it was what appeared to be a shield.  
 
    I admired the symbol as we were ushered to our seats, and several moments later, the king came in and took his seat at the head of the table. Several other Gelm followed him, all in robes one shade of red or another, and I was disappointed to see Shaso was among them, but I simply smiled at the Elphad as he took his seat.  
 
    It was quiet at the table as the king and his associates regarded my team of misfit warriors from other planets.  
 
    Akela leaned back in her chair, with her silver hair over one eye as she carefully eyed every one of the individuals who had just come into the room.  
 
    Neka sat with an eager expression, and her ears were perched high on her head as she smiled sweetly at the king and his team. 
 
    Sef’sla merely regarded the Gelm with a cool expression of dignity as she calmly stared at them. 
 
    “Welcome to my table,” the king said at length. “I am King Grenn. I have sent scouts to the villages you have visited, but they will not return for some time. Is there anything else you would like to show us in the meantime?” 
 
    “Yes, there is, Your Honor,” I said, and I reached for the small screen in my pocket. “I have footage of the Gelm we helped in the villages. I think you will find what I have said is true.” 
 
    “What is footage?” the king asked, and he regarded the screen warily.  
 
    “It’s a video, or moving pictures,” I said. “It shows you what has happened in the past.” 
 
    “Impossible!” Shaso spat. “You speak only lies.” 
 
    “I speak only the truth,” I corrected before I pressed play on the screen and pushed it toward the king. 
 
    He watched with a calm expression as images of the sick Gelm flashed on the monitor, and then it turned to pictures of the same Gelm healthy and thriving. 
 
    “I see,” the king said after the video had ended. “And you would be willing to use this medicine on yourself?” 
 
    “I would,” I answered, “but The Gray Cough cannot be transmitted to other species. I’m afraid it only affects the Gelm.” 
 
    “We could inject ourselves,” Akela spoke up, “but it would be a waste for one of your people who need the medicine more.” 
 
    “And why have you come here?” the king asked, and his eyes slid over my face in search of something. “Surely, you did not know the Gelm were plagued by this illness. Something else brought you to our planet.” 
 
    “It did,” I agreed. “When the first travelers came here, they were in search of the minerals underneath your planet. The mior.” 
 
    “I know of it well,” the king said, and he gestured to one of the small, pure white crystals on his fingers. “But these men who came before you did not take any.” 
 
    “Your planet is very far away from most others,” I explained, “and the travelers who came before chose not to mine your planet because it would be too expensive for them to haul the materials.” 
 
    “Go on,” King Grenn said with a nod, and I could tell he was interested now. 
 
    “A wormhole has opened up,” I said. “A way for travelers to get here much faster than before.” 
 
    “So, the other travelers will be back, then.” The king frowned. “Wanting once again to mine our mior.” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, “but they will try and take it from you and give you as little as possible in return. Which is why my crew and I wanted to be here first. We needed to alert you of their forthcoming proposition.” 
 
    “And why should I trust you and not them?” the king asked, and he leaned back slightly in his chair. 
 
    “I used to work for them,” I confessed with a small dip of my chin, “and I have seen the terror they cause. They leave planets to die.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Akela said in a low voice. “They left mine to die, but CT saved it.” 
 
    “So, you wish to help us?” King Grenn asked as he cocked his head to the side. “And gain what in return?” 
 
    “I do wish to help you,” I said, “and I only ask for a small payment after your planet has been established as a governing body and you are able to trade the mior and make a profit for your own world. Only then would I ask for a small amount of mior in return.” 
 
    “I see,” the king said, and a small smile lifted the edges of his lips. “You are an honest male, CT.” 
 
    “I try,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” Shaso protested. “You cannot possibly believe him. He is a liar!” 
 
    “I have heard enough of your outbursts,” the king said in a calm tone, and he turned his piercing eyes toward Shaso. “You will hold your tongue at my table, or you will no longer be welcome here.” 
 
    “You would throw out a godsman?” Shaso asked with horror. “You would displease the gods for this demon?” 
 
    “He is no more a demon than you or I,” the king countered. “We all look differently here, but I believe this male and his team have come to help us.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Shaso said once more, but he was cut off with a glare from the king. 
 
    “Hold your tongue,” Grenn said, and he punctuated each word. “You, Shaso, almost killed a child today. And I almost let it happen. I am done with you and your disregard for our people. Whatever your gods say, my duty is not to them, but to the Gelm. The symbol above me, that is who I am. I stand above the citizens, not because I am better, but because I am their shield. I am to defend them from whatever evils I can. I do not take my job lightly.” 
 
    The Elphad said nothing in response, but his face was one of disgust and hatred, and after a few seconds of silence, he stood up and huffed out of the room. 
 
    The king shook his head and sighed. 
 
    “The Elphad are a major pillar of Gelm society,” he explained as he turned back to me, “but over the years they have grown to be too extreme for my taste. I believe in the gods, but I do not believe they require child sacrifices, or the punishment of our entire people. I believe my gods to be good, but I cannot outright defy the Elphad since they are supported by so many. At my table, it is one thing, but to openly defy them would lead to war among the people, and that is something I cannot condone.” 
 
    “I understand.” I nodded. “But if you cannot go against the Elphad, and we have already been declared demons, then how will we help the people?” 
 
    I liked the king even more than I had before, and I was curious as to what his plan was. If he was unable to defy Shaso without losing support, then we would have to find another way to heal his people, and still prevent the crazed Elphad leader from chopping up a kid on a block.  
 
    “I’m hoping you and your females can help with that,” the king said with a small smile. “You seem like a smart male, CT. I’m sure you understand the workings of a government. I cannot go against the Elphad publicly without the possibility of losing support from the lords, and then the people, but my citizens still need to be healed. So, what would you suggest?” 
 
    I thought for a moment about what the king had said. If there was possible backlash from him accepting us then we would need to make sure Shaso and the Elphad got the credit for the cure, and that we weren’t named in the solution. This way the king could still maintain that he was in full support of the godsmen. 
 
    “Do the Elphad ever leave the city?” I asked. 
 
    “Rarely,” King Grenn answered.  
 
    “I think if we can get the medicine to the people of Iilmea, then it won’t be an issue to give it to those in the surrounding villages after,” I said. “This way the city will think the Elphad have cured them.” 
 
    “It is true,” Sef’sla agreed from beside me. “Your people in the smaller villages were welcoming to us. They do not seem as concerned with the gods as those in the city.” 
 
    “Right,” the king said with a nod. “There’s always been more of a disconnect with those who live outside the city. They live simpler lives there. Sometimes, I wish I could join them, but there is far too much to do here.” 
 
    The king sighed, and a sad look came into his eyes.  
 
    My heart ached for him, and I realized he must have suffered greatly to watch all of his people become ill and die from a plague that he had no way to stop. Whereas Shaso didn’t seem to care much about the people, it was obvious the king concerned himself with their wellbeing, and it hurt him to watch them become so sick over the years. 
 
    “But how will we get the medicine to the people without the Elphad knowing?” Neka asked, and her orange ears pulled back with confusion. “A lot of the citizens don’t trust us, so there’s no way they’ll allow us to administer the medicine.”  
 
    I chewed my lip and thought for a moment. There had to be a way to introduce the medicine to the city all at once.  
 
    Then it hit me.  
 
    “I think I have an idea.” I grinned. 
 
    “What is it?” Sef’sla asked, and she leaned toward me. 
 
    “Would it hurt those who aren’t sick to get the treatment?” I asked. 
 
    The Almort princess thought for a moment. “It will not be the same as the vaccine, but it will not hurt them.” 
 
    “Great,” I said as my mind churned. 
 
    “So, what’s this plan?” Akela asked, and she shook her head at me. “Don’t hold out on us, Tower.” 
 
    “The water supply,” I said, then I turned to the king. “Does Iilmea get its water from one source?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” King Grenn confirmed. “There are several wells throughout the city, but they all lead from the same pond nearby.” 
 
    “That’s perfect,” Akela gasped with a grin, and she practically jumped out of her seat. “If we can get the doses into the pond, then the whole city will get the medicine in a matter of days.” 
 
    “It will not hurt our water supply, will it?” the king asked, and his eyebrows pulled together with concern. 
 
    “Not at all,” I told him. “I assure you, we would not do anything to harm your people.” 
 
    “I believe you,” he said with a nod.  
 
    “What about the vaccine?” Neka asked.  
 
    “Vaccine?” the king echoed and frowned in confusion. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said. “We have two kinds of medicine. There’s one meant to help those who are already sick, and another which prevents those who aren’t sick from becoming sick.” 
 
    “You can do this?” Grenn asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a nod. “We could give you the vaccine right now if you so chose.” 
 
    “No.” The king shook his head. “Please heal my people first, I will worry about myself second.” 
 
    I smiled at the ruler in front of me. He was a fine example of what a good leader should act like, and I was grateful he had chosen to put his faith in me and my team. 
 
    “There is one problem, though, Your Majesty,” I added. 
 
    “What’s that?” the king asked, and he wrung his small, gray hands together.  
 
    “The Elphad’s ritual is only postponed until tomorrow morning,” I reminded him. “I’m unsure that this is enough time for all of the citizens to drink the water and get the medicine.” 
 
    “And if the citizens are no better by the end of the day, then Shaso will try to kill that child again,” Neka yowled, and her slitted pupils dilated with fear. 
 
    “Exactly.” I frowned. 
 
    “I will speak to Shaso,” the king sighed. “How long do you require?” 
 
    I looked to Sef’sla and Akela for information, since they understood the medicine far better than I did. 
 
    “I believe three days would be sufficient,” Sef’sla hissed after a moment. 
 
    “Three days.” King Grenn nodded. “I will speak to Shaso and postpone the ritual by three days. He will not be happy, so this plan of yours … it had better work.” 
 
    “It will,” I assured the king, “but I think I may have a way to make Shaso more agreeable.” 
 
    “Oh?” he asked, and he leaned back with interest. “What might that be?” 
 
    “Once the city is healed,” I said, “Shaso and the Elphad can take the credit for it.” 
 
    “You would give up your glory to further the reputation of a fanatic?” the king asked, and his eyes narrowed on me. 
 
    “I would.” I nodded. “If it would bring peace among your people. Besides, Shaso is not your average fanatic.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” the king asked and leaned forward. 
 
    “I figured from the first time I met him that he was more interested in power than what the gods truly want,” I said as I arched an eyebrow. 
 
    The Elphad leader had spoken for the gods more than once, and from my experience, that was more often than not a sign of someone who wanted to control those around him through manipulation rather than someone who truly believed they spoke to the gods. Shaso thrived off the attention he got from the people, and how quickly they took his word for things. Hell, a whole city was about to let him sacrifice a child without a single protest, even from the mother. 
 
    If that wasn’t power, then I didn’t know what was. 
 
    “I see,” the king responded, and his gray face creased with a troubled expression. “I believe you may be right. And if we can convince Shaso to take credit, then that would appease him without undermining his authority.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “However, there is a catch.” 
 
    “A catch?” the king repeated. 
 
    “Something Shaso will have to do for you in return,” I explained. 
 
    “And what would this catch be?” he asked. 
 
    “In return for taking the credit,” I said, “Shaso and the Elphad would have to support your decisions from here on out, whether they agree with them or not.” 
 
    King Grenn nodded and thought for a moment. He appeared to consider my offer carefully, and I knew he was calculating the odds that Shaso would agree to such a give of power.  
 
    “Alright,” the king said. “I will propose the offer to Shaso.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “And now,” he added with a small smile, “I will ask once more what you will require in return for your help. You appear to be a good male, CT, but I am no old fool. You say you only came here to gain some of our mior?” 
 
    I had no idea how old the king was, but he was sharp as a tack. Still, he seemed to trust me, and I trusted him. He was unlike any leader I’d met before, and I admired his thoughtfulness and caring for his people. He was willing to go without medicine in order to make sure the rest of his people got it, something that was unnecessary given the amount of doses we had, but still, the gesture was noble. 
 
    “You are a wise man,” I said with my best broker smile. “First, let me tell you what I offer you in return.” 
 
    “You offer more than the medicine you have created?” the king asked, and I could see he’d grown somewhat wary. 
 
    “I do,” I said. “Soon, many other travelers will come to your planet, and they will seek the mior you have. I just recently came from a planet that also had something valuable these travelers wanted, and they attempted to take it by force.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Sef’sla hissed. “The planet was my own, but CT was able to help my people to become the rulers of our own planet, and now we make a profit from the travelers who come through.” 
 
    “Go on,” the king said, and he leaned forward with interest. 
 
    “I want to do the same for your planet,” I explained. “I want your people to be the governing body of your planet, and I want to help you move forward technologically.” 
 
    “We are not advanced enough for you?” King Grenn asked, and a small teasing smile tugged at his lips. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean at all,” I chuckled, “but my team and I can help your people to have running water and roadways that are easier to travel. We can also help you build ports and establish trade with other travelers, and these travelers will pay you a hefty sum for your mior.” 
 
    “You wish to help my planet become profitable, too,” the king laughed. “All of this sounds wonderful, but you still have not gotten to your cut of this.” 
 
    I smiled at the old male, he was not one to let himself get distracted by shiny things, that was for sure. 
 
    “In return for these services, I really only ask for a small percentage of the mior we help you retrieve,” I replied. 
 
    “I see,” the king mused, and then he sighed. “The truth is, the other travelers wanted the mior as well, and after they left, we mined it. The Elphad now have it, and they horde it as a sacred jewel. I’m afraid all we have of it is what is in their treasury, and what the lords have on their fingers.” 
 
    I realized then the king didn’t even know what a mountain of riches he sat on. It was no surprise that when Terra Nebula visited before they probably underplayed the amount of mior the planet held, but I knew there were tonnes and tonnes of it just below the surface, waiting to be harvested. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” I said with a shake of my head, “you are mistaken. Your people did not mine all of the mior after the first travelers left. What you managed to mine was probably one millionth of the amount your planet holds.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” the king said, and his eyes grew wide.  
 
    The rest of the Gelm at his table leaned forward at that as well. Up until then, they had been quiet and intent on listening, but now they showed obvious interest. 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “Our scans show your planet is packed with mior, just waiting to be harvested. I’m sure the travelers who came here first didn’t tell you just how much your planet had.” 
 
    “No,” Grenn said with a frown, “they didn’t.” 
 
    “Because they wanted to rip you off,” Akela muttered. 
 
    “My companion is crass,” I chuckled, “but she’s also correct.”  
 
    “So, we have more mior below the surface?” the king asked, and he turned to his advisors as they all shared a look of awe. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, “and we want your planet to become highly profitable from it. We will help set up the mines, ports for travelers who want to buy the mior, and, of course, we will help to heal your ill citizens. The only thing we ask for in return is a small amount of the mior for ourselves to fund our future excursions.” 
 
    “I believe this is more than reasonable,” the king said with a wide grin. “You have a deal, CT.”  
 
    “Great,” I said, and I held my hand out to the king.  
 
    He looked at it oddly for a moment, then held his own gray hand out and smiled when I shook it. 
 
    “We will need to return to the ship,” Sef’sla informed me.  
 
    “Yeah,” Akela agreed with a nod. “We need to manufacture enough of the medicine to dose the whole city.” 
 
    “Would this be agreeable?” I asked the king. 
 
    “Of course,” he replied. “I will hold off Shaso as long as I can. You said three days, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “We need three days to get everything ready and to dose the water.” 
 
    “Three days, then,” King Grenn said. “Wait until night and then sneak back to your ship. I will tell Shaso and the Elphad you escaped, then once the city is healed, we will give Shaso the option to take the credit.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to wait that long to speak with him?” I asked and furrowed my brows. “What about the ritual?” 
 
    “I will hold him off,” the king assured me. “Leave Shaso to me. I have dealt with him for many years, I will be able to keep him calm enough until you return.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “No,” he replied with a smile. “Thank you, CT. Thank all of you.” 
 
    Neka purred at the king’s graces, and Sef’sla bowed sweetly, while Akela gave a simple nod, though I saw the corners of her lips tug up into a smile.  
 
    The king’s praise was nice and all, but I knew we were up against a ticking clock now.  
 
    We only had three days to pull this off, so we had better work fast. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Once night time hit, the king retrieved us from his table where he’d left us earlier, and then he walked us down a flight of hidden stairs out to the back of the castle where the woods were. The dual suns were so bright during the day on Zalia that it seemed to make the darkness much murkier, and as we stepped out of the stone castle onto the ground below, I had to blink to adjust my eyes. 
 
    “I have taken you this far,” the king said. “I’m afraid I cannot take you any farther. Will you be able to find your way from here?” 
 
    “We can find our ship,” I assured him. “And we will be back in three days.” 
 
    “Alright,” King Grenn replied, and from the dim light behind him, I could see his mouth turn into a frown. “You will come back, won’t you?” 
 
    I regarded the king with a soft smile. He had put so much faith in me and my team, and I knew he now counted on us to do what was right by his people. 
 
    “We will not let you down,” I promised with a bow, and I pulled the small communication screen from my pocket. “Please, take this. We can communicate with you on it, so keep it somewhere safe and private. We will only call you after it is dark, so leave it by your bed during the night. 
 
    “Go, CT,” Grenn said, and he gave me a small smile as he took the device. “I will look forward to your return.” 
 
    With that, the king shut the hidden door, and we were left in the dark. 
 
    “I bet you’re loving this darkness right now, aren’t you?” Akela laughed as she gave Sef’sla a small push. 
 
    “It is nice to be able to take off my sunglasses,” the Almort princess chuckled. 
 
    “I always forget humans can’t see as well in the dark,” Neka giggled with a flick of her tail. 
 
    “We are not quite as fancy as you or Sef’sla,” I teased. 
 
    “Are you sure we can find our way?” the princess asked. “I am not sure which direction our ship is, we have traveled to so many places recently.” 
 
    “O,” I said into my earpiece. 
 
    “I’m on it, Colby,” the AI responded. “If you turn right and head east for three point seven kilometers, then you will reach the ship.” 
 
    “Thanks, O,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “My pleasure,” the AI replied. 
 
    Omni had sent the ATVs to retrieve us, so we hopped on them once more, but this time, I let Neka and Sef’sla drive. Not only did they have better night vision than Akela and me, but it left me open to having my weapon more available in case we needed it. I’d been on enough planets to know that nighttime was dangerous anywhere you went.  
 
    As we travelled, I realized just how mirthful the planet smelled. It was like dirt and grass and dew all mixed together, and the more I breathed it in, the calmer I became. I’d worried we would encounter some strange alien creature like we had so many times before on other planets, but it seemed that if there was anything hiding out in the woods, it wasn’t interested in us.  
 
    Once we were back on the ship, Omni greeted us and had some of his drones bring us some food and water. It was a welcome gesture from the AI, and I was very grateful to have him aboard. 
 
    After we ate, Sef’sla and Akela headed to the lab, but Neka had already curled up in her co-pilot chair and was fast asleep, so I decided to stay in my captain’s chair and do some research.  
 
    I had Omni pull up the reports that showed the amount of mior under the crust of the planet and the average price it went for on the intergalactic market. I figured the king might be interested to see just how much profit he could truly make for his people. I also had O find the best parcel of land where we could put a port city of sorts, one that was reserved for interstellar travelers so they wouldn’t interfere with the daily lives of the Gelm. I would rely on O and Akela to do most of the planning for the city itself, but first we needed to focus on getting the Gelm the medicine they desperately needed. Everything else would come afterwards.  
 
    After I’d finished my research, I stretched out in my chair and looked over to where Neka purred soundly. Then I quietly lifted the cat-girl into my arms and took her to my chambers. I knew she was exhausted, and there wasn’t much we could do in the way of formulating the medicine, so she may as well get some sleep. She was absolutely adorable in my arms as I walked her to the bed. Her bright orange ears twitched as she dreamt, and she let out little mews and purrs, so I couldn’t help but kiss her on the forehead as I set her down. 
 
    “Mmm, CT,” she groaned, and she blinked her eyes slightly open. 
 
    “Go back to sleep,” I whispered. “I’ll come to bed in a little while.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said with a yawn, and she rolled over and wrapped her tail around herself. 
 
    I headed to the lab next expecting to find Akela and Sef’sla, but only the Almort princess stood in the bright white room. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I came in. 
 
    “Hello,” Sef’sla hissed, and she flashed me an opalescent smile.  
 
    The Almort female stood over the plants she’d modified and adjusted the light above them, and I could practically see the seedlings begin to grow as the light turned from a yellowish to a bright white.  
 
    “Where’s Akela?” I asked as I looked around. 
 
    “She went to bed,” Sef’sla informed me. 
 
    “Bed?” I asked, and my jaw hung open slightly. “Akela Loric went to bed? When there was work to be done?” 
 
    “There was no work to be done,” Sef’sla protested. “She already figured out the apparatus to dispense the medicine.” 
 
    “And she made it as well?” I asked with a raised brow.  
 
    In all the time I’d known the mechanic, I’d never once seen her go to bed during the middle of a project without some serious coaxing. Even when she was half dead on her feet, with huge purple bags under her eyes, she still refused to take a break. Hell, she wouldn’t even eat unless you reminded her to.  
 
    Something about this seemed fishy. 
 
    “She said she would work on it in the morning,” Sef’sla said with a shrug. 
 
    “Okay, now I know you’re lying,” I laughed. “Where is she?” 
 
    “She really is in bed,” Sef’sla hissed, but then she bit her lip and averted her gaze.  
 
    “You didn’t!” I gasped, but it quickly turned into a roaring laugh. 
 
    “She was driving me crazy!” the princess chuckled in a series of clicks. “She needed sleep, it was the only way.” 
 
    “So, you used your sleep toxin on her?” I asked, and I stifled another laugh. 
 
    “I’m not proud of my actions,” Sef’sla muttered and looked down.  
 
    “Hey,” I laughed as I went up and wrapped my arms around her. “It’s okay. You’re right. She needed sleep, and she never would have gone willingly. So, thank you.”  
 
    “I only wanted to help,” Sef’sla said, and she looked up at me with large, deep blue eyes.  
 
    “And you did,” I told her as I pushed one of her locks of hair over her ear. 
 
    Since I stood so close to the princess, I could smell and taste the scent of her. Even so far away from her homeland, she smelled exactly like the sea. She was salty and sweet like the waves that crashed gently against the shore. 
 
    I ran my fingers down her sides, and my hands landed on her hips. Then I pulled her close to me as I captured her mouth with my own. 
 
    The fins on the side of her neck flashed a brilliant bright blue, and her deep green skin flushed as I pulled back and looked at her large, navy eyes. 
 
    “You are so beautiful,” I murmured. 
 
    “You are beautiful as well,” the princess said, and I chuckled and kissed her once more. 
 
    Her sweet lips parted under mine, and I felt her tongue lift up to toy with my own.  
 
    I pulled her hips closer to mine as I kissed her even deeper. My erection had begun to stir in my pants, and I wanted her badly. So, I slowly unzipped her flight suit, and I felt her moan into my mouth in response. 
 
    I pulled away, pushed the suit off her shoulders, and exposed her naked breasts. Her dark blue nipples were already hard, but I reached out to caress them with my fingers, and she arched her back and pushed them further into my hands.  
 
    Sef’sla’s skin was cool and soft, but her nipples were hard and velvety as I pinched them between my thumbs and forefingers.  
 
    I bent forward then to kiss down her neck, and she moaned and leaned back further against the lab workstation. 
 
    “Oh, CT,” she hissed, and my name in her mouth caused my member to twitch delightfully. 
 
    I kissed my way down her stomach until I reached the bottom of her flight suit, then I slowly pulled that down to her ankles and had her step out of the garment. She wore no panties, and her smooth, deep green skin was laid out in front of me. 
 
    I licked and kissed up her thigh, and I felt her legs tremble as she wove her six fingered hands through my hair. Finally, I reached her slit, and as I let out a hot breath against it, the princess jolted at my teasing and arched back even further. 
 
    “Oh, please, CT,” she begged. “I want you so bad. Do not tease me so.” 
 
    I chuckled against her, and she jumped once more at the feel of my breath before I grabbed her by the hips and pushed my mouth against her. She tasted salty and tangy, and I heard her moan loudly as my tongue parted her folds and slid inside of her. 
 
    “Oh, my,” the princess moaned. “That feels sooo good.” 
 
    I continued to lick and suck her slit until I felt her body tense in an all too familiar way. Sef’sla arched back and pushed herself against me as she came, and my mouth was filled with the fluid of her orgasm. It was salty and tangy, and I let it run down my chin as I lapped up all that I could.  
 
    I couldn’t take it any longer, so I stood up and tore my flight suit off before I lifted Sef’sla onto the counter and kissed her deeply. As my tongue explored her mouth, I reached down and rubbed my tip against her soaking wet pussy.  
 
    She was so wet it made me throb. 
 
    “Please,” Sef’sla hissed. “Fill me.” 
 
    I groaned as I thrust my cock deep inside her, and we both gasped at the feel of it. I slid in easily, and I felt her spasm around me as her hands came to my back to hold on for dear life.  
 
    I reached up and grabbed Sef’sla’s beautiful blue locks from behind, and I pulled them down so her neck was exposed to me. Then I sucked on her deep blue-green skin until she thrust her pelvis harder against mine. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she moaned. “Please, please, CT … I want you so bad.” 
 
    I pulled myself out to the tip then thrust back in fast and hard, and the princess gasped and let out a sexy laugh. 
 
    “Oh, more, more, please,” she hissed, and her grip on my back grew tighter. 
 
    I smiled at the princess and thrust my cock in and out of her as hard as I could. I could feel the tension building in myself, but in her as well. The harder I went, the more she arched back and became rigid. Soon, she was nearly bent backward over the table, and her hips were lifted so I could get deeper and deeper with each thrust. 
 
    “CT!” she cried as another orgasm rocked through her.  
 
    Sef’sla’s pussy squeezed my cock and pulsed around it while another rush of liquid was released and poured down my legs. The heat was enough to drive me wild, and it only took one more thrust before my own release came on, and I let myself come inside of her over and over again until she was filled. 
 
    After we’d finished, I breathed heavily against her chest for a moment before I pulled back and gave her a wicked grin. 
 
    “You are absolutely stunning,” I said as I ran my finger over her still taut nipple. “Have I told you that yet today?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so,” the princess clicked with a smile. “Not in so many words at least.” 
 
    “I’ll have to make up for it, then, won’t I?” I teased. 
 
    “I think you just did,” she laughed. 
 
    “Well, I’m happy to be of service,” I chuckled, and I groaned as I slid out of her and pulled on my flight suit. 
 
    The princess got dressed as well, then she quickly went back to tend to her plants. 
 
    “So,” I said as I came up behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist. “Do you think it will take the full three days for the medicine to be finished?” 
 
    “Not quite,” she said. “You see this light and how it is bright white now?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. 
 
    “I have increased the grow lights so the antibiotic plants will grow faster,” she explained. “It should be two days until we have enough for the entire city.” 
 
    “I thought we had some stockpiled?” I asked. “Should it really take this long?” 
 
    “We do have some medicine,” Sef’sla conceded, “but not enough. Because we have no way to guarantee the amount of each dose since it will go into the water supply, we have to overdose the pond. Akela did all the calculations, and we need about double what we would if we were to inject it in order to be safe.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I mused. “That way, even if someone only drinks a small amount of the water, they will still get enough of a dose to help them.” 
 
    “Right,” the princess sighed. “It is sad, since we have enough to cure them now if they would only let us.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, “but the king seems like a nice man, and I’m sure this is the best way. We don’t want to upset the Gelm people.” 
 
    “I know you are right,” Sef’sla said, “and I do like the king, he is the most reasonable of the royalty we have met so far. I was appalled at the actions of the Elphad.” 
 
    “I’m sure you were,” I laughed. “I was appalled, too.” 
 
    “On Proxima V, it is a leader’s job to be more conscientious, not less,” she murmured with a shake of her head. “The Elphad are not suited to be leaders.” 
 
    “I don’t think so, either,” I agreed, “but that’s not for us to decide.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Sef’sla sighed. “As long as we help the people, that’s all that matters.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin at the Almort female. She’d only been with me for a short amount of time, but I was already so proud to call her a member of my flight crew. She was incredibly compassionate, and her passion for life was clear in everything she did. I knew she only wanted what was best for the Gelm people, and it saddened me that she had to witness the Elphad treat their citizens this way, but I knew this was part of the reason she’d left her home world to come along with me. She wanted to see new planets and experience new places, but most of all, she wanted to help everyone. 
 
    “What?” Sef’sla chuckled when she caught my gaze. “Why do you look at me so?” 
 
    “I just love you,” I murmured. 
 
    “Oh,” the princess said, and she looked down, then back up at me through her lashes. “I love you, too, Colby Tower.” 
 
    I grinned in response.  
 
    It would never get old hearing a princess say she loved me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I walked into the lab the next morning. “Who’s hungry?” 
 
    Nobody responded. Each of the girls were completely focused on the task in front of them.  
 
    Sef’sla stood over the lab table, with a small beaker and a tube in front of her as she studied something under a microscope. Her long blue locks hung over her shoulder, and it was impossible not to stare at the curve of her back as she bent forward to get a better look.  
 
    Neka pruned the plants and gave them water while she rubbed her face up against them in a typical cat-like manner, and I could hear her low purr even from where I stood.  
 
    Meanwhile, Akela sat cross-legged on the floor with an assortment of small, mechanical pieces laid out in front of her. She had a smudge of grease on her nose already, and I had to smile at how cute she was. 
 
    “Ahem,” I cleared my throat and tried again. “I said, ‘who’s hungry?’” 
 
    “Oh!” Neka gasped, and her head shot up to look at me. “I’m hungry!” 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled and handed her a plate.  
 
    The cat girl shoved one of the pieces of fruit into her mouth, and her eyes crinkled with a happy smile.  
 
    “Fanks, CT,” she purred around her mouthful, and she kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said. “Do you need any help?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Neka replied, and she popped another piece of fruit into her mouth as she continued to prune the plants. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked as I walked over and set a plate down next to Sef’sla. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Not right now,” the Almort princess clicked, but she didn’t move her eyes away from the beaker in front of her.  
 
    “I’ll just leave this here, then,” I said, and I kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    “Thank you,” Sef’sla hissed, and she looked at me for the first time since I’d entered the room.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” I told her with a grin. 
 
    There was only one of my loves left, but she was the most dangerous when it came to interrupting her work. So, I hesitantly walked toward Akela, and she glared up at me from where she sat on the floor. 
 
    “Not hungry,” she growled.  
 
    “Alright.” I gave her a small nod, and I slowly set the plate on the floor. “I’ll leave this here for you.” 
 
    I slid the plate toward her, then backed away slowly in a mock show of fear. 
 
    “She’s not a wild animal,” Sef’sla laughed. 
 
    “You haven’t seen her when she’s deep into her work,” Neka muttered. 
 
    “I’m not that bad,” Akela protested. 
 
    “You threw a wrench at me once,” I snorted. 
 
    “You were annoying me,” the silver-haired beauty said with a shrug.  
 
    “Oh, my,” Sef’sla said, and her eyes widened. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” I stage-whispered to the princess. “Just don’t talk to her today.” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice,” she laughed. 
 
    I left the girls with their breakfasts and took my own plate to my captain’s chair. I knew it would be a long couple of days, and I wanted to work with Omni on setting up some plans for the Gelm civilization, while the girls worked on the medicine going into the water supply. I couldn’t be much help with that, so I thought I’d work with Omni on some other changes we planned to implement.  
 
    “Hey, O,” I said. “Can you bring up a map of the Gelm civilization?” 
 
    “One moment, Colby,” the AI replied, and a second later, a map appeared on the screen above me.  
 
    “Thanks,” I told him.  
 
    “What else can I help you with?” Omni asked. “Are you making plans to improve their cities?” 
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled. “You can help.” 
 
    Omni could be a smart ass sometimes, but if there was one thing he was good at, it was planning. Within a few hours, we had figured out where the electrical stations would need to go, the best new roadways to get between the cities, how to install plumbing channels, and where to place the landing pads for the travelers who would soon come through.  
 
    After we’d finished, I stretched in my seat and stood up.  
 
    “Did all that work tire you out?” the AI asked, and I could practically hear him mocking me.  
 
    “It did, in fact,” I teased. “I think I’ll go check on the girls.” 
 
    I headed to the lab, but found Sef’sla and Neka on their way toward the ramp.  
 
    “Where are you two going?” I asked. 
 
    “Sef’sla needs some water samples,” Neka informed me as she bounced on her toes.  
 
    “You were going to go alone?” I frowned. 
 
    “There’s a pond very close to here, remember?” Sef’sla said. “We saw it when we first arrived.” 
 
    “Yes,” I conceded, “but you shouldn’t go out by yourselves. I’ll come with you, too.” 
 
    “Okay,” Neka chirped with a broad smile. “Let’s go!” 
 
    The cat-girl wrapped her tail around my wrist and began to pull me toward the door. Sef’sla followed along as well, and a wide, opalescent grin spread across her face.  
 
    I would have to have a serious talk with the girls later about wandering off on their own, though. Not only did I have a plasma gun in case there was trouble, but also, with the assassination attempt that had happened already, I didn’t want them to be caught unarmed in the middle of another one.  
 
    I pressed my hand to the pad to open the door, and the ramp came down with a whoosh. I scanned the area quickly, then led the girls down the ramp toward the deep, gray dirt of the planet.  
 
    It was a beautiful day, with two bright suns that shone down with an intense heat. I could feel my face grow hot as we walked, but I kept a brisk pace so we were outside for as little time as possible. 
 
    “You’re walking so fast,” Neka complained after a few moments. 
 
    “I don’t want us to encounter any trouble,” I explained. “The Gelm people aren’t our biggest fans at the moment.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” The cat-girl frowned and jogged a little to keep up with me. 
 
    “We will work quickly,” Sef’sla assured me with a nod. The Almort princess didn’t have as much trouble keeping up with my long strides since she was so much taller than Neka.  
 
    Once we reached the pond, I stood guard while Sef’sla and Neka knelt down to the water. Sef’sla had a small case with her, and she opened it up and pulled out several vials and a pipette.  
 
    The pond itself was maybe one hundred meters across, and it was a deep, blue color like most small pools filled with vegetation. Long reed-like plants shot out of the sides of the water, and some large leaves floated on the top. It was a beautiful little place, and under different circumstances, I would have thought it a perfect spot for a picnic, but we hadn’t been outside of the Gelm cities much since we arrived, which meant the wildlife could be quite dangerous. If it wasn’t an assassin, it could easily be some sort of creature with large fangs and a taste for blood.  
 
    I kept one hand on my plasma gun as I scanned the area, but the only sounds were the wildlife around us, and I saw nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    Sef’sla filled the first of her vials while Neka batted at the bugs that strode across the top of the water. The cat-girl looked more human than anything, aside from the ears and tail, but there were certain feline instincts that she often just couldn’t ignore. I thought the behavior quite endearing, and I found myself watching her as she played. 
 
    “Almost done,” Sef’sla clicked, and I realized she’d filled three of the five vials already. 
 
    “Good,” I said.  
 
    Neka continued to play with the water bugs while Sef’sla filled the vials, and I scanned the water for signs of anything dangerous.  
 
    “What’s that?” Neka asked suddenly, and her ears perked up. 
 
    “What?” Sef’sla hissed as she put away the last vial. 
 
    “I heard something,” Neka said and cocked her head to the side.  
 
    “What did you hear?” I asked, and my eyes narrowed with concern. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the cat-girl whispered. “It sounded like rustling in the plants.” 
 
    “O,” I said into my earpiece as I pulled out my plasma gun and aimed it at the pond. 
 
    “Yes, Colby?” the AI answered. 
 
    “Scan the area around us,” I said quickly. “Are there any creatures nearby?” 
 
    “Creatures?” Omni asked. “Do you mean Gelm, or wildlife?” 
 
    “Either,” I whispered. “Just hurry.” 
 
    “Alright,” the AI sighed.  
 
    “What is it?” Sef’sla asked as she closed the case and looked around. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” I said, but I kept my eyes glued onto the small pond. 
 
    “Uh, Colby,” Omni’s voice sang into my earbud once more. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked. “Is there something by us?” 
 
    “There is,” O informed me, “and it’s not Gelm.” 
 
    “Well, what the hell is it?” I asked through clenched teeth. 
 
    “I’m unsure exactly,” the AI replied. “There’s not much data on the wildlife on Zalia, but whatever it is, it is fairly large.” 
 
    “How large?” I demanded, and that was when I saw the reeds at the edge of the water rustle a few hundred yards from us. 
 
    “Three hundred pounds, at least,” O told me.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “Let me know if it gets closer. We’re going to make a run for it, make sure the ramp is down.” 
 
    “Be careful,” the AI said, and his voice almost seemed concerned. 
 
    “Okay,” I told the girls. “Stand up slowly.” 
 
    Neka and Sef’sla did as I requested, and I took a step forward so I was in front of them. Once again, the grass rustled, and I set my plasma gun on it.  
 
    “Now,” I whispered, “begin to walk slowly back toward the ship, and when I tell you to, you run.” 
 
    “CT,” Neka breathed behind me. “I’m scared.” 
 
    “We’ll be alright,” Sef’sla answered for me, and her voice was confident. “If Colby can kill an Opalks, then this beast will be nothing.” 
 
    “Okay,” the cat-girl replied, but I could still hear the panic in her voice. 
 
    “Walk slowly,” I instructed as I took a careful step back, with my sights still on the edge of the water where I knew the creature was hiding. 
 
    As we took slow steps, I saw the reeds rustle more and more, and then I could see the creature move.  
 
    “Come on, you sonofabitch,” I whispered. I had no idea what we were up against, but three hundred pounds of anything unknown was a scary thought, and paired with the fact that the thing appeared to be stalking us, well, that just sent shivers down my spine.  
 
    I kept a steady pace as I backed up slowly, with the girls behind me. I could hear their heavy breathing, and I knew my own wasn’t any better. My entire body was on edge with adrenaline.  
 
    Suddenly, the reeds at the edge of the water began to move more quickly, and I realized the creature was on the warpath.  
 
    “Run!” I shouted, and the girls took off toward the ship. 
 
    I held my ground for a moment, with my plasma gun pointed at the edge of the water. I needed to get the girls to the ship, that was all I could think about.  
 
    A moment later, the beast flew out from the reeds. It was a massive, four-legged creature with slick looking skin, a wide face full of long, sharp teeth, and webbed toes. The thing looked almost amphibious, but it was massive.  
 
    As it charged toward me, I fired and caught it in the shoulder, but the wound only threw the creature to the ground for a moment before it got right back up and came after me again. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered to myself as I took off toward the ship.  
 
    The girls were at least ten meters ahead of me, but they were still in my eyeline. I held my plasma gun behind me and turned back to let off another shot at the creature. The bolt of energy caught the beast in the foot, and it tumbled to the ground once more, but got up just as quickly. 
 
    “CT!” Neka called from in front of me, and I turned to see her and Sef’sla looking back. 
 
    “Look forward!” I shouted. “Run!” 
 
    The girls turned to the ship, but as they did, Sef’sla tripped over a rock and went flying across the dirt.  
 
    “Sef’sla!” I yelled.  
 
    Neka picked up the Almort princess and dragged her toward the ship. 
 
    “Wait!” Sef’sla hollered, and she tried to pull herself away from Neka. “My samples!”  
 
    I looked to see the case on the ground, with the vials spilled out around it.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    I could hear the beast behind me as I ran, and though it had taken a couple of shots, it didn’t seem to be going any slower than it had been before.  
 
    “Get on the ship!” I called. The Lacuna Noctis was only ten meters or so ahead of us, and I ran toward the case of samples while the girls ran up the ramp of the ship. “O, close the ramp.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Colby?” the AI asked. 
 
    “Do it, now!” I shouted just as I reached the case.  
 
    I crouched down and used one hand to shove the vials back into the case while I used the other hand to fire the plasma gun at the creature. It took two more hits, but kept coming, and finally, I’d had enough. 
 
    “Fuck you!” I shouted as I stood up and held out the gun with both hands. 
 
    The beast rushed toward me with drool dripping down from its large, razor-sharp teeth filled mouth, but I screamed as I aimed the plasma gun right at the creature’s face and fired three quick rounds.  
 
    The amphibious hellhound went down with a large thud and slid across the ground, and my heart pounded like a war drum in my ears. 
 
    “Hey, O?” I whispered after a moment. 
 
    “It’s dead,” came the reply in my ear, and I was able to let out the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. 
 
    I packed up the vials into the case, then headed for the ship, but Neka and Sef’sla rushed down before I reached the ramp. 
 
    “CT!” Neka shouted as she threw her arms around me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “You were so very brave,” Sef’sla crooned, and she planted a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “That thing was scary!” Neka added. 
 
    “Sef’sla,” I said as I looked over the Almort princess. “Are you alright? I saw you take a tumble.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” she assured me. “A small scrape is all.” 
 
    I reached out, pulled both of the girls into me, and breathed in their scent. I was just happy to have them both safe and sound.  
 
    “This is why you can’t go out alone,” I chuckled as I pointed to the dead thing a few meters away. 
 
    “I’ll remember that next time,” Sef’sla hissed, and her eyes were wide as she took in the creature. “What is that thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a shake of my head. “It looks like it lives in water, maybe. We might have disrupted its home when we took samples.” 
 
    “It’s so big,” Neka breathed.  
 
    “I don’t think it counts as seafood,” I laughed at the curious look in the cat-girl’s eye as she studied the creature. 
 
    “Aw,” she pouted, and her shoulders slumped in disappointment. 
 
    “Thank you,” Sef’sla told me sincerely, and she kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “Yeah,” Neka agreed. “Thanks, CT. But also, don’t do that again! Next time, get on the ship with us.” 
 
    “I couldn’t let you lose your samples,” I protested. “Besides, we couldn’t have left that thing out here. We have to head to the castle in the next few days.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s right,” Sef’sla said with a frown, “but I still didn’t like that.” 
 
    “I’m alright,” I assured them both. “Now, let’s get these samples to the lab.” 
 
    As we walked up the ramp, I realized how sore I was from running. My adrenaline had drained, so I was left with sore legs and a scraped knee from where I’d slid on the ground beside the vials. 
 
    We reached the lab, and Akela looked up and raised a silver eyebrow at us. 
 
    “What the hell happened to you guys?” she asked. “You’re all dirty.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” I teased.  
 
    The mechanic was covered in grease as she always was.  
 
    “Really,” she said as she stood up and walked toward us, and I could see then that she was concerned. “What happened?” 
 
    “We’re alright,” I said. “Sef’sla needed some samples from the water, so we went to the pond and had a run in with some of the local wildlife. It was nothing we couldn’t handle.” 
 
    “CT did all the work,” Neka praised as her tail flicked back and forth behind her. “He killed the thing and everything! It’s still outside.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Akela muttered, and she looked us over with pinched together eyebrows. “Is everyone alright? Anybody hurt?” 
 
    “A couple small scratches.” I smirked. “But I think we’ll manage.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” the mechanic asked, and I had to smile. 
 
    “I think we’re okay,” Sef’sla told her. “You can keep working if you’d like.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I teased, “I could sure use some lunch right about now.” 
 
    The mechanic narrowed her violet eyes at me, but she headed out toward the kitchen. 
 
    “Did you just con her into getting you lunch?” Neka giggled. 
 
    “She offered.” I grinned. 
 
    “Alright,” Sef’sla said. “Pull up your pant leg and let me see your knee.” 
 
    I did as requested, and I watched as the Almort princess dabbed the wound with a sterile solution, then placed a seaweed strip across it. She was beautiful when she worked, and her deep blue eyes concentrated totally on the task at hand. I admired the delicate structure of her face and neck, and after a moment, I reached out to place my fingers on the bioluminescent fins on the side of her neck. They lit up under my touch, and I thought I saw her cheeks darken with a blush.  
 
    I was about to reach up and touch the other side when the door whooshed open, and Akela marched back in with a plate of dehydrated food in her hands. 
 
    “Here you go,” the mechanic said with the most condescending smile I’d ever seen. 
 
    I looked at the plate, and I had to laugh. It was filled with all my least favorite foods. I knew she’d done it purposefully, and I’d expected some sort of play from her, maybe only a small amount of food, but no, she’d given me plenty. It was just everything I hated. The mechanic made sure I knew from the beginning she was not one to be a homemaker and do chores such as making breakfast and cleaning. She had one job, and she was excellent at it. I guessed I’d pushed her buttons when I asked her to make me lunch, but I didn’t mind.  
 
    “This looks delicious,” I said with a grin, and the smirk dropped from the mechanic’s face. 
 
    Neka and Sef’sla snickered, and Akela shot a glare at them, but I just pulled all three of them against me and kissed their heads.  
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed. “I’m just glad you’re all safe.” 
 
    Close calls made me all the more grateful for what I had, and I sighed heavily as I breathed in the scent of the girls and held them tighter against me.  
 
    We’d already been through so much together, and I wasn’t about to lose them to anything, especially some rabid, three-hundred-pound toad.  
 
    The girls relaxed against me, and I felt their breath on my chest. Then I kissed their heads once more before I released them. 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “Who wants some real lunch?” 
 
    Neka raised her hand while Sef’sla nodded, and Akela gave me a combination grin and glare.  
 
    How I loved my women.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Two full days had passed, and it was almost dark outside once more. Sef’sla had just finished packing the dose that would go into the water, and Akela inserted it into the device she’d created to make sure the medicine was dispersed evenly and quickly. It looked like a large pill capsule, and it was meant to be dropped into the water, where it would then dissolve and disperse.  
 
    “You two are amazing,” I told them as they put the supplies into Sef’sla’s medical bag. 
 
    “We know.” Akela smirked. 
 
    “It’s just about dark,” I noted. “Should we call the king and tell him the good news?” 
 
    “I think we should,” Neka giggled as she bounced up and down.  
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled and flopped down in my captain’s chair. “O, can you call my handheld device?” 
 
    “Certainly,” the AI responded, “but before I do, I just want to say good work, ladies. You are invaluable to our team.” 
 
    “We couldn’t have done it without you, O,” Akela said with a grin. 
 
    “I am certain you could have,” the AI practically chuckled, “but I appreciate the flattery all the same.” 
 
    A moment later, the communication screen popped up, and we waited for the king to pick up. It took several seconds, but eventually he was able to answer. 
 
    “Hello?” he whispered. “Hello, can you hear me?” 
 
    He had his face pressed right up against the device, so all we could see was his milky, yellow eye. 
 
    “You can take a step back, Your Majesty,” I said as I stifled a laugh. “We can hear you.” 
 
    “Oh.” King Grenn stepped back and regarded the screen with wide eyes. “I can see you all so clearly.” 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “We see you, too, and we have good news.” 
 
    “You do?” he asked, and his yellow eyes glinted hopefully. “Well, don’t make an old king wait.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I laughed. “We finished the medicine for the water supply. We can leave right now and add it to the pond.” 
 
    “That is marvelous,” the king said with a wide grin that faded quickly. “But I am afraid I have poorer news.” 
 
    “Oh?” My eyebrows pulled together in concern. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Shaso is quite angry,” the king sighed. “He has held a rally among the people in an attempt to gain support. He still believes we must complete the ritual in order to appease the gods.” 
 
    “Are the people convinced?” I asked, and I saw the girls stiffen in my peripherals. 
 
    “I cannot say for sure, but they are desperate to be rid of this illness.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “We will head there right now.” 
 
    “Wait, CT.” The king held up his hand. “You will need a safe place to go after you have finished delivering the medicine. There is a cabin of mine that I used for hunting as a young lad. I will give you directions.” 
 
    “Is there anything by it?” I questioned. 
 
    “No other buildings,” the king said. “It’s in the woods behind the castle.” 
 
    “Omni?” I asked. 
 
    “Already on it,” the AI replied. “One moment.” 
 
    “Who is that?” Grenn gasped, and he looked around quickly. “Do you have more people on your ship?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “Omni is a machine.” 
 
    “You insult me, Colby,” O replied. “I prefer the term supercomputer.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I laughed. 
 
    “I do not understand this at all,” the king said with confused narrowed eyes.  
 
    “I have located the cabin,” Omni cut in after a few seconds. 
 
    “You have?” King Grenn blinked in surprise. 
 
    “Like I said,” the AI responded, “supercomputer.” 
 
    “We will leave now,” I told the king, “dose the water, and then we will head directly to your cabin.” 
 
    “Okay,” he agreed. “I will meet you there later tonight. Be safe, my friends.” 
 
    I nodded and ended the call. 
 
    “That didn’t sound good,” Neka said, and her ears pressed flat against her head. 
 
    “It’s not,” I sighed, “but the sooner we get the medicine to the citizens, the sooner we can deal with Shaso.” 
 
    “It is nearly dark,” Sef’sla clicked. “We should leave right away if we want to have any daylight left for our journey.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed and stood up.  
 
    If Shaso really was up to something, then we needed to get a move on. There was no way we would be able to stop that ritual if the people of Iilmea didn’t start to get better. I didn’t take Shaso as one to give up, but the fact that he called a rally only proved he was after power instead of what was best for the people.  
 
    I quickly gathered my things, and the girls and I headed into the woods back toward the castle. The pond we needed to get to was on the eastern side of the city, and it would take us at least a couple hours to get there.  
 
    The dusk around us was beautiful, but it grew darker with each passing second, and I knew we would eventually have to rely on Sef’sla and Neka to lead the way once more. Just like the last time, I didn’t want to shine a light and draw someone, or something, to our location. The king had said he used our safe house as a hunting cabin, and I had to wonder just what there was to hunt here on Zalia. 
 
    We hopped on the ATVs, and once again, I let Sef’sla drive so I could have better access to my plasma gun. 
 
    I recognized the territory as we went, but after about an hour, we veered further east and headed toward the pond. Sef’sla and Neka were at the front of the pack, and Akela and I were in the back again. I didn’t like the girls being ahead of me, but I knew their eyesight was better, and they would see any threat sooner than I would. Plus, I had my plasma gun if we truly needed it, and they knew I wouldn’t allow anything bad to happen to them. 
 
    “So, after we put the medicine in the water supply, do you think Shaso will accept your offer to take credit?” Neka asked into my earpiece.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I answered, “but it wouldn’t be wise for him to refuse.” 
 
    “Especially after his little ritual stunt,” Akela snorted. “If the people knew they didn’t have to kill a kid in order to be healed, I’m pretty sure they’d be pissed at whoever had tried to do the killing.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, “but this way, he could spin it that their offer was enough for the gods and they didn’t actually have to go through with it.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Neka gasped, and she turned around on the ATV in front of me to meet my eyes. “That’s so evil!” 
 
    “It’s not right,” I agreed, “but it would be the smart thing to do in this case. He’ll need to save face after a stunt like that.” 
 
    “I wonder what convinces someone that killing a kid will appease their gods anyway,” Akela mused. 
 
    “I wondered the same thing,” Sef’sla admitted. 
 
    “Maybe he’s crazy and really thinks he talks to them?” Neka suggested. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, and I pursed my lips. “I think he wanted to do something drastic. Plus, if you can convince someone there’s a link between two things, then it’s easier for them to see it.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that even if people did not actually get better, they might think they were getting better?” Sef’sla asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “It’s kind of like the placebo effect.” 
 
    “Like a control in a study,” Akela added. 
 
    “Ah,” Sef’sla clicked, “but the citizens would be changing variables. And it would be their minds that convinced them they were better while their bodies were not.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I replied. “So, even though we know the ritual didn’t work, if Shaso put enough stock into it to convince people, then they might try and look for ways that it worked in order to validate it. And once someone believes a lie, it can be difficult to get them out of believing it.” 
 
    “It is a good thing we are stopping this now,” Sef’sla said with a shake of her head. “This sounds terrible.” 
 
    “It’s very manipulative,” I agreed. “And Shaso is nothing short of manipulative.” 
 
    “CT, look!” Akela suddenly called out.  
 
    We’d reached a small bridge made of rope, so I hopped off the ATV to inspect it. The bridge was maybe twenty meters across, but below was a canyon of sorts, and I shone my light down to see what was in there. I expected to see water, but there was only dirt, and it was a long drop down to the bottom. We needed to be careful, especially since the bridge was designed for the Gelm and not full-size humans, cat-girls, and Almorts. 
 
    “This thing doesn’t look too safe,” Neka muttered as she batted at one of the ropes. 
 
    I reached out and grabbed her hand before I inspected the bridge more carefully. It didn’t look like the rope was frayed badly, and it seemed to be set in the ground nicely, so as long as we were careful and went in pairs instead of all at once, then it should work just fine. 
 
    “We won’t be able to take the ATVs,” I sighed. 
 
    “That seems like a given,” Akela agreed. “This thing is definitely not sturdy enough to hold that much weight.” 
 
    “O,” I said into my earpiece.  
 
    “What is it, Colby?” the AI asked. 
 
    “Can you call the ATVs back, we won’t be able to use them from here,” I told him. 
 
    “Certainly,” he replied, and a second later, the ATVs steered themselves back the way we came.  
 
    “So, how are we going to get across?” Neka asked.  
 
    “We’ll need to go in pairs,” I announced. 
 
    “We cannot go all at once?” Sef’sla questioned, and the bioluminescent scales on her cheeks illuminated her uncertain expression. 
 
    “Yeah,” Neka agreed, and she looked at me with wide eyes. “I don’t want to leave anyone behind.” 
 
    “No one is getting left behind,” I chuckled, “but I don’t think the bridge is strong enough to hold all of us at once.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Sef’sla stressed. 
 
    “He’s right,” Akela said as she looked at the ropes pressed into the ground. “Between the state of the rope itself, the amount of weight accumulated amongst the four of us, and the size of the bridge, it would be safer if we went in pairs, or even one by one.” 
 
    “Alone?” Neka yowled, and her tail lashed back and forth behind her. 
 
    “Did you just do physics in your head?” I asked Akela with a chuckle. 
 
    “Duh,” the mechanic laughed. 
 
    “I don’t want to go alone,” Neka repeated, and her tail wrapped tightly around my wrist while she grabbed both Sef’sla and Akela’s hands.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I said as I stroked her tail. “You don’t have to go alone. You can choose who you want to go with.” 
 
    “But that’s not fair,” the cat-girl pouted. “I don’t want to play favorites.” 
 
    “We should choose by weight,” Akela muttered, and I could see her doing more calculations in her head as her purple eyes narrowed. 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed. “So, Akela and Sef’sla, and Neka and me.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured, too.” The mechanic nodded. 
 
    “Is that alright with you?” I asked Neka. 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighed with a frown, “but I still don’t like it.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, “but it’ll be alright, I’ll be right by your side.”  
 
    The cat girl nodded and pressed herself closer to me. I knew she didn’t like having to split up, even for a second, but there was nothing we could do about it in this case.  
 
    I knew she wouldn’t say it either, but I suspected she was happy she ended up with me. I knew she loved Akela and Sef’sla, but not in the same way she loved me, and I thought I could make her feel safer than the other two could. Besides, Akela was right, we needed to split up by weight, and with Sef’sla’s great height, she and I would be too heavy to go together.  
 
    “Who wants to go first?” Sef’sla asked, and I thought for a moment. 
 
    I didn’t like the idea of sending the girls ahead of me, but I also didn’t like the idea of leaving them behind, either. Eventually, though, I figured it was better to have them go second in case there was anything waiting for us on the other side. I would have Neka’s eyes with me, which meant we would be able to see just fine, but it also meant that if something was there, then I’d be able to shoot before things could get out of control. 
 
    “Neka and I are going first,” I announced with my hand on my plasma gun. 
 
    “Alright,” Akela agreed, and she gestured to the old bridge.  
 
    I turned to see my cat-girl staring at me with wide, terrified eyes.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her as I put my hand on her cheek. “Stay right behind me and watch your footing carefully.” 
 
    “I should go first,” Neka said as she put on a brave face. “I can see better than you in the dark.” 
 
    “I can see just fine,” I argued, “it’s not quite fully dark, yet. Just stay behind me. It will be over soon.” 
 
    “Okay, I trust you, CT,” she said, and she leaned up and kissed my chin.  
 
    I smiled at Neka, grabbed her hand, and pulled her behind me.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I approached the bridge, and I put one hand on my plasma gun, and the other one moved from Neka’s hand to the rope at my side.  
 
    Neka gripped my waist tightly with her hands, and she was so close I felt her breath on my back.  
 
    I took the first step onto the bridge, and the wood seemed sturdy, so I carefully took another. This thing looked like it could fall apart at any second, but it held up well for the first few steps, and I had faith we would make it across easily.  
 
    Just as that thought crossed my mind, though, I saw a shadow move on the other side of the bridge. 
 
    I quickly crouched down and pulled Neka down with me. 
 
    “What’s going on, CT?” the cat-girl whispered fervently. 
 
    “I saw a shadow up ahead,” I told her. “It could be nothing, but I need to check it out first.” 
 
    “Let me see,” Neka said as she peered around me. “It looks like one of the Gelm is at the end of the bridge.” 
 
    Suddenly, the rope at my side started to shake, and I felt it grow looser than it had been before.  
 
    “They’re cutting the rope,” I hissed through clenched teeth, and then I stood up and fired my plasma gun. 
 
    My first shot missed its target, but if I hit the rope then we were dead anyways, so I had to be careful. I quickly flipped my spotlight on so it pointed ahead of me. 
 
    “Run!” I shouted to the girls. If we didn’t all make it across now, then we might not make it across at all.  
 
    I kept shooting at the Gelm as we ran, and eventually I got a hit. The Gelm went down to its knees, then retreated into the woods. The rope was nearly sliced through, but Neka and I reached the other side, and Akela and Sef’sla weren’t too far behind us. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Akela gasped as she doubled over to catch her breath. 
 
    “Someone tried to cut the rope!” Neka yowled, and she hugged the mechanic and Sef’sla. 
 
    “Is everyone alright?” I asked. 
 
    “Fine,” Sef’sla said with a frown. “But who would try to cut the rope on us?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said as I inspected the string that now barely held up one side of the bridge. I looked around on the ground, too, and found some silver blood. 
 
    “Do you think they’re still here?” Neka whispered. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said. “They ran off this way, though, so I’ll check, and you all stay here.” 
 
    “As if,” Akela snorted. 
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla clicked in agreement. “We should stay together.” 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed, “but stay behind me.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, CT,” Neka agreed with a nod. 
 
    The girls followed me into the woods as I inspected the blood trail the Gelm had left behind. After a couple of moments, we reached a spot where it pooled, then there were no other drops to follow. 
 
    “They must have stopped here to wrap the wound,” I said. 
 
    “That is what it looks like to me as well,” Sef’sla agreed as she crouched down next to me. 
 
    “Hey,” Neka said, and she pointed a few feet away. “What’s that?” 
 
    There was a bright red piece of fabric on the ground. I picked it up to see it was smeared with silver blood, but as I turned it over in my hand, I saw something familiar. The bolt of material bore the same symbol on it that the assassin in the woods had worn. The same symbol that hung above the heads of the godsmen.  
 
    It was the Elphad. The Elphad had sent another assassin to try and kill me and my girls. 
 
    I crumpled the fabric in my hand as my jaw clenched tight. 
 
    “CT,” Akela said, and she regarded me carefully. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “It’s the Elphad,” I growled through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Again?” the mechanic asked, and she snatched the cloth from me to inspect it. “How did those fuckers know where we were?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I shook my head, “but Shaso is a sneaky fuck, so he may have heard us talking with the king.” 
 
    The thought that the king could have betrayed us crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed the idea. The king had been sincere when we’d spoken, and killing us would only hurt his people. He had nothing to gain from betraying us, so I knew this attack rested solely on Shaso.  
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me to find he was able to spy on anyone in the castle,” Sef’sla hissed. “He makes me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “He gives me the willies, too,” Neka agreed with a full body shudder. “You’re probably right, CT. He spied on the king and heard us make our plan.” 
 
    “Either that or he found out where our ship was,” Akela pointed out.  
 
    “He also could have sent spies  to search all throughout the woods,” Sef’sla sighed.  
 
    “If you want to catch a rabbit you don’t set one trap,” Akela said with a frown, “you set five.” 
 
    All of these were distinct possibilities, and I wouldn’t put any of them past Shaso. The Elphad leader was as mean and angry as they came. I knew he wanted revenge, not only for us convincing the king to stop the ritual and undermine him, but also for the embarrassment we’d caused him at the king’s table. Truthfully, he had made a fool out of himself, but I knew someone as narcissistic as him would blame us for all of his current troubles.  
 
    If any of the scenarios we discussed were accurate, though, they all meant one thing: we needed to be particularly careful on our mission tonight. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I looked around at each of the members of my crew, “ we need to be extra cautious tonight. I want everyone to be on the lookout, if you see anything strange at all, tell me, and most importantly, stay together.” 
 
    “No more splitting up.” Neka shook her head. 
 
    “No more splitting up,” I agreed, and then I spoke into my earpiece. “O, how much further until we reach the pond?” 
 
    “You are currently one point three kilometers away,” the AI replied. 
 
    “Thanks, O,” I said, and I turned back to the girls. “Let’s move.” 
 
    I led them out of the woods and back to the path we’d been on. We continued carefully, and I watched every step we took as I scanned the area. This time, though, I didn’t have my hand on my plasma gun, I had the thing out in front of me, ready to fire.  
 
    If Shaso wanted to play dirty, then that was what we would do, too.  
 
    As much as I didn’t want to have to use deadly force, if it came to choosing the lives of me or my girls over the life of an assassin, it was gonna be us every single time.  
 
    The woods seemed more ominous now than they had earlier, and I felt Neka jump at every sound behind me. The one point three-mile hike that typically would have taken us just under an hour ended up taking nearly an hour and a half. As much as I wanted to rush to the pond and cure the Gelm of Iilmea just to spite Shaso, I knew we needed to be careful. There could be assassins around any corner. 
 
    “I smell water,” Sef’sla hissed after a while.  
 
    “You do?” I asked, and I looked back at the Almort princess as she lifted her nose to sniff the air. 
 
    “We are close,” she assured me. 
 
    I led us through some overgrown foliage, and sure enough, the pond was on the other side. 
 
    “Impressive,” Akela laughed, and she nudged Sef’sla. 
 
    “It is just in my nature,” the princess responded. 
 
    “Right,” I said with a grin. “Let’s get this going. Sef’sla and Akela, can you handle it on your own?” 
 
    “Of course,” Akela scoffed. “But where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “I’m just going to stand guard over you. If Shaso does know about our plan, then he will definitely know this is where we’ll be, so I don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “I’ll stand with you, CT,” Neka offered as her tail wrapped around my wrist. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told the cat-girl, and I kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Let’s cure some Gelm.” Akela grinned. 
 
    “Let’s,” Sef’sla responded with a sharp-toothed grin of her own. 
 
    The two women crouched down and began to unzip their backpacks while Neka and I stood over them. I aimed my plasma gun out in front of me and scanned the area. I saw no signs of anyone, but I didn’t trust that. 
 
    “Hey, O,” I said into my earpiece. 
 
    “Yes, Colby?” the AI asked. “What can I help you with at this late hour?” 
 
    “Don’t act like you sleep,” I laughed. “Can you tell me if there are any Gelm within one hundred meters of us?” 
 
    “There are none currently,” the AI responded, “but I will let you know if this changes.” 
 
    “Thanks, O,” I said, and I clicked my earpiece once more. 
 
    I looked back and forth between Akela and Sef’sla and the woods. The two women had pulled the pill shaped device from the bag and set it on top of the water. Then Akela held a small remote she used to pilot the thing out to the middle of the lake.  
 
    Once it was in the dead center, she pushed a button, and the machine dove down, with only a few bubbles left in its wake.  
 
    “How long will this take?” I asked. 
 
    “Once it gets to the correct depth, it will only take seconds,” the mechanic assured me.  
 
    We all watched the surface for any signs of change. 
 
    “Bingo,” Akela said after a moment, and a large ripple blew through the water. The pond lit up a bright blue for a second, then went back to its original color. 
 
    “Is it done?” I questioned, and my eyes were wide with amazement.  
 
    “It sure is,” Akela said as she stood back up.  
 
    “You two are brilliant,” I told them, and I pulled them both into a hug. 
 
    “Hey!” Neka yowled. 
 
    “Get in here,” Akela laughed as she pulled in the cat-girl. 
 
    “Now,” I said after a moment, “we need to get to the safe house.” 
 
    “Right,” Sef’sla agreed, and she spoke into her earpiece. “Omni, could you please lead us to the safe house now?” 
 
    “Of course, Sef’sla,” the AI responded, and I couldn’t help but be a bit jealous of how sweet he always was to the girls. 
 
    I was the one who “created” him, after all. Kids, they were never grateful. 
 
    We followed Omni’s directions and headed west. The foliage was thick, but we pushed through. I still held my plasma gun out in front of me, because even though the water dose had been completed, I didn’t trust Shaso. He’d sent another assassin after us, and I was beyond pissed my girls had been in danger. It was bad enough he wanted to kill me, but to go after that bridge when Neka was on it?  
 
    That was beyond low, even for him. 
 
    Finally, we made it to the safe house. It was a small, rustic cabin of sorts, and as we entered, I did a sweep of the area. It was more of a hut than a proper house, but it had a bed, a table, and a fireplace, which was really all we needed for the evening.  
 
    “This is … nice,” Akela laughed as she threw her bag down. 
 
    “Once we build a fire, it will feel cozier,” I chuckled. 
 
    “At least it’s somewhere to stay for the night,” Sef’sla said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Akela agreed. “I just can’t wait to get these people some irrigation systems in place. I get so frustrated when I see ways to improve things, but I can’t do it yet.” 
 
    “You’re so nice,” Neka giggled, and her eyes squinted shut with a smile. 
 
    “No,” Akela protested and crossed her arms over her chest, “I’m just a realist. If we help the Gelm, then we’ll get some mior to fund our other travels.” 
 
    “Fine,” Neka purred. “You don’t have to admit you’re nice, we all already know it.” 
 
    The mechanic grumbled, but didn’t say anything else, and when she turned away from the cat-girl, I saw a smile spread across her face. 
 
    I got the fire going quickly, and we huddled around it for a few minutes while we drank some water and ate some dehydrated fruit.  
 
    Then a knock sounded on the door, and all the girls turned to me with wide eyes. 
 
    I stood up and carefully walked to the small door of the cabin, with my hand on my plasma gun. 
 
    “Who is it?” I asked. 
 
    “It is the king,” came from the other side, and I opened the door. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “It’s quite alright,” the old man replied as he pushed past me, threw a small, red bag by the door, and took a seat by the fire. “Is the mission complete?” 
 
    “It is,” I assured him. 
 
    “Did you run into any trouble?” he asked, and his eyes narrowed in concentration. 
 
    I thought for a moment about whether or not to disclose what had happened to the king. He didn’t know about the other assassin either, and I wasn’t sure what he would do if he were to find out. I knew he and Shaso were already not on the greatest of terms, but I also knew he couldn’t outright overthrow the Elphad without there being a civil war on his hands.  
 
    “Well?” King Grenn asked, and he looked at me closer. His deep gray skin was illuminated by the light of the fire, and the flames made his milky yellow eyes seem young and fresh once more.  
 
    “There was some trouble,” I admitted at length, “but nothing we couldn’t handle.” 
 
    “From your reaction, I take it this is something I should know about,” the king said, and he leaned back from me. “But I also take it you are hesitant to inform me.” 
 
    “I am.” I nodded. 
 
    “It was Shaso,” he said, “wasn’t it? Did he try to disrupt the plan?” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” I sighed, “I will tell you what happened, but I need you to not act in anger because of it.” 
 
    “Do I look like the kind of king to do such a thing?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “You don’t get to be as old as I am without having a way to control your anger.” 
 
    “How old are you?” Neka asked, and she leaned forward to inspect the king. 
 
    “Neka!” Akela hissed. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Grenn laughed. “I am one hundred and six.” 
 
    “One hundred?” I asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” he said. “Our people can live for a very long time, but we are immature for a lot of it. We do not go into puberty until we are well into our thirties.” 
 
    I thought how strange that seemed. Nothing in the Terra Nebula research had indicated them possessing such longevity. I felt a deep frown take over my face as I realized what that meant as far as the plague. So many Gelm had died, and they were considered young by the standards of these people.  
 
    “It is alright,” the king said, and he put his hand on my arm. “You have cured us.” 
 
    “I am just saddened by the loss of your people,” I told him. “I hadn’t realized just how young most of them had been.” 
 
    “It is true,” the king said, “but we will carry on. We will rebuild and regrow, and with your help, we will grow better.” 
 
    I smiled at the older Gelm. He truly was the most noble person I’d ever met. 
 
    “It was Shaso, Your Majesty,” I informed him.  
 
    “I figured as much,” the king said with a nod. “What did he do?” 
 
    “He has attempted to kill us not once, but twice now,” I clarified. 
 
    “To be fair, it seems like he’s mostly after you,” Akela said with a shrug and a teasing smile. 
 
    “My associate is right,” I chuckled. “It seems the assassins are mostly after me, though I wouldn’t put it past Shaso to put a hit on my crew as well.” 
 
    “No, neither would I,” King Grenn agreed. “You say they were assassins? How do you know they were sent by Shaso?” 
 
    “The first one was in the woods on the way to Lord Anix,” I explained. “The guards there could testify to that.” 
 
    “If you forced them to tell the truth,” Akela muttered. 
 
    “Right again,” I told her, then I turned back to the king. “There were at least ten assassins that day, and one of the guards we were with killed one of them before the others fled.” 
 
    “The guards said that since the plague had set in, the city had resorted to crime,” Sef’sla added. “He said the assassins must have been common thieves.” 
 
    “But you knew better than that,” the king guessed. 
 
    “Well, yes,” I said. “We saw their robes were made of a very nice material, far too fancy to belong to a common criminal. And on the upper chest of the dead man was this symbol.” I held the cloth out to him. “The same symbol was on this piece of cloth the assassin left tonight after he tried to cut a rope bridge and send us all to our deaths.” 
 
    The king turned the cloth over in his hands, and his eyes closed slowly for a moment before he turned to look at me. 
 
    “I am sorry you have had to endure such threats,” he said sincerely. “All you have done is attempt to help our people, and yet you have been met with such hostility.” 
 
    “Well, the villagers really liked us,” Akela amended. 
 
    “Right,” Sef’sla clicked. “It wasn’t until we met your lords that we were treated with such malice.” 
 
    “I do hope you can see we are not all like that,” the king said with a smile. 
 
    “Of course not!” Neka gasped with wide eyes. “We really like you, Your Majesty. You actually listened to us.” 
 
    “As any good leader should do,” King Grenn said, and his yellow eyes seemed to age right in front of me. “Still, though, I am saddened you have been treated in this way. I do hope you will still help us to prepare for the new starmen who are coming.” 
 
    “Of course,” I promised, “but I need to know you will not confront Shaso about this.” 
 
    “If you think that is best,” the king sighed. “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “I’m hoping if I can use his attacks as leverage, it might help me to convince him to take our offer to take credit for the cure,” I said. 
 
    “I see.” The old male nodded. “If you believe that it will help, then I will act like I don’t know what he has done. But I appreciate you telling me. It is better to know what happens around you, whether you act on it or not.” 
 
    “Honestly,” I chuckled, “if you had been a different ruler, I might not have said anything. But you are a good king, and I respect you. I believe you will do what is best for your people, and I believe you have a right to know when someone dishonors your kingdom.” 
 
    “Thank you, CT,” Grenn said with a smile, then pointed to the small bag he’d dropped by the door. “Oh, I almost forgot, I have brought you some supplies. It is not much since these old bones are not so good for hauling things any longer, but it should get you through a day or two.” 
 
    “We appreciate it,” I said.  
 
    “Will you stay the night with us?” Neka asked, and her eyes were hopeful.  
 
    I knew she liked the older Gelm male. He was sweet and genuine, and Neka hadn’t had a lot of that in her life, so she tended to truly appreciate it when she experienced it. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” the king chuckled. “I must return before daylight. I have snuck out just to be here tonight.” 
 
    “Will you be alright to travel by yourself?” I asked with concern. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be fine,” he laughed and waved a hand at me. “I may not be a young man anymore, but I still know my way through these woods.” 
 
    “And through the secret tunnels in the castle,” Neka said. 
 
    “Those, too.” The king winked and stood up. “I thank you all sincerely for what you have done for my people, not only tonight, but all the nights you have been here.” 
 
    “We look forward to working with you more,” I replied.  
 
    “I must be off,” King Grenn said. “Do enjoy the provisions, and I will come back and see you soon to report on the cure.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told him, and I walked him to the door. 
 
    Before the king went out, he paused and looked at me with a deep appreciation in his eyes. 
 
    “Do be careful here,” he murmured. “I do not believe Shaso knows of this place, but now that I know he is capable of murder, I don’t know what to believe. Look out for yourselves.” 
 
    “You do the same,” I said with a soft smile, and I shut the door behind him and rejoined my girls by the fire. 
 
    “I hate that he’s walking home all by himself.” Neka frowned as she stared at the door. 
 
    “I don’t like it either,” I said, “but I’m sure he’ll be alright. I don’t know if Shaso is stupid enough to go after him directly yet.” 
 
    “He seems plenty stupid to me,” Akela muttered. 
 
    “He is,” I agreed, “but he still needs the king as of right now. If he were to die, then it would take the focus away from his ritual.” 
 
    “Or it could support his point that we’ve angered the gods,” Sef’sla pointed out. “He could claim it is punishment sent from above.” 
 
    “There is no telling what that crazy sonofabitch will do next,” I said with a shake of my head. “But once the medicine sets in, I’ll meet with him, and then we’ll get to the heart of things.” 
 
    I retrieved the provisions the king had left for us, and the girls happily ate and chatted about the medicine and all the other improvements they could make to the planet of Zalia. Meanwhile, I thought to myself about how I would approach Shaso once the Gelm realized they were no longer ill.  
 
    I knew King Grenn wouldn’t do anything to sabotage our plan, we had a mutual trust for one another, but I could only hope Shaso was vain enough to take the bait and claim to have cured the Gelm himself.  
 
    If not, we would have a much larger problem on our hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Two days went by after we dosed the city’s water supply, and the king came by last night to tell us how the Gelm had drastically improved, a fact we already knew thanks to Omni’s scans of the planet. 
 
    The AI reported only three Gelm citizens had died since we administered the drugs, and those deaths occurred the first day. I was saddened, because if we’d just been allowed to help when we offered it the first time, then those people wouldn’t have had to die, but I needed to remind myself of all the people we’d saved. 
 
    When King Grenn came by, he’d informed us the clinics were nearly empty now and that most of the Gelm had improved so much they’d gone home to their families. He said he’d walked through the streets, and the citizens seemed to be in good spirits, hardly any were coughing, and those who did were few and far between.  
 
    I’d never had a doubt the solution Akela and Sef’sla came up with would work, but I was still always so astounded by their talent and drive. Those two came up with a medicine that had saved several Gelm cities at this point, and it would soon save the whole race. We only needed to get a move on and get the meds to everyone. The sooner the people were cured, the sooner we could move forward with the other improvements we wanted to make. 
 
    It was mid-morning now, and we walked through the forest on our way to the castle. The king was to meet us out back where he’d released us nearly a week ago, and we were going to make our offer to Shaso. King Grenn had been able to hold off the ritual since people were improving, and nobody seemed interested in killing a child now that The Gray Cough didn’t appear as deadly as it once had. However, this meant Shaso was even more pissed than he’d been before, and probably more embarrassed as well. I would need to have a delicate hand to make this deal work, since I didn’t want him to lash out and do something stupid before we had a chance to get the medicine to the rest of the villages.  
 
    Once we made it to the castle, we saw the king out back sitting at a small table with a cup in his hands. There were several more laid out around him, and as we approached, he gestured for us to come over and sit down.  
 
    A pot of some deep brown liquid sat in the center of the table, and he poured us each a cup. There were also desserts of some kind that resembled small cakes. 
 
    “Please,” King Grenn said with a smile that deepened the wrinkles around his eyes, “help yourself to some tea before the day’s work begins.” 
 
    I was about to decline and tell him we should head inside, but the girls eagerly dug into the sweets and tea, so I figured a few minutes wouldn’t hurt. It wasn’t too often you got to have tea in the garden with the king of an alien planet. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I said as I picked up the cup.  
 
    “This is made from plants I grew myself,” the older male boasted as he gestured to the dark brew. 
 
    “You grow plants yourself?” Akela asked with a raised eyebrow. “And you’re out here on your own, and sneaking out in the middle of the night to visit us. You’re kind of a badass for a king, you know that?” 
 
    “I suppose I do,” the king laughed. “When you’re as old as I am, and you’ve been king for as long as I have, people tend to listen to you when you tell them to get the hell away and leave you alone for a few hours.” 
 
    “I imagine they do,” I chuckled.  
 
    I took a sip of the deep, brown liquid, and immediately my eyes opened wide with delight. The liquid was sweet, but with a wonderful, floral taste like it had been brewed straight from the nectar of flowers. 
 
    “This is delicious,” I said as I took another gulp. 
 
    “It doesn’t get you drunk, does it?” Akela teased. “CT has a bad habit of over drinking on foreign planets.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Grenn assured, then he leaned in close to Akela and gave her a nudge, “but I make that stuff, too.” 
 
    “You are my favorite,” the mechanic laughed as she nudged the king playfully. 
 
    As we ate and drank, I was glad for this small moment of happiness, especially with the task at hand. I knew after we left the garden, I would have to enter reality once more and go find Shaso.  
 
    For the moment, though, I decided to enjoy my tea.  
 
    We spent a half hour or so out in the garden as the king pointed out different plants and what they made. Sef’sla and Neka were incredibly interested in the plant life, while Akela asked questions about how they were watered and harvested, and I knew she’d already made a million improvements in her head that we would soon bring to life. 
 
    After we finished our tea and cakes, I turned to the king with a soft smile. 
 
    “Yes,” he sighed as he set his cup down. “It is time, let us head to Shaso’s quarters.” 
 
    “Actually,” I said, “if you don’t mind, Your Majesty, I’d like to go in alone.” 
 
    “Of course.” He nodded. “Do be careful, though.” 
 
    “I will,” I assured him. “Will you stay with my crew?” 
 
    “It would be my honor,” he replied. “If you go through that door there, up three flights of stairs to your right, and push through the sixth door, you will arrive directly inside Shaso’s quarters.” 
 
    “You really know your way around this place,” Neka said as she shoved another cake into her mouth. 
 
    “I wandered those tunnels as a child,” King Grenn said, then he turned back to me. “There should not be any guards in his room, though there will be some posted directly outside. Be careful.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and I kissed each of my girls on the head before I went up the stairs like the king had instructed. 
 
    I hated to leave them behind, but I knew it was for the best at the moment. It would be better if I spoke to Shaso alone, especially since I planned to use his assassination attempts against him, and he didn’t know the king was aware of them as of yet. 
 
    The stairs were made of stone, and it smelled like dust and mildew behind the castle walls, but I pushed forth and finally found the door that would lead to Shaso’s room. Then I stood there for a moment and listened to the other side for the Elphad leader. It was faint, but I could hear someone moving around on the other side of the door, so I waited until it got quiet before I slowly pushed the wall open, slid through, and pushed it closed again. I didn’t know if Shaso knew of the secret tunnels or not, but I wouldn’t be the one to reveal them to him. 
 
    The room was flooded with sunlight from the open window, and I looked around at the Elphad’s chambers with awe. There was a huge canopy bed with red fabric hung all down the sides, a large fireplace in the corner with a red and gold couch in front of it, and on the mantle above was a large chunk of mior that shone in the sunlight. 
 
    I scanned the area for Shaso but didn’t see him. I wondered if he’d gone out of the room, but then I noticed a small doorway to the left of the fireplace, so I walked over and pushed the door open. Inside was a large office filled with books, and Shaso sat behind a dark gray desk as he wrote something on the paper in front of him.  
 
    “Hello,” I said calmly, and the Gelm male startled and raised his head to look up at me. 
 
    “You!” he shouted with narrowed eyes. “How did you get in here? I have guards posted right outside the door.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you do,” I said with a devilish smile. “And as far as how I got in here, I think that is a secret I’ll keep to myself. But I wouldn’t call those guards yet if I were you.” 
 
    “And why would that be?” the Elphad leader spat. “Whatever you have to say to me is a lie, demon.” 
 
    “Ah, come now,” I drawled as I took a seat across from him and leaned back leisurely. “I think we both know that isn’t true. You’ve seen the people of the city by now, and you know they’re getting better.” 
 
    The male said nothing, but his eyes narrowed further as he watched me kick my feet up onto his desk. 
 
    “You and I both know my crew and I are responsible for curing your people,” I went on with a smile, “but I don’t want the credit here.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t, huh?” Shaso scoffed. “What are you doing here in my city, then? You have come to try and steal the support of my people with your lies. And I will die before I allow that to happen.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would,” I told him. “But no, I’m not here for that.” 
 
    “Then what is it you want, demon?” the Elphad leader sneered as he leaned over closer to me. “I have no reason to believe your blasphemy. The Gelm people know me, they trust me, and they will believe me when I tell them their cure is the work of the gods, because that is the honest truth. Your words mean nothing.” 
 
    “If that were true, then you would have already had me kicked me out,” I chuckled. “You know I am the one who cured the Gelm, but you’re right, they will believe you when you tell them it’s the work of the gods. But that’s what I’m counting on.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, and his eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” I said with a smile. “I’m here with a proposition for you.” 
 
    “A proposition, huh?” the Elphad leader asked, and he raised his chin in defiance. “And what might this proposition be?”  
 
    “I’ll allow you to take credit for the curing of the Gelm people,” I said nonchalantly. 
 
    “I do not have to take credit,” he scoffed and leaned back in his chair, “the gods are the ones who have done this great work.” 
 
    “Cut the bullshit,” I growled as I leaned forward and made direct eye contact with the small male. I had to admit, it was satisfying to watch him jump back slightly at my quick movement. 
 
    “I don’t know what you speak of,” he said, but his voice wavered slightly. 
 
    “You know exactly what I’m talking about,” I argued. “You may believe in the gods, but not to the extremes you portray, and you know damn well it was my crew who cured your people. Now, I’m making you an offer. You can take all the credit for the cure … with a few conditions, of course.” 
 
    The male stared at me for a moment, and I could hear his uneven breath. I knew I’d rattled him, so I leaned back once more and gave a satisfied smile. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “What conditions?” he muttered in a barely audible voice.  
 
    “Now we’re gettin’ somewhere.” I grinned and slapped the table in front of me, which made the small male flinch once more. “All that I ask for in return is you continue to do your duty and serve your king.” 
 
    “I do not serve the king,” the Elphad sniffed. “I serve the gods.” 
 
    “We both know that’s a lie,” I laughed. “Your duty as a citizen, and a member of this court, is to support your king. And if it wasn’t before, then it is now.” 
 
    “Speak clearly, demon,” Shaso spat, and I was satisfied to see he had grown irritated with my charade. 
 
    “You will support the king in all matters from this point forward,” I said with a grin. “It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “I cannot support the king if his decree goes against the gods,” Shaso sneered, and he turned to look out the window defiantly. 
 
    I slammed my hands on the table, and the Elphad leader jumped at the sound. 
 
    “I told you to cut the shit,” I said through clenched teeth. “I know you’ve sent assassins to kill me, and I know you don’t give a fuck about the gods or the people in Iilmea or any of the other cities or villages. The only thing you care about is yourself. That was clear to me from the moment I met you. All you want is power, and that’s what I’m offering you. A chance to look powerful in front of your people.”  
 
    Shaso stared at me with wide, startled eyes, so I leaned back in my seat once more as my voice grew calm again.  
 
    “All you have to do is support the king in his decisions from here on out,” I continued. “You’ll get the affection of your people, you’ll get to keep your title and power, and the people you don’t care about will be able to live thanks to me and my crew.” 
 
    “And what if I refuse?” the godsman asked, and he once again raised his chin in a show of defiance. 
 
    “Then I’ll be forced to tell my friend the king about the assassins you’ve sent after me,” I said. 
 
    “You have no proof of such occurrences,” he scoffed. 
 
    “Oh, but I do,” I chuckled. “I record everything. I can show the king and the Gelm people exactly what happened. They’ll see the sigil on the assassin’s clothes, a very stupid thing to forget about, by the way, and they’ll know it was you who sent them.” 
 
    “You would attempt to blackmail one of the godsmen?” Shaso asked with a raised brow. 
 
    “Definitely,” I laughed. “Especially if it means putting an end to your terrible kid killing rituals and getting your people the help they deserve. Because regardless of how you’ve treated me, I know you’re just one asshole. Your people are not like you, they are good and kind, and all of them, before your lords and yourself, had welcomed me and my crew with open arms. You are the demon here, Shaso.” 
 
    The Elphad regarded me carefully, but I knew I didn’t have him quite yet. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, as if it was an afterthought, “and once I tell them about the assassins and how you knew I had the cure and still tried to kill me, well, then, all the people who respect you will see you were willing to let them die just so you could make it look like you knew what the gods wanted. They’ll also see you were willing to go ahead with killing that child, even though you knew we had a cure. What will your people think of you, then? But I’m sure you already thought of that. I mean, how could you not? If you were to be seen for what you really are, then you would lose this nice setup you have here. All of your jewels would be confiscated, the people would hate you. They’d probably string you up somewhere in the city and throw rocks at you. Or maybe they’d take you to the cliff and do to you what you tried to do to that young boy. Who knows? On the other hand, if you took credit for the cure and supported the king, well, then, you would look like a hero. Especially once my crew and I do all the work of preparing your world for the travelers who are coming. Your people will respect the fact that you helped bring them running water and technology, and that you saved them from The Gray Cough. So, what will it be, Shaso?” 
 
    The Elphad’s eyes widened as I spoke, and I saw the realization dawn upon his face. Up until now, he probably hadn’t thought of how the people would view him once they knew he’d been willing to risk their lives to keep his title.  
 
    I gave him a wide smile as he stared at me with anger and shock on his face. 
 
    “So,” I said, “do we have a deal?” 
 
    Shaso sighed heavily, then looked up at me with a set jaw. 
 
    “I will agree to your terms,” he grunted.  
 
    “Wise move,” I said as I reached my hand out and shook his. “It’s been nice doing business with you.”  
 
    I stood up, walked out of his office, and slammed the door behind me. Then I quickly went through the wall once more and made my way down toward the king and my girls. It seemed only fitting I should disappear as strangely as I had appeared in his office, and I hoped that would only add to the Elphad’s discomfort.  
 
    I smiled the whole way down the stairs. I’d done it. 
 
    Not only had I bargained my way into being able to openly help the Gelm people and earn some mior in the process, but the look on Shaso’s face when he realized how easily I could ruin his life …  
 
    Well, that was a treat all on its own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    A week went by after Shaso agreed to my plan, and things were running smoothly in the capital city. The Gelm of Iilmea were cured, and there had been no more deaths from The Gray Cough. 
 
    Shaso had rescinded his condemnation against me and my crew, and he instead told the people, through gritted teeth of course, that I was sent from the gods, a sign of mercy bestowed upon them to reward the Elphad for how hard they’d prayed for their people.  
 
    It was a complete load of bullshit, but the Gelm seemed to buy it. Really, I suspected they didn’t care what Shaso had to say about it. They were getting better and that was all that mattered to them.  
 
    King Grenn had also sent the cure to the other smaller cities and villages, but since Shaso took credit for the cure, we marketed it as a blessed and holy elixir from the gods the Elphad were to share with their people. Omni had kept scans going on in the villages, and the citizens were definitely improving.  
 
    Sef’sla and Neka ran tests and went out into the city of Iilmea and the surrounding villages to check on the people and make sure the cure was properly taking effect. I didn’t like to have them out without me, but the king had sent his most trusted guards with them, and my girls brought their blasters with them, so I figured they’d be fine.  
 
    The mior mining operation was underway as well, with Akela and Omni on the job of setting up the mining routes, of course. The Elphad had also been required to hand over the mior they’d been stockpiling for years by order of the king. He said it was not a sacred stone as they’d treated it, but one that would bring their people into a new age, so they all must make sacrifices. He’d given that speech in front of the entire city, and Shaso was begrudgingly hailed as a hero when he delivered his mior to the hands of the king. As much as he hated all the things he’d lost with this bargain, I could tell the Elphad leader still basked in the approval of the people and his ability to spout off whatever bullshit came to him and have them believe it.  
 
    Even if that bullshit went in a different direction now.  
 
    The entire operation was running smoothly, and I strolled the streets of Iilmea this morning and chatted with the locals. All the ones I met were polite and kind to me, and nobody seemed to hide from me like before. I was now a welcomed sight within their community, which gave me even more of a sense of purpose to help these people.  
 
    I found the Gelm to be a humble race. Once the tirade of Shaso had ended, the citizens of the capital all appeared more like the Gelm we’d met in the villages. None of them seemed to view myself or my crew as demons, even the shop owners offered us bits of their food or wares to show their appreciation, and they weren’t even aware that it was us who’d cured them.  
 
    After I’d walked through the city for a while, I returned to the castle to find the king. We had a meeting with Akela and Omni to discuss the mining shafts and when they were to be put up.  
 
    The guards at the castle knew me by now, and they let me in easily. Then I found the king in the garden with Sef’sla, Neka, and Akela.  
 
    “Hey,” I chuckled as I walked up. “Are you ready for our meeting?” 
 
    “We have been ready,” King Grenn said. “We were waiting for you.” 
 
    “My apologies,” I laughed. 
 
    “Come,” he beckoned, “sit and have some tea while we discuss the mines.” 
 
    I did as requested and took a seat next to the king but across from Neka. Then I watched as the cat-girl shoved her face full of fish. The king had realized early on just how much she liked the stuff, so he always tried to accommodate her at tea and mealtimes.  
 
    King Grenn had been the best part of the trip to Zalia actually. He was a sweet old man, and he was interested in what we had to say. He wanted to do whatever he could to further advance his people, and he knew he needed our help to do it. I’d also found him to be quite a funny character, who often liked to tease my crew and me.  
 
    “So,” I said after I’d drank a cup of tea, “Akela, O, where are we with the mining plans?” 
 
    “Yes,” the king said with a smile. “I am eager to hear how they are coming along.” 
 
    “If you would pull out your screen, I will show you,” Omni replied over his speaker. When we were with the king, I liked to have the AI set up so he was easily heard by everyone.  
 
    I pulled the small screen from my pocket and set it in front of the king. Blueprints appeared on the small device that showed the mountains beyond the city and several places where entry points would be installed. 
 
    “If you look at the designs, you will see we have chosen the safest points to enter the mountains,” O said. 
 
    “Thank you, Omni,” the king intoned with a nod. He’d become quite taken with the AI over the last week after he saw what O was able to do. 
 
    “Akela?” I asked. “How’s everything?” 
 
    “O and I finished the designs for the tunnels, as you can see,” the mechanic said as she gulped down a bite of cake, “and we’ve figured out that using a small laser gun will allow us to cut through the mior down below.” 
 
    “Will we need living beings to do this work?” Grenn asked with concern furrowing his brow. 
 
    “We have machines that can do the brunt of it,” Akela assured him. “And once we get to the core supply, then the retrieval will be easy. Your people will have to take over eventually, but we could always leave you with some machines to help, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I would appreciate that very much,” the king sighed. “I don’t want my people hurt under the mountain. It seems so dangerous. All the mior we had before we found when digging wells or near ponds and such things. Our people didn’t have to work for it, per se.” 
 
    “I understand,” I told him. “We’ll do our best to make the process one that your people don’t need to be involved in at all. That will only make your profits better as well if you don’t have your citizens doing the work. Then you can use all of the credits you get from travelers to make upgrades to help your people.” 
 
    “This is what excites me most,” the older Gelm said, and his milky eyes crinkled when he smiled.  
 
    “So, how long until it’s all up and running?” I asked as I turned back to my mechanic. 
 
    “We can have it going in a matter of hours, really.” Akela shrugged. “We just need to get the holes blown in the mountain. We figured you might want to warn your people when the explosions were coming so they weren’t surprised by the sound.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” the king laughed, “it seems blowing holes in a mountain would be quite noisy.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” Akela snickered. 
 
    “Soon enough,” King Grenn said. “But yes, I will hold a meeting today and inform the people of Iilmea, then you may begin construction tomorrow. Does this sound feasible?” 
 
    “Perfectly,” the mechanic agreed with a grin.  
 
    “Your Majesty!” one of the guards called as he ran toward our small table, out of breath.  
 
    “What is it?” the king asked quickly, and he stood up and moved toward the male. 
 
    “The temple,” the man breathed, and his eyes were wide with panic. “It’s on fire!” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Neka yowled. 
 
    “What can we do?” Sef’sla asked immediately, but the king was one step behind us.  
 
    “On fire?” Grenn asked the guard, and his head pulled back in shock. “That can’t be. Was it an accident? Is it being put out?” 
 
    “We are working to haul water,” the guard panted, “but it is not moving quick enough. What should we do?” 
 
    I looked out to the city around us toward the temple, which was at the far edge, and sure enough, there was a cloud of black smoke rising from that direction. 
 
    “We need to get there, and fast,” I said. 
 
    “If you can help save our temple, please do so,” the king entreated, and his voice was filled with worry and sadness. 
 
    I’d learned over the last week that while most of the Gelm were not the religious fanatics Shaso was, they were still a religious people. They believed in their gods, made offerings to them, and often went to pray at the temple in the city. The temple itself was set away, almost into the woods so the city life would not interrupt the prayers, since it was thought quiet and nature brought you closer to the gods. I’d visited the temple when Shaso had delivered his speech where he dismissed his previous hatred of myself and my crew, and I found the place to be absolutely stunning.  
 
    It was an open, circular building made of a deep red stone, with a large statue that depicted a baby Gelm, a young Gelm, an adult Gelm, a middle aged Gelm, and an old Gelm. The king had explained to me that each of the gods was basically in charge of one of the periods of life. The citizens would often leave offerings of flowers or fruit in front of whichever god they’d prayed to that day. You prayed to the god of the young when you were pregnant or had a new child, and once you were an adult, you prayed to that god, and so on and so forth. I thought they were beautiful statues, and it was an even more beautiful philosophy.  
 
    I later found out this was the reason Shaso attempted to kill a child during the ritual. Each year aligned with a different god, so one year would be good for babies, the next for young children, and so on, and it turned out the plague had occurred during a year of the young child god, so the natural thing to do was to sacrifice a child to the god in order to make up for whatever atrocity the Gelm people had committed that brought on the plague.  
 
    That part, I didn’t dig too much, but overall their gods and practices seemed quite kind and harmless to me, and now somebody had attacked the temple. 
 
    A million questions raced through my mind. Was this an accident? And if not, who would do such a thing? Surely, Shaso wouldn’t be dumb enough or evil enough to attack his own temple? Was he trying to make it appear as if the gods were angry?  
 
    I had no idea, all I knew was we needed to get over to the temple and put out that fire.  
 
    “O,” I said quickly into my earpiece. 
 
    “I’m on it, Colby,” the AI responded, and I could almost hear the urgency in his mechanical voice. “I’ll be at your location in T-minus ninety seconds.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I told him, then I turned back to the king. “The pond that gives water to the city is on the other side, is there a water source closer to the temple?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” King Grenn wrung his dark gray hands together. “There are several wells, but there is no large source such as the pond.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said and looked to my team. “Akela, what have you got?” 
 
    “There’s hoses on the ship,” the mechanic replied, “but we would need something to hold the water so we could get it over there quickly.”  
 
    “Wait,” I said as I flipped back to the king. “There are wells near the temple, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded fervently. 
 
    “Akela,” I said with a grin, “we don’t need a container, we just need a pump.” 
 
    “A pump?” the mechanic echoed, and then realization dawned across her face. “Of course, a pump! I can put something together in five minutes.” 
 
    Suddenly, the air grew loud and windy as the Lacuna Noctis approached and hovered above us. 
 
    “You better work quickly!” I shouted over the noise. “We’ll be at the temple in less than two minutes!” 
 
    “Challenge accepted!” Akela smirked. 
 
    “Sef’sla, Neka,” I yelled. “Get your med kits ready in case anyone has been injured!” 
 
    “Right!” the princess called back as the wind from the ship blew her hair in a whirl. Neka had her tail wrapped around the Almort’s wrist, and I knew they were both just as panicked as the rest of us.  
 
    Omni parked the ship right outside of the castle garden, and we all made a run for it. I reached it before the ramp had gotten all the way down, but I hopped up the last foot and kept going. Everyone else followed suit, even the king and several of his guardsmen. King Grenn sat in Neka’s seat, and his guardsmen all gathered around Akela and Sef’sla’s and held on tight. The girls were in the back getting everything ready, but I knew they would find a way to stay on their feet as we made our way over there. 
 
    “Hold on,” I told the king with a grin, and I saw his yellow eyes widen, and his hands gripped the arms of the chair. 
 
    I lifted the Lacuna Noctis up into the air once more and turned toward the temple and the large pillar of smoke that now rose from it. Then we lurched forward as I put everything the ship had into getting us to the fire as quickly as possible.  
 
    Where it was an hour walk or so to the temple, it was only a two-minute trip when I gave Ole’ Lac the gas. The guardsmen who had gathered around the chairs all fell to the floor the minute we accelerated, but a large smile was plastered across King Grenn’s face, and it looked like he might have enjoyed himself if he knew his people weren’t in any danger. 
 
    “Almost there,” I said into my comm. “How’s the pump coming?” 
 
    “Ten more seconds,” Akela shouted back. 
 
    “And the medical supplies?” I asked. 
 
    “All are ready!” Neka sang, and I could hear the smile in her voice. 
 
    “We are prepared for whatever injuries they might have,” Sef’sla assured me. 
 
    As we approached the temple, we could see it was an absolute disaster. I could barely make out the building with all the smoke that came through, and I watched as the guardsmen and several civilians hauled water as quickly as they could from a well at least one hundred meters away.  
 
    “Going down!” I shouted to everyone around me as I dipped the ship and laid her on the ground in a not so graceful landing.  
 
    I ran down to the ramp, with the king and his guards on my tail. Akela, Sef’sla, and Neka were already there waiting. The mechanic had a long hose wrapped around one shoulder, and attached to one end was a small device that I knew had to be the pump. Sef’sla and Neka carried their bags with them, and they looked completely ready to assist in any way possible.  
 
    I gave the girls a quick smile before the ramp slid open, and we all darted out into the chaos.  
 
    The Gelm citizens were in a panic as they watched their beloved temple burn. The smoke filled the air and created a sort of haze around us, and a group of guards, each with a water bucket, ran by me toward the huge blaze. It was much too hot to get anywhere close to it by now, and if we didn’t do something quick, then the flames were going to spread to the woods.  
 
    “This way!” I yelled to Akela as we took off toward the water well. 
 
    “Take this end,” the mechanic said as we reached the well, and she handed me the end of the hose. “Now, run!” 
 
    I knew better than to question her at this point, so I did as she instructed. Once the end of the hose reached the bottom and she flipped on the pump, then I would have a blast of water. I just needed to get close enough that it reached the actual flames. 
 
    I tore through the crowd of people with the hose trailing along behind me. On my way, I passed Neka and Sef’sla as they kneeled next to a group of people off to the side. It was obvious the Gelm were injured, but it didn’t look like anybody was worse off, so I kept running toward the flames.  
 
    As I reached the last stretch of the final ten meters or so, I felt the hose jerk behind me. I paused and turned around to see if someone had pulled, but everyone watched from the sides in horror, and the hose jerked once more. 
 
    “It’s on!” I heard Akela shout into my ear.  
 
    “Shit,” I said, and I gripped the hose tightly and braced myself.  
 
    Loric had really delivered on the pump. Not only was water coming through the hose, but it came with a vengeance. The rush of liquid that came out was extreme, and it nearly knocked me onto my ass. I fell forward onto one knee instead, then managed to make my way back up to standing.  
 
    Several guards saw my struggle, and they ran over to help. Then we all pulled the hose the last few meters, and there was a sigh of relief from the crowd once the water made contact with the flames.  
 
    It still took a good ten minutes before all the flames were out. The temple wasn’t large by any means, but the fire was huge, and though the stone still stood, it was tarnished and blacked from the flames and smoke.  
 
    “Cut it,” I said into my earpiece after I was sure the fire was out. 
 
    “On it,” Akela replied.  
 
    The hose slowly lost its power, and I let it drop to the ground as I turned to the guards behind me. 
 
    “You were very brave just now,” I told them as I placed my hands on their shoulders. “Thank you for your help. I’m sorry about your temple.” 
 
    “Thank you,” one of them said as he grabbed my forearm and held it there. “You have done a great thing for the Gelm today.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I said with a soft smile. 
 
    I shook my head as I made my way over to Sef’sla and Neka. The cat-girl applied a bandage to a small child, while the princess did a scan on one of the guards. 
 
    “How’s everything going over here?” I asked. “Nobody hurt too bad, I hope.” 
 
    “Not too bad,” Sef’sla agreed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Neka added with a grin. “Some smoke inhalation and a few bumps and bruises, but other than that, we’re okay.” 
 
    “Good,” I said as I kissed each of them on the head. “Thank you both. I love you.” 
 
    “We love you, too,” Neka chirped, and she grinned up at me. 
 
    “CT,” Sef’sla clicked, and she approached me and leaned in close so only we could hear. “There were several fatalities.” 
 
    “There were?” I frowned. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? You said it wasn’t too bad.” 
 
    “The survivors aren’t,” Sef’sla clarified, “but there were five deaths before we arrived. There was nothing we could have done once we got here. They were already deceased.” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me,” I sighed. “Are their families here?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the princess admitted. “Three of them were guards. They were killed trying to put out the fire.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said after a long pause. “Just be careful.” 
 
    I kissed Sef’sla on the head once more, then I turned to survey the area, and I saw the king across the road from me, with several Gelm gathered around him. He seemed to be leading them in a prayer, so instead of interrupting, I went and grabbed the end of the hose and began to roll it back up. 
 
    “Good job,” Akela said as we reached each other, both of us with half the rolled-up hose in our arms.  
 
    “Good job to you,” I echoed. “You’re the one who saved the day here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the mechanic said with a teasing smile, “but I’ll let you have some of the credit, too.” 
 
    I pulled Akela against me and kissed her forehead. I was just happy all my girls were safe, and that they were such good people they had jumped into action to help.  
 
    The loss of the temple saddened me greatly, though. I knew how important it was to the Gelm people, and though it wasn’t totally destroyed, it was a sacred place, and that fact alone made it a tragedy.  
 
    “Hey,” Akela muttered and gave me a nudge. “Let’s go check out the temple.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. “We may be able to find out something from the remains.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the mechanic grumbled, and her pale brow furrowed as she stared at the ruined temple.  
 
    Akela knew just as well as I did that there was the possibility this had been an act of arson. Growing up on Theron and Proto meant we’d seen it a million times before. Hell, when I was a kid, people would set a building on fire just to try and rob someplace else while the police were distracted. Not that they did any good, anyways. The cops were all more than corrupt. 
 
    The mechanic and I dropped the hose off by Neka and Sef’sla as we headed to the temple. I stepped onto the charred red brick, half afraid it would crumble under my feet. The stone held steady, though, and I remembered how tough everything on this planet truly was. When most of what you had was rocks and mountains, you learned to be tough, or you didn’t survive. And that went for the minerals as well as the people.  
 
    “How did this place catch on fire anyways?” Akela asked, and her violet eyes narrowed as she looked over the temple. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It doesn’t make sense. The place is made of stone. It’s not easy to just set stone on fire.” 
 
    “No,” Akela grunted, “it’s not. That means this was no accident.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said, “but other than that, I don’t see any proof so far. Keep looking.” 
 
    The mechanic and I scoured the temple, and I took my time to inspect every last brick. 
 
    “What did you find?” the silver-haired woman asked after a few minutes. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said as I squinted at a pile of ash in the middle of the temple. “Come here for a second.” 
 
    “Is that … wood?” Akela questioned as she crouched down beside me. 
 
    “That’s what it looks like to me,” I agreed.  
 
    “So, somebody built a fire here?” she asked with wide purple eyes.  
 
    “But then how did they get the whole temple up in flames?” I wondered. 
 
    “O,” Akela said into her earpiece. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Akela?” the AI asked. 
 
    “Any particularly flammable substances on this planet?” the mechanic inquired. 
 
    I thought for a moment back to when we were in the village and how I’d given the Gelm there lighters to start their fires. They only had difficulty with getting the fire started, though. They already had this type of fuel that, once the fire was going, it would burn forever.  
 
    “Yes, several,” Omni said, “but one in particular. It’s a plant--” 
 
    “They call it min!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “Colby is correct,” the AI practically sighed. 
 
    “It’s that big, leafy plant,” I told Akela. “Remember at the first village? They would use it to start fires.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah!” She snapped her fingers. “That stuff would burn forever. And it was everywhere in the woods.” 
 
    “I can only imagine if the fire had spread,” I said as I looked at the forest around us. I knew it was probably filled with the plant, and if that fire had gotten out of control, there would have been no way to stop it. 
 
    “Geez,” Akela muttered, and her amethyst eyes grew sad. “So, somebody planned this whole attack. Do you think it was Shaso?” 
 
    Before I could answer, a guard came running from the city center right over to the king. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” he cried. “There is a disturbance over in the courtyard!” 
 
    “What is going on?” King Grenn asked as he stood up. 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to find out,” I mumbled to the mechanic. “Come on.” 
 
    Akela and I followed the guard and the king back into the city, and I quickly saw a crowd of people had formed. In the middle of the road, on top of a cart of sorts, was a group of three males in bright blue robes. There were several others who stood below the cart in the same blue robes, but the three above were obviously in charge.  
 
    We were at least five meters away, but the crowd was so tight there was no getting through. The people wouldn’t even move for the guard with us.  
 
    “This doesn’t look good,” Akela whispered. 
 
    “No,” I agreed, “it doesn’t.” 
 
    The crowd grew quiet as one of the men in blue began to speak. 
 
    “Citizens!” he cried out as he threw his arms up in the air. “We are the new Elphad. We are here to cleanse you of the evils Shaso and the false profits have shown you.” 
 
    Well, shit.  
 
    If it was Shaso, then this was an incredibly crafty ruse to cover his tracks, but as diabolical as the Elphad leader was, he was too much of a narcissist to allow someone else to take his glory and discredit his name.  
 
    So, who the hell were these people? 
 
    “You have been lied to!” the male continued, and he paced back and forth on top of the cart as he looked at all of the people in the audience. Then he pointed directly at me. “This traveler is a demon! Shaso has been led astray by his black magic, and now the Elphad are tainted!” 
 
    This was getting worse and worse by the second. 
 
    King Grenn turned to look at me, and his eyes were wide with disbelief. 
 
    “You must stop this!” he told his guard. 
 
    The male nodded his head and tried to push further through the crowd, but the people rallied and shoved him back once more. 
 
    “You all saw the falling star!” the zealot in blue continued. “You know the prophecy has been fulfilled! The end of the world is nearing, and we must provide a blood sacrifice if we wish to live!” 
 
    Some of the citizens in the crowd cheered, but others looked around confused until one woman shouted above the rest. 
 
    “What about the cure?” she asked. “We’re all getting better now.” 
 
    A few Gelm cheered at that point, and I smiled. Perhaps this would not go quite as well as these terrorists believed. 
 
    “This cure is the work of the demons!” the male shouted, and his hands went toward the sky once more. “They have poisoned us to keep us complacent while they conquer our world! The only way to destroy this evil is with the appeasement of the gods! You are good citizens, you know the gods protect us, they love us, we are their children!” 
 
    “It’s time for us to go,” I told the king as I grabbed Akela’s arm. 
 
    “What?” he gasped. “No, we must put an end to this.” 
 
    “Any way we try to stop them now will look like we are only trying to silence them,” I explained under my breath. “We need to reconvene and discuss what to do about these people.” 
 
    “Besides,” Akela said as she looked around warily, “I don’t think we’ll be welcome here too much longer.” 
 
    King Grenn looked around at the angry stares his people cast upon us. 
 
    “Quite right,” he agreed with a nod. “Let’s go!” 
 
    I pulled Akela and the king with me, and the guard came along as well as we ran back to the ship. Neka and Sef’sla were finished with their patients, and they sat on the ramp of the Lacuna Noctis.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Sef’sla asked when she saw us running toward the ship. 
 
    “Get up the ramp!” I called.  
 
    The women didn’t hesitate, they ran right up into the cargo hold and waited for us. Once we were all inside, I quickly hit the door, and it closed with a whoosh. Then I made the walk to the bridge and plopped down in my captain’s chair while everyone crowded around me.  
 
    “What happened?” Neka asked, and her eyes were wide. 
 
    “It seems a new religious group is on the scene,” I sighed as I put my head into my hands. 
 
    “Oh, no,” the cat-girl yowled. 
 
    “What does this mean?” Sef’sla wondered. 
 
    “They’re trying to overthrow us, the king, and the Elphad,” Akela said dryly. 
 
    “What will we do?” King Grenn asked, and he wrung his gray hands together once more. “We’ve never had a disturbance of this magnitude before.” 
 
    “We need to speak with Shaso,” I muttered and lifted my head. 
 
    “Don’t you think he could have some part in this?” the king asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “He’d never let his name be discredited like that, but he knows a thing or two about what those men were yelling about. He might be able to give us some insight into what they want.” 
 
    I knew damn well the group we’d just seen was a direct result of Shaso’s craziness. His pushing of the gods’ word had obviously stuck with those people, and now that Shaso was singing a new tune, they figured they’d pick up the old one.  
 
    That asshole got us into this mess, and he was going to be the one to get us out, too.  
 
    Even if I had to break his jaw in the process. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    We arrived back at the castle within minutes, and King Grenn sent one of the guards to retrieve Shaso and bring him to his table. Then it was silent as we, too, made our way to the king’s meeting room. I suspected we were all still in shock as to what was happening, why, and most importantly, how could we stop it? 
 
    The people in the courtyard had obviously been serious, and they’d managed to get at least some of the crowd on their side, though I wasn’t sure the whole city was buying their crap. These guys were knock off Elphads, at least in my mind, and the leader was a knock off Shaso, right down to the declaration that the gods required blood to be shed for them.  
 
    This new group probably got pissed when Shaso renounced his hate for us. This attack was planned, and they hit the city where it would hurt the most. I hadn’t stuck around to see if they’d taken credit for the fire, or if they’d given credit to the gods, but either way, I knew they’d say it was a way to cleanse the citizens of the Elphad traitors.  
 
    Finally, we took our usual seats at the king’s table, and Shaso was escorted in by a couple of guards. 
 
    “We apologize for intruding on your day,” I said in a calm tone, “but I’m sure you heard there was a disturbance today.” 
 
    “This is a serious matter, Shaso,” the king added, and the Elphad leader looked more inclined to listen. 
 
    “I heard of the fire at the temple,” Shaso said.  
 
    “There was more than that,” Akela mumbled.  
 
    “What else has happened?” the Elphad leader asked.  
 
    “A terrorist group is trying to take over your city,” I explained. “They’re the ones who started the fire.” 
 
    We filled in Shaso about what the fanatics had said of the Elphad, and their threats against them, and the male’s eyes widened as we spoke. 
 
    “They wore blue robes,” I said, and I watched his expression carefully. “Does this sound like anybody you know?” 
 
    “The blue robes are new,” Shaso sighed, “but I think I know of whom you speak.” 
 
    “Well?” King Grenn pushed, and he leaned forward with a stern frown. “Who is it? How do you know these awful people?” 
 
    “I believe the leader is Grep,” the Elphad leader said. “He was my biggest supporter. I’m sure I could recognize a few of the others as well. There was a group of them that always seemed to worship me. They never questioned anything I had to say.” 
 
    “So, these people were, like, your biggest fans?” Neka asked, and her head tilted in confusion. 
 
    “I suppose so.” Shaso nodded. 
 
    “They clung to your every word,” I muttered and shook my head, “and once you flipped the script, it all went downhill from there.” 
 
    “It appears that way,” he said. 
 
    “Well, we must do something,” the king declared. “Shaso, you know them better than any of us. What is it they might want?” 
 
    “I think they want exactly what Shaso wanted,” I scoffed. “They just want some power, and they don’t care how they get it.” 
 
    The Elphad leader looked at me with narrowed eyes, but he said nothing. 
 
    “Well, then, CT,” Grenn said as he turned to me. “What do you think we should do?” 
 
    “We cannot allow them to roam the kingdom for long,” I replied. “They’re already trying to convince the citizens to side with them.” 
 
    “Not to mention people were injured today,” Sef’sla hissed. “And several died.” 
 
    “Yes.” The king frowned. “I heard they were dead before we arrived. I am saddened by the loss.” 
 
    “If this group is willing to start fires and injure their own people, then we can’t put anything past them,” I cautioned.  
 
    “I believe you are right,” Shaso said. “They must be stopped.” 
 
    I appreciated the support, even though I knew it came from a place of self-preservation rather than caring for his people.  
 
    “Yes,” the king agreed with a nod, “but I think we have a bigger problem with this Grep.” 
 
    “What is it?’ Sef’sla asked, and she laid a hand on the king’s worried shoulder. 
 
    “We, neither Shaso nor I, can openly attack these people,” King Grenn sighed and rubbed at his wrinkled brow.  
 
    But we don’t need to attack them,” I pointed out, “we only need to arrest them. I know you have a dungeon. We can simply put them in there until they can receive a trial.” 
 
    “I’m afraid the people will not stand for that.” The king shook his head. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. “This group burnt down their temple.” 
 
    “Yes,” Shaso sighed, “but I believe the king is right. We have always had an agreement among the Gelm citizens and the royals that says they are allowed to challenge a lord’s rule at any time. And that includes the Elphad.” 
 
    “So, if we arrest them, then we’re going directly against this rule,” I realized. 
 
    “Yes,” the king confirmed, “and if we do so then we automatically admit to our faults. They will claim we are only attempting to silence them. I’m afraid I might have even acted too rashly in the courtyard if you had not helped me. We have had disputes with citizens before, but nothing like this.” 
 
    “No,” Shaso grunted. “We have never had an uprising of such a caliber.” 
 
    “If we were to openly arrest these citizens, then we would cause great distress among the people,” King Grenn continued. “We would lose their trust.” 
 
    “I understand.” I nodded and rubbed my chin in thought.  
 
    This Gelm law seemed like a great but also a terrible rule to have, and I wondered what had brought on a need for such a thing. It definitely solidified a sense of trust between the citizens and royalty, but it also allowed for things like this to happen.  
 
    I sighed as I tried to think of a way to subdue the zealots without starting an all-out war among the Gelm. The last thing I wanted to do was cause trouble while we were here. We were so incredibly close to getting the mines set up, and just when things seemed to really be going right, we were attacked by even bigger religious assholes. 
 
    “What if we could take out the zealots without needing you all to openly do it?” I proposed after some thought. “Would that work?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” the king said.  
 
    “What’s your idea, CT?” Neka asked with a grin. 
 
    “Come on, Tower,” Akela teased as she crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t keep us waiting.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “So, what if we use one of the drones to knock the group unconscious?” 
 
    “How would we do that?” Sef’sla asked. “We don’t wish to harm them, do we?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “And actually, I think you can help a lot with that.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” the princess clicked, but after a second, realization dawned on her face. “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “Akela.” I turned to the silver-haired woman next. “Any way you can aerosolize that toxin?”  
 
    “I can aerosolize anything,” the mechanic replied with a grin. 
 
    “What toxin will you give them?” the king asked, and his brows pulled together with concern. 
 
    “I am able to produce a sleeping toxin,” Sef’sla informed the king. 
 
    “A sleeping toxin?” he repeated. “I have plants that help with sleep as well, but we do not call them toxins.” 
 
    “I make this within my body,” the princess laughed. 
 
    I watched Shaso’s face as he heard this news. I knew he still not only despised us, but he also feared us, and Sef’sla’s confession made that fear spread right across his face.  
 
    It was pretty satisfying to watch.  
 
    “What will you do with the group once they’re caught?” Neka asked. 
 
    “We might be able to convince them of the truth,” I said. “We can show them all the technology we have.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be enough,” Shaso remarked. “If they are anything like me, then they will not turn away from their values easily.” 
 
    “And yet you still came around.” I smirked. “These citizens might just need to see what’s going on. Regardless, I think they need to stand trial for the deaths they caused, but we may be able to change their minds about everything else.” 
 
    Suddenly, a knock sounded on the door, and my hand instinctively twitched to the plasma gun on my hip. 
 
    “Come in,” the king called, and one of his guardsmen entered. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he said with a bow, “one of the guards who stayed at the courtyard has returned. He says the group there will hold a ritual at dawn to appease the gods.” 
 
    “Thank you,” King Grenn sighed, and he sent the guard on his way. 
 
    “If you can’t go against them, then why are the guards helping you?” Neka questioned, and her orange cat ears tilted toward the king curiously. 
 
    “They are loyal to me.” The old male smiled softly. “They are my most trusted guards, and they understand what is happening here. Aside from that, three of the men who died today were guards. My protectors do not take kindly to someone killing one of their own.” 
 
    “If they’re planning on having the ritual tomorrow, then we don’t have much time to get this going,” I muttered as my mind began to spin. 
 
    It would take some time to get enough of Sef’sla’s sleep toxin to knock out an entire group of men, and besides that, Akela had to figure out a way to aerosolize it so we could take the assholes down quietly. Plus, there was the question of how to get the group alone. We couldn’t take them out in front of witnesses, so the cover of night was probably our best bet, but so close to the ritual meant we had no room for error.  
 
    “You’re right,” the king agreed. “We must send out this drone of yours as soon as possible.”  
 
    “I think it’s best if we wait until night time,” I explained. “We need the group to be alone since we can’t take them out in front of witnesses.” 
 
    “Plus, we need to make the sleep toxin,” Neka added. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, “and that will take a couple of hours at least.” 
 
    “Once we have them in our custody, they must be killed,” Shaso declared out of the blue. 
 
    “What?” I asked, and my mouth hung agape. “I just said earlier we might be able to convince them of the truth. We have to at least give that a chance.” 
 
    “What about a trial?” Akela suggested. “That could show the citizens their crimes, and allow them to help figure out how to punish these traitors.” 
 
    “These are not bad ideas,” King Grenn said, but he wrung his hands again. “Still, I’m afraid I must agree with Shaso.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I knew the king to be a just and fair person, one of the most honorable I’d ever known. I watched him as he continued to wring his hands, and I knew there had to be a reason. Whatever it was, I still didn’t think I could support this, but I at least had to let him speak. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” I said in a calm, low voice. “Do you really mean this?” 
 
    “I do not wish to hurt anyone,” the older Gelm replied in a strained tone, “but we cannot have these people filling the citizens’ heads with lies and pitting them against us. Otherwise, there will not be a city left at all.” 
 
    “There has got to be another way to deal with this,” I reasoned. As much as I felt these men deserved to suffer for the deaths they had caused, I also knew Shaso’s brainwashing was the true culprit behind this.  
 
    Grenn and Shaso looked at me, and I was surprised to see both of them wore looks of sadness. I expected this from the king, but not Shaso. The Elphad knew this was his doing, and now he was arguing that this group needed to die … was it possible he actually felt bad about it? 
 
    “There is no other way,” the Elphad leader murmured. “Our people rely on the gods, and if this group convinces them the king and I are corrupt, then we will be overthrown, and you will be cast out from our city.” 
 
    “And why would you care about that?” Akela scoffed. “You’ve been trying to get rid of us since we got here.” 
 
    “I realize that.” Shaso bowed his head. “I know I have not been kind to you, and I still do not like you very much, but you cured the Gelm people, and you have proven yourself trustworthy.” 
 
    I took a long minute to look over the Elphad leader. He appeared to be sincere, and I actually believed him. In my experience, people didn’t lie about not liking you still, but none of that solved the issue at hand.  
 
    I didn’t want there to be any more deaths.  
 
    “I am sorry, CT,” King Grenn sighed, “but we must go through with the plan. This group is dangerous, they have already killed several guards, and they plan to kill a child tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “I think he’s right,” Akela said, and she looked at me with pursed lips.  
 
    “They did kill five people today,” Neka mewed pitifully, “and they burnt down the temple.” 
 
    “Shaso’s an asshole, but at least he didn’t do that,” Akela added. 
 
    I looked to Sef’sla, but the princess was cool and collected as she stared out the window. I knew the Almort valued all life as sacred, and she’d been quiet for a while now. 
 
    “Sef’sla, how do you feel about this?” I asked.  
 
    “I feel you are honorable for defending these men’s lives,” the princess hissed with a small smile, “especially after the tragedy they have caused. But my support is with the king and his decisions.” 
 
    “But your people value all life as sacred,” I argued, and I was surprised she’d agreed to go along with this madness. 
 
    “We do,” Sef’sla clicked softly, “but these are not my people. This is not my planet, nor is it yours. It is a planet we have grown to love, filled with people who love and wish to help, but we are not here to govern, we are here to allow the Gelm to govern themselves, even from those who would wish to take that right away from them.” 
 
    I blinked hard at Sef’sla’s words.  
 
    The princess was absolutely correct, we weren’t here to argue how they should run their civilization, especially when it came to the punishments of zealots who committed murders just hours before. As much as I didn’t want to see anyone else harmed, it was not my place, nor anyone from my crew’s place, to tell these people how to run their homeland. We came here to make sure nobody did that.  
 
    “You’re right,” I said to the Almort woman. She was a true dignitary if I ever knew one. Always calm, respectable, and level headed. At that moment, I appreciated her far more than she could ever know.  
 
    Sef’sla gave me a small smile, and I saw the king look at her with eyes filled with love and affection. The old man didn’t want to kill anybody either, but he was doing what he felt was best for his people, and I had to respect his decision. I think that was one of the reasons Sef’sla supported him. She realized what a difficult choice this was for a leader, and she respected him for making one, even if it wasn’t the one she would personally make. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” I said, “how can we help?” 
 
    We all quickly came up with a plan that would allow the king and Shaso to take control back from the zealots, while also punishing them for their crimes. It was a messy plan, and I still wasn’t completely for it, but I needed to show my support for the king.  
 
    We would send drones into the wannabe Elphads’ homes and poison their dinner without them noticing. The poison would activate right before dawn, so these traitors would fall over dead right before they were able to kill whatever child was to be sacrificed. This would allow the king and Shaso to step up and claim it was the work of the gods.  
 
    After the plan was made, Akela went to get the drones ready, while Sef’sla was called to look at some of the guards who had been injured earlier today. None of them were severely injured, but the princess wanted to check on them nonetheless, and Akela would be in the ship for at least a couple hours while she got the cloaking devices ready on the drones.  
 
    That meant it was just my cat-girl and me, so we retreated back to the room we’d been staying in in the castle, and I plopped down in the large chair by the fire. 
 
    “Are you alright, CT?” the cat-girl asked as she came to stand by me. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I told her with a soft smile, then I pulled her down to sit on my lap. 
 
    She giggled and nuzzled against me as I rubbed the top of her head. 
 
    “I’m sorry you were upset by the king’s decision,” she whispered into my neck. 
 
    “Sef’sla was right.” I shrugged. “This is their planet, and their government. We aren’t here to tell them how to run it.” 
 
    “No,” she sighed, “but I think it’s noble of you to want them to stand trial.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled, and I kissed her forehead.  
 
    Her body was warm against me as she snuggled into me more, and I felt her ass press against my thigh. Her hair smelled like flowers and sunshine, and as I breathed her in, I felt my pants grow tighter.  
 
    Neka had been with me for so long, and for most of that time, I’d tried to ignore my feelings for her. I never wanted her to feel the way she had on her home planet, with those men who created her only to be used. I always wanted to protect her, and it had only been recently that we’d entered into a relationship. It still felt strange sometimes, stranger than with Sef’sla and Akela, only because I’d been with Neka for years, and I’d always been her protector. 
 
    With Sef’sla and Akela, I wanted to act on my impulses and pull them into me and kiss them, but with Neka, I always wanted to go slow. I never wanted to upset her or make her feel like she was being used. I wanted her to know how loved and cherished she was. 
 
    I smiled at my cat-girl as I looked into her bright, yellow eyes, and pushed a strand of orange hair over her shoulder. Her ear twitched when I touched her neck, and I felt my breath grow heavy. 
 
    “CT,” she whispered. 
 
    “What is it, beautiful?” I asked, and she blushed at my words. 
 
    “I just love you,” she said as she looked up at me through her long lashes.  
 
    “I love you, too,” I told her, and my voice was husky from desire.  
 
    Then I leaned down slowly and let my lips touch hers. Her mouth was pillow soft underneath mine, and I licked her lips so she parted them for me as I slipped my tongue inside.  
 
    She moaned at the sensation, and her tail wrapped around my wrist as I cupped her cheek.  
 
    Her cat tongue was always a bit of a shock, but I loved it, and after a while, it had started to grow on me. I looked forward to the rough sweetness of her as my tongue played with hers.  
 
    I continued to kiss her deeply as I slowly ran my hands down her body. My assistant was curvy in all the right places, with a full chest, small waist, and wide hips that formed the perfect hourglass figure. She drove me crazy as I felt her body tense up under my touch, and I wanted nothing more than to peel her clothes off right now and be inside of her. 
 
    “Neka,” I groaned as I pulled away to kiss down her neck. 
 
    “CT,” she purred. “I want you.” 
 
    My pants grew even tighter at her admission, and I picked her up and carried her over to the bed. I laid her down gently and climbed on top of her as I let my mouth work its way down her body. I nibbled on her collarbone first, then I made my way to the zipper of her flight suit. 
 
    The cat-girl wriggled underneath me, her breath sharp with each touch, and she gasped and arched her back as I slowly unzipped her suit. 
 
    I kissed down the center where her skin was exposed, then I pulled the suit off to reveal her totally naked body. She had full, perky breasts, with light brown nipples that almost had an orange tint to them against her pale skin.  
 
    I hovered above her as I slowly slid my hand up her stomach to her breast.  
 
    “Oh, CT,” she gasped at my caress. 
 
    “You are so gorgeous,” I told her as I ran my fingers all over her chest. 
 
    Finally, when I couldn’t take it any longer, I bent down to pull one of her nipples into my mouth and sucked on it. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she mewled as she arched up to push herself further against me. 
 
    I reached over to toy with her other nipple as I continued to suckle on the one in my mouth. Neka wriggled beneath me, and her legs found their way on either side of my thigh so I could feel the heat that came off her.  
 
    “Fuck,” I moaned when I realized how wet she was. I could feel the slickness against my flight suit, and the sensation drove me wild with desire. 
 
    I kissed down her stomach until I reached her pussy, and I held myself there for a moment as my hot breath teased her while I held her legs in place. 
 
    “Please, CT,” the cat girl begged. “I want you so bad.” 
 
    I slowly licked her pink slit. She tasted of salt and desire, and I shoved my tongue inside of her to get a better taste as her tail wrapped hard around my forearm. 
 
    Neka cried out and arched her back as she grabbed my hair to hold me in place against her.  
 
    I licked and sucked on her until her thighs tightened around my shoulders, and I knew she was ready to come.  
 
    As pleasure rocketed through her, Neka arched up and threw her head back against the pillows while I lapped up every bit of her juices that I could.  
 
    Once she finished, I stood up and pulled my flight suit down, but before I could climb back on top of her, Neka spun around and was now facing my cock. 
 
    I stared down at the cat-girl through heavy lids, and her tail swished back and forth playfully as she stared at my member and bit her bottom lip. 
 
    “Neka,” I groaned. “I need y--” 
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, she took the whole of me into her mouth in one swift movement that left me utterly breathless. Her cat tongue pressed against the bottom of my shaft, and I gripped onto her bright, orange hair to steady myself.  
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed as I tried not to come right then and there. 
 
    The cat-girl began to bob her head back and forth as she took me in and out of her mouth, and with each inward thrust, I felt my cock push down the back of her throat just a bit farther. The sensation had me on edge, and I gritted my teeth to keep from losing myself. 
 
    Neka looked up at me as she slowly took the whole of my cock once more, and my mouth parted with pleasure as I threw my head back.  
 
    “I can’t take it anymore,” I grunted. Then I grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her back, and a string of spit connected us as her mouth left me. 
 
    Neka giggled and looked up at me playfully. She sat on her knees on the bed, her legs spread wide, and I could see how her pussy still glistened for me. Her hands were on the top of her knees, and her arms pushed her breasts together as she stared up at me and bit her lip once more. 
 
    I growled, grabbed her by the hips, and turned her around so her ass faced me. My fingers overlapped on her waist, and her tail wrapped around my forearm once more as I slowly slid myself all the way inside of her. 
 
    “Oh, CT!” she yowled as she arched her ass back against me. “You feel so good.” 
 
    Neka leaned back and hooked her arms around my neck so her chest was completely exposed in front of her, and I reached around to pinch her nipples as I began to slide in and out of her sopping wet tunnel. 
 
    The sensation was enough to put me on edge already, but then Neka started to slam her ass back against me, and each time I could feel how wet she was and how deep she took me in.  
 
    “Harder,” the cat-girl commanded, so I let go of her nipples, grabbed her hips, and began to thrust into her as hard as I could. 
 
    Neither of us lasted long after that, and Neka came so hard on my cock, I could feel her pussy spasm and twitch while her tail grabbed my arm in a death grip. 
 
    Once I felt her pleasure, my own came swiftly, and I filled her womb with my seed as I held her hips against mine.  
 
    We both were motionless for a moment as we caught our breaths, and I could still feel the aftershocks roll through her as she clenched around me.  
 
    I groaned as I slowly slid myself out of her, and then I let out another moan of satisfaction as I watched my seed drip out from her swollen pussy. 
 
    “Mmm,” Neka purred as she rolled over on the bed, wiped some of my seed from her vagina with her finger, and then licked it. “You always taste so good.” 
 
    “Mmm, indeed,” I chuckled and laid down next to her. 
 
    “That was nice,” the cat-girl sighed as she snuggled against me and began to purr a slow, deep sound that soothed me halfway to sleep. 
 
    “I’m glad you think so,” I said, and I allowed my eyes to close and my fingers to tickle her back. 
 
    “Ahem!” I heard from behind the door, and my eyes shot open. 
 
    “Is that Akela?” Neka asked, and her cheeks burned a bright red. 
 
    “It sounded like it,” I snickered. 
 
    “Are you two done in there?” the mechanic laughed. “Sef’sla and I would like to come to bed, too.” 
 
    Neka and I looked at each other for a second before we both burst out laughing. There was no telling how long the mechanic and princess had been out there, or how much they’d heard. Not that it mattered too much, this wasn’t the first time I’d been caught red handed with one of my girls by the other two. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked my cat-girl. “Should we let them in?” 
 
    “Hey!” Sef’sla hissed through the door. “We can hear you, you know!” 
 
    We all laughed once more as I hopped up to open the door and let in the other two loves of my life.  
 
    Akela and Sef’sla were both bright red when I pulled the door open, and I flashed them a grin as I gestured for them to come inside.  
 
    “While you two were busy playing around, Sef’sla and I got the plan underway,” Akela informed me. “The poison has been delivered.” 
 
    “Great.” I nodded. “Thank you both. You’re wonderful.”  
 
    “You all tired out now?” Akela asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “It sounded like Neka put you to work,” Sef’sla giggled. 
 
    “Yeah,” Akela said, and she plopped down on the bed and stared at me with hungry eyes. “I bet you’re too tired for round two, huh?” 
 
    “Never,” I said with a grin, and I walked toward the bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The next morning, we all woke before dawn and headed out to the garden. It was well before the time we had been told to meet, but still, we found the king in his usual seat, with a pot of tea in front of him. The moon was bright above us, and it illuminated the garden in a beautiful silver hue that reflected off Akela’s already silver hair.  
 
    I smiled as I took in the sight of all my women under the moonlight. They were all uniquely stunning. 
 
    “I thought you all might be up early as well,” King Grenn chuckled as he gestured to the chairs around him. 
 
    “I like to be early.” I shrugged and poured myself a cup of tea.  
 
    “What are you doing up so early, Your Majesty?” Neka asked. “We still have an hour before we all need to leave for the ritual.” 
 
    “I know, but I found it hard to sleep last night,” the old male sighed, and he looked down at his tea. Then he met my gaze, and there was a deep sadness in his eyes. “Whether you realize it or not, this was not an easy decision.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, and I gently placed a hand on the king’s arm. “I’m sorry I gave you such grief yesterday. I’ll support whatever decision you make. You are one of the most honorable rulers I have ever met.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” The king huffed out a dry laugh. “But it’s not easy to rule. Whoever you thought were dishonorable before may have only been doing what they believed was best for their people.” 
 
    I smiled at King Grenn, but I didn’t tell him he was utterly wrong about that point. While I’m sure some of the leaders I’d met had actually felt that way, I’d met plenty who were money or power-hungry assholes who didn’t give a crap about their citizens. It was only the good kings who would ever give someone the benefit of the doubt like that. Good looks for good, while bad looks for bad. That was another of those universal truths I’d learned over the years. 
 
    “Did you all sleep well last night?” the king asked, and all the girls went bright red. 
 
    “We slept fine,” I said with a grin as I thought about what we had done the night before. 
 
    “I am happy to hear this.” Grenn smiled. “Once all of this ugliness is over, I hope we can get back to work on the improvements around here.” 
 
    “Of course,” I promised. “Nothing has steered us off course quite yet.” 
 
    “I did have a request,” the king added, and he looked almost embarrassed. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “We have lands for growing plants,” he explained, “but not all of our plants are able to grow there. I believe it’s because of the soil. It took many years for me to build the garden I have here.” 
 
    “Would you like us to look at the soil?” Sef’sla gasped, and she seemed genuinely excited. “We would be happy to. I’m sure we could find a way to maximize your harvest.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful,” the king said. “I know my people do not go hungry, but I would like for them to be able to eat all of the wonderful treats that can be grown on our planet, not just what will grow in the soil.” 
 
    “You are a very wonderful king,” Neka giggled, and her eyes crinkled with a smile. 
 
    “Thank you, sweet girl.” The older Gelm gave her a small bow. “I try my best for my people.” 
 
    The conversation was a welcome distraction from the task of the morning, and I figured focusing on something positive helped the king to stay in high spirits. I knew the decision to eradicate the group of zealots had been difficult on him, and I was happy to see him genuinely smile once more. 
 
    My girls chatted with King Grenn about the different plants on Zalia while I drank my tea and ate my cake. I’d become accustomed to the delicious treats the king bestowed upon us every morning. The tea always tasted like nectar from the sweetest flower, and the cakes always had the best combination of bitter flavors to balance out the tea. I’d also noticed the king attempted to make a fish flavored cake to satisfy Neka. He’d taken to putting out fresh fish for her every morning, but the past few days she’d had a new little cake in front of her, too, and he waited patiently for her approval, always with a small plate of fish nearby in case she didn’t like it.  
 
    “Good morning,” Shaso announced as he approached the table a few minutes later. 
 
    “Shaso,” the king greeted him, “please, take a seat and have some tea. We still have some time before we need to leave.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” the Elphad leader said with a small bow, and he sat down and poured himself a cup of the nectar.  
 
    I eyed the male curiously while he stared down at his cup and seemed lost in thought. I wondered if he was here early because he couldn’t sleep as well. Did he truly comprehend what all his bullshit had caused?  
 
    “Shaso,” I said after several minutes. 
 
    The Elphad did not speak, but he looked up at me. 
 
    “The king has asked us to look at the soil used for harvest,” I informed him. “He wants to see if we can improve the soil so the farmers can grow different kinds of food there.” 
 
    “An excellent idea,” Shaso muttered, and Akela gave me a confused glance at his words. 
 
    “Is there anything you would like to request?” I asked with an arched brow. “My team is quite capable of just about anything you could think of.” 
 
    It may not have been fair to test the Elphad in such a way, but I wanted to know what he had to say. Would he request something for himself? Or perhaps nothing at all, not even something that could help the Gelm as a whole? I eyed him curiously as I waited for him to reply. His response wouldn’t be a complete judge of character, but it would at least show me if he was on the path to changing. 
 
    “I wonder if we could improve the way we harvest,” the Elphad leader replied at length. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I questioned. 
 
    “Most farmers harvest their crops by hand,” Shaso explained. “It is tiring and difficult work, and many farmers are old, with no one to help them but their children. I wonder if we could help them figure out an easier way to harvest their crops.” 
 
    My crew and I stared at Shaso in stunned silence for a long moment.  
 
    “Yes,” I finally blurted out, “I’m sure we can manage that.”  
 
    “That would be most appreciated,” the Elphad leader said, then he stood up. “I think I will check on the carriages.” 
 
    The king said nothing, but he smiled softly and nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” Akela said after Shaso had left. “What the hell was that all about?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla hissed and frowned sharply. “It does not seem like Shaso to think of something so beneficial for the Gelm.” 
 
    “Has anyone told you how the Elphad are chosen?” King Grenn asked suddenly. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t suppose anyone has. I figured it was the next in line in a family.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” the king laughed. “The Elphad are chosen when they are still young. They go to school to be an Elphad, and many do not make the cut. They are sent back home to their families. There is no dishonor in it, it simply means they are not chosen.” 
 
    “Wait,” Akela said with a frown. “They take the kids away from their families to send them to this school?” 
 
    “No,” Grenn chuckled, “it is a school, much the same as the other small schools we have. The children still go home at night and live with their families.” 
 
    “Shaso came from a farming family, didn’t he?” Sef’sla asked. 
 
    “He did.” The king nodded. “He has been an Elphad for so long I’d thought he may have forgotten. It seems you all have reminded him of his past.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I totally believed it or not, but I smiled at the thought. 
 
    “Maybe he feels bad about the way he’s been behaving all these years,” Neka suggested before she shoved a piece of fish cake into her mouth. 
 
    “I’m not sure if we are quite there, yet,” King Grenn remarked with a wistful expression, “but I think we may be getting closer.” 
 
    I was happy to hear the king still didn’t fully trust the Elphad, but he was right, it seemed Shaso may be on a better path than I’d originally thought him capable of, whether I had to force him down it or not. 
 
    “The carriages are ready,” Shaso announced as he made his way back to the table. “We should be leaving now.” 
 
    “I believe you are right,” the king sighed, put his cup down, and stood up slowly. “It’s time to be off.” 
 
    The moon was still high above us as we rode down to the city, through the crowds of people, and up to the same stone cliff where Shaso had attempted to murder a child just days before. The thought brought back some disdain for the male, but I tried to keep an open mind to the idea that he may be on a better path. If he was, then I didn’t want to push him back the other way by insinuating that his mistakes were all he’d ever be. 
 
    The carriages moved slowly among the people, and it seemed the majority of the city was here once again to witness the ritual.  
 
    We reached the bottom of the cliff and parked our carriages. The moon was huge as we walked up the cliff, and I couldn’t help but stare at it.  
 
    The zealots were already there in their blue robes, and they’d taken the seats of the Elphad, as well as the king’s chair.  
 
    King Grenn made no comment and simply stood at the front of the crowd, with the ritual stone just meters away from him.  
 
    Off to the side, I noticed a female Gelm holding her small boy close to her. She said nothing, but she had silvery tears running down her face, and I figured this was the boy to be sacrificed. 
 
    Luckily, it wouldn’t come to that.  
 
    I watched the zealots as they waited for the crowd to gather. The leader sat in the king’s chair and stared out at the people with a cold, angry glare. Once it appeared most of the city had gathered, and it would be dawn soon, the zealot leader stood up and addressed the crowd. 
 
    “You all are here today to witness a long overdue ritual,” the male said with a pointed look at Shaso and the king.  
 
    Some of the crowd cheered, but I heard a few negative reactions, too, which was satisfying. Not all of the Gelm would be tricked by these people. 
 
    “The men you looked up to have been corrupted,” the zealot continued as he paced back and forth. “Shaso, the Elphad leader, and even the great king of our people, they have been corrupted by demons!” 
 
    King Grenn’s chin lifted slightly at the mention of him, but he said nothing in response, and the look on his face said, “I’m the king and you can’t touch me.”  
 
    “Your leaders have become nothing more than demons themselves!” the male shouted. “Now, it is our time to reclaim our people for the true gods. Who is with me?” 
 
    There was a loud cheer from a good portion of the crowd, and the few boos were outweighed by the rouse of support. 
 
    I slowly pushed the girls in front of me so I was back further in the crowd then they were. They each looked at me, but none of them said anything. If anything went wrong, then we were not welcome here, and we would have to get out of this already angry crowd ourselves.  
 
    Of course, I trusted Akela and Sef’sla totally, and I knew the plan would go off without a hitch, but I couldn’t take any chances. My girls were far too important to me, and there was always the voice in my head that said “what if.”  
 
    “The ritual will be completed today,” the male hollered out to the crowd, “and you will see the gods have forgiven us for forsaking them! Once the sacrifice is made, only then can the gods return us to the Gelm we once were! Only then can they cure you of The Gray Cough and of the demon elixir the Elphad have fed you!” 
 
    I had to roll my eyes at this guy. That “demon elixir” was the only reason a good portion of these citizens were still alive right now.  
 
    “The time is near!” the male said, and another of the zealots retrieved the boy from the crying mother and led him to the chopping block.  
 
    “One minute to sunrise,” Omni said into my ear. 
 
    “Thanks, O,” I muttered.  
 
    That meant, any second now, our plan would go into motion, and I looked down at my watch impatiently.  
 
    “With this sacrifice, we beg you!” the male shouted up to the sky. “Forgive us!” 
 
    As he yelled this, he lifted the dagger above his head, but before he could swing, he began to cough and choke. The people in the audience gasped at the sudden choking fit, and their gasps only became louder as the rest of the zealots began to hack as well. 
 
    Soon, they were all foaming at the mouth, and the crowd had moved back several meters as the zealots stumbled around the stage and eventually fell to their knees, then forward onto their faces, with their dead eyes staring straight ahead.  
 
    The plan had liftoff.  
 
    Akela made sure the poison would release into their systems directly at sunrise, that way they would go publicly, and the people around wouldn’t have an explanation for it since the poison was not from this planet.  
 
    So, now it appeared as though the very gods the zealots claimed to have spoken for had struck them down.  
 
    It was a clever ruse, if I did say so myself.  
 
    The king quietly walked forward and untied the boy from the stone, then he calmly walked the boy back to his mother, who thanked the king profusely. The ruler then made a slow walk to the center of the fallen zealots and faced the crowd. 
 
    “I do not believe now is my time to speak,” King Grenn said. “I am as unsure as you all are as to what has just happened here. I believe it is time we hear from the Elphad. May they help us make sense of all that has happened.” 
 
    The older male walked back to his spot at the front of the crowd, and Shaso took his place.  
 
    “It is clear what has happened here today,” Shaso intoned, and he looked down at the dead men with a sense of pity. “These men here were ill.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. We hadn’t discussed exactly what the Elphad leader would say, but somehow, I didn’t think we were going with disease. 
 
    “These men ignored the truth because it went against tradition,” Shaso continued. “They ignored the truth because they trusted me far too much.” 
 
    With that, the Elphad paused for a moment.  
 
    “Your king,” he finally continued with a gesture toward the ruler, “he knew I was not to be trusted implicitly. That is why he paused the ritual days ago. He knew he had to do what was best for his people.” 
 
    The Gelm in the crowd moved closer as he spoke, and I thought this plan just might work.  
 
    “Your king is the reason why we are healed,” Shaso declared just loud enough for the crowd to hear. “His wisdom and closeness to the gods has allowed him to serve his people. He stopped me from making a mistake the day I attempted to perform the ritual, but today, it was not the king who stopped this mistake. Today, it was the gods.” 
 
    The Elphad leader gestured up to the sky, and the people in the crowd followed his lead with their eyes. Even if they’d believed the zealots just minutes before, it was hard to argue with foaming at the mouth and dying during a ritual. For anyone who didn’t know the real story, that seemed a pretty clear sign the gods had spoken. 
 
    “It is our duty now to listen to the gods,” Shaso continued. “We must not have any more rituals. The gods do not demand sacrifice. They demand we be good to one another. That is why they have cured us. That is why they have killed these zealots who burned down our temple. It is up to us now. We know the ways of the gods, let us follow them.” 
 
    I smiled as the crowd erupted in triumph. Shaso’s speech had worked, and it seemed the plan was back on track. 
 
    The king stepped forward then, and he requested everyone gather some things to start a fire. They would burn the bodies of the deceased unless the families wanted to take them home. None of the families offered, though, and I wondered if that was shameful for them, or if they would rather have their loved ones be cremated by the king. 
 
    After the fire was going, King Grenn said a prayer, and Shaso dismissed the citizens and told them to go to the temple and worship. The Elphad leader added that he would be there shortly, and together they would clean their place of worship and become closer to the gods. 
 
    I was shocked to hear all Shaso had said, and I wondered if there was any truth to it. It seemed like there was, but looks could be deceiving, and I’d been fooled before. 
 
    The girls and I followed the crowd down toward our carriages and waited on Shaso and the king. 
 
    “Do you think he meant any of what he said?” Neka whispered.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I hope so.” 
 
    “As do I,” Sef’sla hissed.  
 
    “I still don’t completely trust him,” Akela muttered and pursed her lips. 
 
    I smiled at the mechanic. She and I were always on the same page when it came to people’s characters.  
 
    Soon enough, Shaso and the king joined us at the carriages, and we all hopped in and followed the crowd down toward the temple.  
 
    One of the twin suns had come up during Shaso’s speech, and it was now above us, a bright ball of yellow that slowly cast out the blue on the horizon.  
 
    The ride down to the temples was long and silent as our carriages followed the crowd. The Gelm people did not seem relieved, but they didn’t seem angry, either. If anything, they seemed rather sad, and it was then I realized the Gelm didn’t value life any less than myself. They were all upset they’d witnessed the deaths of those individuals, whether they’d committed a crime or not. That was still not something anyone wanted to see, and they were rightfully upset. The king and Shaso must have known this was the case. Even during Shaso’s speech, the people were quiet and solemn as they regarded the bodies in front of them.  
 
    Neka leaned her head against my shoulder as we rode, but soon we had arrived at the temple, and there were several Gelm gathered around on their knees praying.  
 
    “I will be back later,” Shaso said as he stepped out of the carriage. 
 
    King Grenn stepped out after him, and the Elphad turned to the older male in surprise. 
 
    “You didn’t think we were going to leave you to do all the cleanup, did you?” I asked as I also stepped out, and my girls followed behind me. 
 
    We’d discussed it, but they knew me well enough to trust me by then, and not only did it make us look good to help the Gelm repair their temple, but it felt right. They’d lost a piece of themselves when their temple had been set on fire, and it seemed only correct we did what we could to help them repair that lost piece. 
 
    The temple was an absolute disaster, just as we’d left it the day before. It was charred and blackened from the fire and smoke, and I frowned as I looked at the damage.  
 
    Before we started to clean, Shaso went to the head of those who were on their knees praying, and he joined them for a moment, with his head down as he faced the temple.  
 
    “Is there a way we can speed up this cleaning process?” Sef’sla whispered and made a sad chittering noise as she surveyed the damage around us. 
 
    “Akela.” I raised a brow. “Any suggestions?” 
 
    “Well,” the mechanic mused and rubbed at her chin, “a power washer is out of the question. It’d be way too strong, and it would probably break that statue in half.” 
 
    “Let’s not break any statues if we can help it,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Well, duh,” the mechanic replied and playfully rolled her purple eyes.  
 
    “What else have we got?” I asked, and I thought about the gadgets back on the ship and which of them might be able to help us make this process easier on ourselves and the Gelm. The quicker we could get this repaired, the quicker the Gelm might feel better, and the quicker we would be able to get back to work on other improvements.  
 
    And getting some mior.  
 
    Finally, we decided good old fashion scrubbing would have to do, but Sef’sla was able to whip us up some plant extracts that would help remove the charred appearance from the stone.  
 
    We worked with the Gelm people all morning to clean the temple, and by the time afternoon came, the structure looked far improved over what it had been like earlier in the day. I could still see the smoke from the fire on the cliff where the zealots burned, but it hadn’t spread, and I told Omni to keep an eye on it just in case.  
 
    Not all of the Gelm from the city stayed to help. Some went home, or to do chores, or farm, and others seemed distraught by what had happened, but still, we had a large crew to assist with the cleaning of the temple.  
 
    We nearly had it restored to its beautiful red color when I bumped into Shaso while we were scrubbing the floor. 
 
    “I never thought I would see you scrub a floor,” I laughed. 
 
    “It has been a long time,” the male muttered, and he kept his focus on the rag in front of him.  
 
    “I’m sure it has,” I said, “but sometimes it’s nice to do a bit of work. Makes you feel good.” 
 
    “You are strange,” he snorted, and he looked up to meet my eyes. “And I still don’t like you, CT … but I do thank you for what you did today.” 
 
    “Well, that’s nice to hear.” I smirked. “I thank you for what you did today, too. You made a good speech.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the male said, and then he went back to scrubbing.  
 
    Truth be told, I still didn’t like him much, either, but he’d started to grow on me, and I felt that if we could keep him on the right track, he might be able to be a half decent ruler by the time we left the planet. 
 
    This was a place I would definitely come back to, though. I loved these people, and I was particularly fond of the king. 
 
    As I looked around at the faces of the Gelm who worked to restore their beloved place of worship, I felt a sense of pride. I wasn’t one of them, no, and if anything, I’d inadvertently contributed to the fire that had nearly ruined this place, but I felt a sense of pride to be among such wonderful creatures and to be able to help them achieve their full potential in the galaxy.  
 
    After the temple was clean and the Gelm began to gather around to celebrate, pray, and bring offerings, I stepped back and admired the work with a smile. 
 
    “Hey,” Akela said as she joined me. “Looks like we did good. Everyone did.” 
 
    “They did,” I agreed.  
 
    “It’s nice to see a community work together,” Sef’sla added, and I realized she and Neka were right beside Akela. 
 
    “Thank you girls for all your help,” I told them with a soft smile. “I love each of you.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we love you, too,” Akela chuckled, but she leaned up and kissed me on the jaw. “Honestly, I didn’t think we were going to stay for this, I thought it would maybe be too personal.” 
 
    “I felt the same.” Sef’sla nodded. “But this felt right. It was nice to be able to help the Gelm people.” 
 
    “You all have helped so much already,” I told them. 
 
    “We try our best.” Neka shrugged. “But this was probably the most rewarding time. After saving them all from dying of that icky cough, at least.” 
 
    A few moments later, King Grenn approached us and gave us a soft, sweet smile. 
 
    “You all did not have to stay,” he said. 
 
    “We know,” I replied, “but we wanted to help.” 
 
    “The temple seems to be mostly restored,” the king sighed as he regarded the place of worship. “Now, the scars will only serve to better tell its story.” 
 
    “I like that,” Akela said with a nod. 
 
    I was happy the temple had been restored as well, but I was also antsy to get started on all the other projects we still had to complete. There was no telling when the first Corporation would arrive through the wormhole, but I figured it would be soon, and we needed to at least have the Gelm declared a self-governing body by that time.  
 
    “Alright,” I said with a clap. “Who’s ready to get back to the rest of our work?” 
 
    “Me,” Akela said as she raised a hand. “I’d much rather build than clean. Not that this wasn’t rewarding and all … but, oh, you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I am ready as well,” Sef’sla hissed with a small laugh at the mechanic. 
 
    “Let’s do it, CT!” Neka yowled, and her eyes crinkled in a smile. 
 
    “And I am ready, too,” Grenn said as he looked up at me with a grin. “But first, tea.”  
 
    “Tea first, then rebuilding the kingdom.” I smirked. “Sounds like a plan to me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    It had been a few days since the zealots were taken care of, and we’d begun on the improvements in the city. Akela and Omni had blown the holes in the mountains for the mines, and the operation was underway there.  
 
    Sef’sla and Neka also checked on the soil for the farmers like Grenn had requested, and they found it was too acidic for most of the plants the king grew in his garden. Luckily, Sef’sla was an expert, and she’d been able to come up with a solution. She and Neka had sprayed the fields the day before, and it was expected the soil would be at optimal acidity within two days.  
 
    It was a lovely, bright morning today, and I’d woken to no girls around me, so I headed down to the garden and found them at tea with the king and Shaso. The Elphad leader had been joining us in the morning to listen to the daily updates, but I didn’t mind so much, since he now contributed more to the conversations about ways to improve life for the Gelm. 
 
    “Alright,” I said after I’d joined them and poured myself a cup of tea. “What’s on our agenda for today?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” The king grinned. “What is happening today?” 
 
    “Well,” Akela began, and she set her cup down on the table, “I’ve figured out the best way to get you guys energy.” 
 
    “That’s great!” I exclaimed. I knew the mechanic had been working on that question since we got to the planet.  
 
    “What do you mean?” King Grenn asked, and his brows pulled together in confusion.  
 
    “We can get you lights,” Akela explained. “Like the ones we have on the ship.” 
 
    “Oh,” he replied, with his eyes as wide as saucers. 
 
    “All it will take is a bit of mior placed around the city,” she said with a smile. “Easy peasy.” 
 
    “Will there be enough mior for that?” the king asked. 
 
    “More than enough,” the mechanic laughed. “You have enough mior to last for centuries.” 
 
    “Well, we should put up this energy around the other cities and villages as well,” Grenn said. 
 
    That had, of course, been the plan all along, but the king still didn’t seem to comprehend just how much mior was on his planet.  
 
    “That’s the plan,” Akela confirmed.  
 
    “And the soil?” the king asked Sef’sla.  
 
    “Neka and I will check on it today,” the Almort princess assured him with a gentle nod. “Then we will head back to the hospital.” 
 
    The princess and Neka had taken to helping out at the hospital and sharing their herbs and medicines with the Gelm doctors. Once Akela was able to set up the electricity, it would really come to life. 
 
    “Fantastic,” the older Gelm male sighed, and then he turned to me. “And you, CT? What do you have planned for today?” 
 
    “Not I,” I chuckled. “We.” 
 
    “We?” the king echoed. 
 
    “Yup.” I grinned. “I have a special project for us.”  
 
    “Really?” King Grenn asked, and his eyes were full of childlike excitement. “I’m afraid I’m not as good at these improvements as you and your team are.” 
 
    “You are wonderful, Your Majesty,” Neka told him as she nibbled on a fish cake. 
 
    “You are,” I agreed, “but today I want to set up a communication device for you and your people.” 
 
    “Like the one you gave me before?” he questioned as he tilted his head to the side. 
 
    “Kind of,” I said, “but this one will be for you and your planet. You’ll be able to talk to the travelers who want to come here, as well as anyone else in the galaxy.” 
 
    “In the galaxy?” the king asked with awe. “Gods, that is a large responsibility.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I laughed. “Most other planets don’t just call to say hello. You’ll find you mostly use it for business.” 
 
    “Ah.” Grenn furrowed his brow and still looked a little confused, but he went on anyway. “Well, this sounds excellent. Especially with the travelers who are on their way.” 
 
    I didn’t know about excellent, but I didn’t correct the king.  
 
    The Corporations could be here any day, and the sooner we got the improvements finished and the Gelm society established, the sooner they could open for business and start to profit from these crystals their planet created. The best part about the mior was it naturally formed on this planet, meaning the crystals would continue to form, and as long as they weren’t harvested too quickly, they would never run out. Even if they did run out, it would only be for a short period while the planet made more, but I didn’t see that happening anytime soon. Besides, when you had a limited supply of something, you could charge a lot more for it.  
 
    The Gelm were about to become wealthy beyond measure, and I wondered what they would spend their credits on.  
 
    “The rest of the lords will arrive today as well,” Shaso informed me. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “The king and I can practice with the communication device before we give it to the lords.” 
 
    “That will make me look good, eh?” Grenn chuckled and elbowed me in the side. 
 
    “Shall I set up a meeting for this afternoon?” the Elphad leader inquired. 
 
    “That would be greatly appreciated.” I nodded. “And please bring the other Elphad as well. You will all be getting a communication device to use, as well.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Shaso said, and a true smile crossed his face. He seemed like a completely different person than the asshole we’d met when we first arrived, and I couldn’t help but be impressed by how much he’d changed, and for the better, too. 
 
    “You can accompany us to test out the devices, if you’d like,” the king offered, and he seemed to be enjoying the new Elphad leader as well. 
 
    “I would,” Shaso said. “Thank you.” 
 
    After breakfast, I took the king and Shaso up to the king’s table and pulled out the communication device.  
 
    “Ta-da,” I chuckled as they looked at it with wide, studying eyes. It was larger than the handheld device I’d given the king before, but still small enough to fit in my pocket. The best part was when I pressed a button and a hologram came up.  
 
    “Oh, my,” the king gasped and leaned forward. “What is that?” 
 
    “That’s how you’ll see people,” I told him. “When people call you to talk, you’ll be able to see them as well as hear them.” 
 
    “Will we be able to use this to communicate with the lords in different cities?” King Grenn asked. “Or is it only for the star travelers?” 
 
    “Of course, you can use them to communicate with your own people as well,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “That will be wonderful,” Shaso mused. “It can sometimes take a day or more to deliver a message across the kingdom.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” I smiled. 
 
    “So, how do we use it?” the king asked as he looked up at me with eager eyes. 
 
    I showed him how to use the touch interface, and which buttons to press to call someone and end the call, but he didn’t have any people to call at the moment. So, I told them to wait for a second, and I stepped out of the room into the hallway and called them up on my own handheld device. 
 
    It rang several times, and I heard the king and Shaso whispering about which button to hit. 
 
    “Give it a try,” I called out, and a second later, they answered my call.  
 
    The two Gelm males leaned much too close to the device, but they stared directly up at the hologram screen where they could see me.  
 
    “Good job,” I laughed, “but lean back from the screen.” 
 
    “Like this?” Shaso asked as he pulled the king back with him. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Now I can see you.” 
 
    I walked Grenn and Shaso through the buttons they had available during a call, and what each of them did. The leaders tested these buttons out, then I told them to press the end button on their own side.  
 
    “You did it.” I grinned as I walked back into the room. 
 
    “That was easier than I thought,” the king chuckled, and Shaso rolled his eyes. The Elphad leader had been the one to do most of the button pushing.  
 
    No matter where I went, it seemed it was always more difficult for the older generation to learn new technology. By the time the Gelm youth got their hands on this device, they would figure out ten new things to do with it.  
 
    “We’ll give one to each of your lords to take with them back home,” I said, “and we’ll deliver them to the villages as well so they can communicate, too.” 
 
    “Thank you,” King Grenn replied sincerely. 
 
    Since that part of the day was done, and the lords weren’t set to arrive for a few more hours, I figured I would go find Akela, Sef’sla, and Neka to see how their day was faring. The king sent me with some tea and cakes for lunch, as well as some actual food since I told him we couldn’t eat sweets all the time. His response was he had earned it, given his old age. 
 
    First up was Akela, so I made my way over to the mines outside the city.  
 
    The mountain they’d blown into was huge, but the mine shaft was easy to spot, and the walk only took a half an hour or so.  
 
    “Akela!” I shouted at the entrance of the dark mine. “Are you in there?” 
 
    “I’m here!” she called back.  
 
    I flipped on my spotlight and made my way into the dark tunnel, and as I walked, my jaw fell open at the sight of all the mior around me. The silvery material was everywhere in the shaft, on the ground, the walls, and the ceiling above. I couldn’t believe it. Akela mentioned they’d already harvested some of the crystal when they blew the hole, but I didn’t think it was that much. If the walls were any indication, though, then I was sure they got more mior out of the tunnel than dirt.  
 
    “This way!” the mechanic called, and I turned to see a light come from a small walkway. 
 
    I headed into the tight space and found Akela at a workbench, with some mior, a scale, and a hover cart in front of her.  
 
    “What are you working on?” I asked. 
 
    “The mior is a bit heavier than we expected,” she explained, and her tongue poked out of the corner of her mouth as she fiddled with something on the workbench. “I’m just recalibrating the hover carts to be able to hold more at once. Then we’ll be taking the pieces I have rigged up into the city, and we should have power going by the end of the day.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing,” I said, “but don’t push yourself too hard.” 
 
    The mechanic had a habit of not sleeping or eating when she worked on a project. Even now, she turned to glare at me with soot or motor oil or something else smeared across her left cheek. 
 
    “You are gorgeous,” I told her, and her face softened. “And I brought you some lunch.” 
 
    “Not hungry,” she muttered and turned back to her work, but I grabbed her hands and pulled them away from the workbench.  
 
    “Noooo,” I chided, and I pulled her hands to my chest. “You’re going to sit down and eat with me.” 
 
    “Alright,” she sighed with an eye roll. 
 
    I grinned and kissed her, and her plump lips were cool from being in the mine all morning. 
 
    “Let’s go outside and get you some sunlight,” I chuckled. 
 
    I led the mechanic out of the mines and into the bright light of the day. It was warm as I found a large rock for us to sit on, and I pulled out the plates of food the king had sent me with, as well as the tea, which had become a favorite of all of ours. 
 
    “How does he even have time to make these little cakes in the morning?” Akela wondered as she shoved one in her mouth. 
 
    “Hey,” I laughed, “you have actual food. Eat that, not the cake!” 
 
    “I’ll eat both,” she mumbled through her mouthful, but she sighed with pleasure as she chewed the small treat. 
 
    “So, when will the mines be fully operational?” I asked after a few minutes. 
 
    “They can be operational today,” Akela said after she swallowed her cake, “but honestly, we need a refinery. There’s already a bunch of mior waiting to be refined from when we blew the hole.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to the king about it,” I replied. “I’m sure we can get one built quickly.” 
 
    “There may already be a building.” Akela shrugged. “Really, the mior doesn’t need much, just to be separated from the dirt and rocks. It doesn’t have to be refined like most other substances. We just need a place to store it.” 
 
    “Hm,” I hummed as I thought. “I’m sure I can get that going.” 
 
    The mechanic asked me how it went with the king and the communication devices, and we had a good laugh about his lack of experience with technology. The old male was open to the concept, and he tried, it just wasn’t as easy for him to pick up on as it would be for some of the younger Gelm. 
 
    After we finished our food, I could tell Akela was antsy to get back to work, so I gave her a kiss and sent her on her way back into the mines, with the promise she would meet me at the castle later for the meeting with the lords. Then I headed into the city to find Sef’sla and Neka.  
 
    The two women were at one of the small clinics in town. There were only three, and of them this was by far the largest, though it was still incredibly small when you considered the size of a typical hospital.  
 
    Once the electricity was running, it would be easier to upgrade the place, but for the meantime, the girls were doing what they could with the medicines they had available. They’d done diagnostics with Omni to determine which of the plants we had on board would have medicinal effects for the Gelm, and surprisingly, a lot of them would work. So, Sef’sla had taken clones of the plants and brought them to the small clinic so she could show the staff how to care for them. The Almort princess firmly believed that as important as it was to create medicines, it was equally important to cultivate those medicines yourself through herbs and research.  
 
    When I found the women, Neka was showing a group of Gelm females how to water the plants properly, and Sef’sla was looking over a young boy who had been injured while playing. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I asked as I approached the Almort princess.  
 
    The young boy looked at me with wide eyes, and the mother had her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “Gree here had a bit of a fall,” the mother said as she looked down at the boy, and he nodded. 
 
    Sef’sla carefully finished applying the seaweed wrap to his knee, then smoothed it out and smiled at the child. 
 
    “All better,” she hissed, and the bioluminescent scales on her face flared with light that made the boy giggle. “It should be fully healed in a few days.” 
 
    “Completely healed?” the mother asked, and her eyes were laced with skepticism. “That was a deep gash, are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sef’sla replied with a soft smile. “Just be careful to not injure it more, and make sure to leave the wrap on. If you need any further assistance, I will be here during most days, but we are training the staff in these procedures as well.” 
 
    “Okay,” the mother said, but her eyes still looked wary. “Thank you very much, Madam Sef’sla.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” the Almort princess said, and she patted the child on the shoulder. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I will,” he murmured in a small, sweet voice.  
 
    The mother ushered her child out, and I grabbed Sef’sla by the waist and spun her around to kiss her. 
 
    “Oh,” she chuckled as she pulled away. “What was that for?” 
 
    “You’re just wonderful.” I grinned. “And I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” she clicked with a smile, then she sighed as she looked around at the small hut made of stone and mud. “Once Akela has electricity going, we really need to upgrade this place. I don’t want these people to have to go through another plague like the one we just rid them of.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed. “Akela said she should have some power going by the end of the day.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful,” Sef’sla gasped, and her navy eyes widened. 
 
    “I’ve brought you and Neka lunch,” I added as I held up the small bag the king had given me. 
 
    “Are there tea cakes in there?” the princess inquired. 
 
    “And tea,” I laughed. 
 
    “What about fish?” Neka asked from behind me, and I spun around, grabbed her by the arm, and pulled her in for a kiss, too. 
 
    “Fish, too,” I promised. 
 
    “Yum,” the cat-girl giggled, but I wasn’t sure if she meant the fish or our kiss, since she still stared at my lips. 
 
    “Let’s find a spot for you both to eat,” I suggested. 
 
    Sef’sla led us outside to a small garden-like area at the back of the hut. The clinic was in the middle of town so it was easily accessed by the citizens, which meant it was near plenty of other shops as well, and we took a seat at a small table as we watched the Gelm come and go from the market.  
 
     “It’s so warm out here,” Neka purred as she stretched out in the sunlight of the dual suns. “It makes me want to take a nap.” 
 
    “I’m afraid our work for the day isn’t quite done,” Sef’sla chuckled. 
 
    “Maybe some food will help you get through it,” I offered as I unloaded the bag of goodies. 
 
    “Oh, yes, please!” Neka chirped, and she stared at me with bright, attentive eyes. 
 
    I watched as the two women ate happily, with the suns bright on their faces. Sef’sla wore the hologram sunglasses Akela had made for her since she was not used to the brightness of other planets, but they looked good on her, and I found myself smiling at how adorable both she and Neka were. 
 
    “Have you all checked the soil today?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Neka said with a smile and a nod. “That was the first thing we did.” 
 
    “How was it?” I questioned.  
 
    “It’s coming along nicely,” Sef’sla answered. “It should be the proper acidity level by tomorrow to begin planting.” 
 
    “That’s great.” I smiled. “You all have done wonderful work.” 
 
    “Well, we’re not done yet,” Neka pointed out as she shoved a fish cake into her mouth. 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “Not quite yet. You all will be back at the castle for the meeting with the lords, yes?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sef’sla agreed. “We wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Neka grinned, and crumbs of fish cake stuck to her full lips. “We know you want us there.” 
 
    “I do,” I laughed, “but not just for moral support. I want you to explain to the lords the ways you plan to improve their hospitals and soil as well.” 
 
    “We knew that,” Neka giggled. “I just wanted to hear you say you wanted us there.” 
 
    “I always want you everywhere,” I told the cat-girl honestly, and I reached out to scratch behind her ear. 
 
    The two women ate and drank their tea, and I drank a bit more tea as I watched the small market come alive with the beautiful day. Everyone had something to offer, and it seemed the Gelm operated under a barter system, rather than using a currency of any sort.  
 
    “How do those who aren’t farmers make trades?” I asked the girls as I gestured to the market. “Have you noticed?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Neka bobbed her head up and down. “We come out here often while we’re working. We’ve seen some of them make clothes, or shoes, some make jewelry.” 
 
    “Right,” Sef’sla hissed in agreement, “so they trade what they can. I’ve seen some people have elixirs or herbs as well. I asked one woman who said she grew the plants in her home to support her family, but that they wouldn’t grow in the regular soil outside. She had to get soil from far away, and she adds certain things to it so it will continue to grow her plants.” 
 
    “It sounds like you could help her with that as well,” I said. 
 
    “We already offered,” Neka laughed. 
 
    I smiled at the girls, and once they’d finished eating, I gave each of them a kiss on the head, packed the empty bowls and cups back into the pack the king had given me, and headed back toward the castle. I needed to talk to Omni before I met with the lords so I could make sure we had all our facts in order. I figured some of the lords didn’t even know who I was, except maybe by word of mouth, so it was always better to have a game plan than to go in empty handed. 
 
    The walk to the castle was quite long, and I was sweating by the time I arrived at the Lacuna Noctis parked behind it.  
 
    “You look parched, Colby,” O said as I plopped down into my captain’s chair. 
 
    “It’s hot as hell out there,” I sighed as I wiped the sweat from my brow. “I’d like to see you look any better in this heat.” 
 
    “You know I don’t sweat,” the AI responded, and I could hear the superiority in his mechanical voice. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I drawled. “We need to go over the facts for the meeting this afternoon.” 
 
    “I have compiled everything you asked for,” Omni replied, “and I put it into a presentation you can pull up from your handheld.” 
 
    I took out the device, opened the new folder, and scanned through the images. 
 
    “This is great,” I said with a grin. “Thanks, O.” 
 
    “You’re most welcome,” the AI said. 
 
    “Are you and Akela close to getting the electricity up and running?” I asked. 
 
    “The castle should have power today,” Omni confirmed, “and the rest of the city tomorrow.” 
 
    “Great,” I yawned and popped my neck.  
 
    “We will also soon deploy the drones to go install the equipment in the homes and shops,” he informed me. 
 
    “Alright,” I murmured, but I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. 
 
    It had been a long day already, and a long couple of weeks to boot. Between the craziness of the assassination attempts, the zealots who tried to take over the kingdom, and the delays those things put on our improvements for this planet, I was mentally, and physically, exhausted.  
 
    So, it felt good to relax for a moment and breathe. I’d been dealing with a million things the past few days, and a few moments of peace before a big meeting were always a welcome relief. 
 
    “Colby!” Omni shouted suddenly, and I jolted awake in my chair. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered as I rubbed my face. “Did I miss the meeting?” 
 
    “Not at all,” the AI said. “You have forty-five minutes until they will be ready, so I suggest you take a shower, change, and do something with your hair. You look like a disaster.” 
 
    “Thanks, O,” I grumbled at the remark, but the gratitude was sincere. I appreciated the AI letting me sleep for a while.  
 
    I stretched, then stood up and headed toward the shower. The hot water felt amazing on my back, and I stayed an extra few minutes to just let it run over my sore body.  
 
    After I got out of the shower, I put on the flight suit Neka had bought me back on Theron, then I combed my hair into place and stared at myself in the mirror. My two-colored eyes looked back at me, and for a moment, I thought about my life and how far I’d come from where I started as a young boy on Proto, just struggling to survive. Now, I was able to help whole planets grow, change, and even profit from the unique treasures their planets held.  
 
    Not only that, but I had three beautiful women who I loved, and each of them loved me back. I had to say, I’d definitely come a long way since that young boy on Proto who fought every day just to  stay alive. 
 
    I gave myself my best broker smile in the mirror, then headed out toward the ramp.  
 
    “You look much better, CT,” Omni told me as I pressed the button to open the door. 
 
    “Thanks, O,” I chuckled. “You don’t look too bad yourself.” 
 
    “Oh, ha, ha,” the AI replied, and I snickered. 
 
    I took an ATV back to the castle and headed toward the king’s table, but I ran into Akela, Neka, and Sef’sla in the hallway. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I approached and pulled them all close to me. “Are you all ready for the meeting?” 
 
    “I believe so,” Sef’sla mused, but a worried frown marred her beautiful face. “We are just going to tell them the ways we can improve the cities and villages, correct?” 
 
    “That’s it,” I assured her. “I’ll do most of the talking.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” Neka sighed as her orange cat ears drooped, “because I don’t really like to talk in front of people.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Sef’sla clicked as she reached out and squeezed the cat-girl’s hand. “I’ll let everyone know what we’ve been working on.” 
 
    I smiled at the Almort princess, she was definitely the expert when it came to plants and medicine, but Neka had shown quite an interest and had become well versed in a lot of plant care over the last few weeks. I was really proud of both of them and what they’d accomplished since we’d arrived on Zalia. 
 
    I led the girls to the king’s table, and in the large room, I saw the king at his usual spot, and he gave us a wide grin as we entered. At the table were the other lords of the cities, along with the Elphad.  
 
    Most of the Gelm males appeared cautious but interested as they regarded my crew and me. I did notice all of the rulers were male, which I thought was something we might strive to change in the future, but for the time being, I figured I would work with what I had, and that meant getting these guys on board. 
 
    I doubted any of them would openly defy the king, and he assured me they would not, but I still wanted to get to know them somewhat better. I wanted them to trust me and my crew and know we only wanted to help. Sure, we wanted a little bit of profit, but that was secondary when it came to the Gelm as a whole. An entire population was much more important than a few mior crystals, and we needed to get everyone on the same page soon, since the Corporations would show up any day now. 
 
    I started to speak, but King Grenn stopped me and offered everyone tea before we began. I almost declined, but he gave me a pushy look, and I realized he was buttering everyone up for me. He knew his tea was a treat, and he wanted to get everyone in a good mood, so I smiled at the old male and waited for him to pass the tea around to everyone.  
 
    Once we’d all been served and taken a few sips, I finally addressed the crowd. 
 
    “Hello,” I said, and I looked around at each of their faces. “It is an honor to meet the lords of the Gelm. I have gotten to know your king and the Elphad over the past couple of weeks, and I am now happy to have all of you here. I have made a presentation for you to show you the improvements we plan to make for your cities, and what your people will gain from them.” 
 
    The lords regarded me warily, but interest shone in their eyes as I stood up, pulled out my pocket screen, and projected the hologram of the presentation Omni had prepared for me. 
 
    The AI had been thorough as hell, and he’d set up the presentation so I had notes in English, but the other words were written in the Gelm native language so it was easier for them to read. We went over the amount of mior in their planet, what that would sell for to the Corporations and travelers who came looking for it, and how they could spend those credits. We also discussed what we planned to do, like get the mines going for them, electricity, soil improvements, running water and irrigation systems, plus the upgrades to the hospitals and medical supplies. Akela and Omni also went over where  they planned to build the station for the travelers to land, so it wouldn’t interfere with the Gelm’s humble way of living.  
 
    After our presentation was over, I looked out at the group. Most of the Gelm males now looked shocked, but I wasn’t sure if it was over the upgrades or the amount of money their planet stood to make off some crystals they didn’t even really know they had.  
 
    “Any questions?” I asked the group. 
 
    No one said anything, so I sat back down and took a sip of my tea. 
 
    “Thank you for your presentation,” King Grenn remarked as he stood and nodded to me, “and thank you for all you are doing for the Gelm.” 
 
    “Yes,” one of the lords added. “It is very kind of you, but you didn’t tell us what it is that you would like in return?” 
 
    “I have discussed it with your king already,” I replied, “but we would like a small amount of mior to fund our future endeavors. We travel to planets like yours all over and try to help them as best as we can, but we can’t do that if we can’t get there. Of course, we would help regardless, but a small payment would allow us to continue the work we do.” 
 
    “I see,” the lord said, and he gave me a nod. “I don’t think that sounds unreasonable at all.” 
 
    “I would hope not,” I chuckled. 
 
    I figured a small amount was a minimal price to pay in order to be one of the most profitable planets in the galaxy. The Gelm didn’t fully understand the concept of Universal Credits yet, but they knew they would be able to trade for them, and that was good enough.  
 
    “If there are no other questions,” I said, “then there is one more thing I would like to talk to you about.” 
 
    “What’s that?” the king asked. 
 
    “Weapons,” I said seriously. 
 
    “Weapons?” Shaso echoed with a furrowed brow. “What do you mean, like swords or arrows?” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Weapons you could use in case you were ever attacked or attempted to be fooled by a traveler.” 
 
    “Oh, my.” Grenn frowned. “Would they do that?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not all travelers are as honest as CT,” Sef’sla spoke up, and the Gelm lords turned to her. “He saved our planet from a Corporation who meant to take over my homeland by force.” 
 
    “Will our own weapons not stop these people?” Shaso asked. 
 
    “Most likely not,” I told him. “Most travelers have plasma guns like this one.” 
 
    I pulled out my weapon and set it on the table. 
 
    “But we’ve made you something similar,” Akela said as she opened her bag and pulled out a couple of small, Gelm sized guns. “They’re powered with a small amount of mior, so they won’t ever run out of energy. I’ve made a few of them already, but I wanted to show you all.” 
 
    “I understand there were problems with Sef’sla’s home planet,” the king remarked with a worried expression, “but should we really prepare for war?” 
 
    “Not war, Your Majesty,” I corrected, “but I don’t want anyone to try and take advantage of you or steal from you. That’s part of the reason why we are building your landing pads so far away from the city. That way you can control the mior deliveries and receive payment up front. We can’t stay forever to help you, since we have other planets to travel to.” 
 
    “I understand,” the older male said, but his mouth pulled into a sad frown. “If you think this is best, then we will do as you say.” 
 
    “We will teach you and your guards how to use these weapons,” Akela added, and then she grinned. “You might even find them fun, I know I do.” 
 
    “Well,” the king chuckled, “we’ll give them a try, then. Will you show us?” 
 
    “Of course,” the mechanic replied. “It would be my honor.” 
 
    Akela and I had come up with that plan a couple days ago. I hadn’t talked to the king about it yet, though, since I wanted to wait for the meeting to let everyone see the guns all at once. Weapons were often controversial, as they had been on Sef’sla’s home planet at first, but with the Corporations in play, there was no such thing as being too safe. 
 
    What most underdeveloped planets needed most of all was protection from the larger Corporations that wanted to bleed them dry, and while these weapons may not stop those Corporations completely, they were one good step in the right direction. We also planned on having Omni install a program that showed the value of mior in the current galaxy trade, so the Gelm would never question how much to charge for their product. The amount could change, based on demand, so it was always good to know what to charge your consumer.  
 
    After we introduced the weapons, we also showed the lords the new communication devices. I had Grenn and Shaso demonstrate how to use them for the other lords, and the king was so excited, he was almost childlike in his wonder.  
 
    Once that was all taken care of, I thanked the lords for meeting with us, but Akela said she had a surprise before we all departed. 
 
    “What is it, my dear?” King Grenn asked. 
 
    “Just wait,” the mechanic said, then she spoke into her earpiece. “Ready, O?” 
 
    “Ready,” I heard Omni reply. 
 
    “Alright,” Akela said, and she led the king to the window to look below at the garden. It was evening by now, and the suns had begun to set on the horizon. It was not fully dark yet, but the light was fading quickly.  
 
    Suddenly, a small, slender tower that hadn’t been there before lit up in the garden. Then another, and another.  
 
    “You got the electricity going!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “This is marvelous,” the king breathed out as he stared out at the light that flooded his garden.  
 
    “The drones are working on the rest of the city right now,” Akela informed us. “Everything should be ready by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “This is so strange,” one of the lords muttered as he leaned toward the window. “It’s like you’ve harnessed fire to allow for light.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Akela chuckled. 
 
    “This is amazing,” I told her, and I kissed her on the top of her head. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” she said with a grin, and she leaned up to kiss me. 
 
    She tasted of dirt and motor oil, but in the absolute best way, and I pulled her close to me to deepen the kiss for a moment before I released her.  
 
    I figured it was time for the girls and I to head back to our room for the evening, so we said goodnight to the king and the lords, with the promise to meet them for tea and cakes in the morning. Then we retreated to a guest room in the castle King Grenn had set aside for us, and I built a fire. 
 
    The girls and I crowded on the couch in front of the flames and soaked up the warmth. I knew they were all exhausted. Neka snuggled against my right shoulder and purred away as her tail flicked leisurely back and forth. Sef’sla’s head laid against my other shoulder, and Akela splayed out across the Almort princess’ lap.  
 
    We’d accomplished a lot over the past couple of days, and there was plenty more to do before everything was ready to go and the planet was ready for travelers to come and trade goods with them. 
 
    Suddenly, a small knock at the door drew my attention away from the fire. I slowly pried myself away from the girls and answered the door, and it was the king and one of his servants. 
 
    “Hello, Your Majesty,” I chuckled. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Hello, Grenn!” Neka called from the couch. 
 
    “I have brought gifts for you all,” the king announced. 
 
    “Gifts?” I asked. “That surely isn’t necessary.” 
 
    “Oh, of course they are,” he insisted. “It’s for a party we’re having in honor of you all tomorrow night.” 
 
    “We still have a lot of work to do,” I protested.  
 
    “You can work tomorrow during the day,” the old Gelm male allowed as he wagged his finger at me, “but tomorrow night we will celebrate.” 
 
    “Do we get to try some of that alcohol you said you make?” Akela called from the couch with a laugh.  
 
    “I would say so,” King Grenn chuckled.  
 
    “Alright,” I relented, since I figured it would be rude to deny the king. “We will be at your party tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, and his servant stepped forward and handed me a wad of colorful fabrics. “And you will wear these.” 
 
    “We would be happy to,” I told him. 
 
    “We will see you for tea in the morning, then,” the king said with a smile, before he turned and continued down the hall. 
 
    I shook my head and closed the door. 
 
    “It appears we have a party to go to tomorrow night,” I laughed as I turned back to the women. 
 
    “Are those clothes for us?” Neka gasped, and her eyes were wide with excitement. 
 
    “It looks like it,” I agreed. “Should we try them on?” 
 
    “I think we have to!” Neka squealed, and she bounced and pulled Akela and Sef’sla with her. 
 
    “We can always do this tomorrow,” the Almort woman clicked tiredly. 
 
    “I’m with her,” Akela groaned and burrowed deeper into the couch. 
 
    “No way!” Neka protested, and she laid out the clothes on the bed. “We’re trying them on right now to see who should wear what. CT, go sit by the fire! You can’t see us in our party outfits!” 
 
    “Alright,” I laughed and put my hands up in mock surrender. “I'm going, I’m going.” 
 
    I took my seat by the fire while the girls giggled and playfully teased each other behind me, and I smiled into the flames at the thought of seeing them in their new outfits tomorrow.  
 
    I could go for a party. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    The next morning, Neka surprisingly dragged us all out of bed quite early. The cat-girl typically liked to sleep in, but she was particularly excited about the party that evening, and she wanted to make sure we got our tasks done for the day so we had plenty of time to get ready and celebrate. 
 
    I suspected she was so happy about it because it was the first time she really felt like she’d contributed to a planet. She had always been a help to me in the past, and I never would have been able to do my work without her, but I knew she felt like I deserved all the glory. Here, though, I could tell she was very proud of what she’d accomplished. She’d come a long way with her plant knowledge, and she really had helped to make improvements for the Gelm citizens.  
 
    So, we let my assistant pull us out of bed, and we ate an early breakfast with the king and the lords of the city. The lords were all very excited about the improvements and had spent the evening using their new communication devices after we’d left them. Even Shaso seemed very happy about the upgrades, though I thought I could see some sadness in his eyes every now and then, and I wondered if he’d really changed since he saw what kind of turmoil his lies had caused.  
 
    Either way, it seemed we’d won over the lords, and Shaso and the Elphads had backed the party. So, the whole community would be there, and the king even informed us that those from surrounding villages often made the trek when there was a party. 
 
    Apparently, a Gelm party was quite the occasion. They were mostly reserved for public holidays, worship days, and the king’s birthday, a celebration he wasn’t the fondest of, but that everyone else seemed to enjoy. There was to be plenty of food, treats, and cakes for everyone, plus some of the homemade liquor King Grenn had told us about. I would need to have Omni double check it wouldn’t kill any of us first, but typically, foreign food was alright for human consumption. There were few things the human stomach couldn’t handle, and I attributed this to our time on Earth and all the strange things I’d read that humans used to eat.  
 
    As we finished up breakfast, I saw the city grow brighter, and I realized the drones had finished their work and the power was officially on in the city. It would be quite the sight for the party tonight.  
 
    Next, the drones were to begin the process of creating irrigation pipes and running water for the Gelm people, a task they’d no doubt already started on.  
 
    Sometimes those little things irritated me, especially with O in charge, but I had to admit, they were handy as all hell, and they made our jobs go a lot quicker.  
 
    Soon, the whole city would have electricity in their homes, plus plumbing, running water, and anything else they could use. It would also make it much easier for them to grow crops since they wouldn’t have to haul water, and they would be able to use a hose or sprinkler system to water the plants. Sef’sla and Neka had also said the soil would be ready today, so soon enough, all the Gelm people would be able to use their fields to grow whatever plants they wanted, not just the ones they’d grown used to. Not only would the new acidity level of the soil make it better for the new plants, but Sef’sla had concluded it would also up their crop yield.  
 
    After breakfast, Akela set off for the ship while Neka and Sef’sla headed to the small clinic for the day. We all planned to meet back at our room later that evening, so for the day, I was on my own with Omni. First, we worked on the contract for King Grenn to sign that would officially make them part of the universal trade market and allow them to sell their wares of their own accord.  
 
    Once the contract was signed, I had Omni run scans on all our improvements to check how everything was moving. 
 
    “It appears we will have the upgrades complete within three days,” the AI told me. 
 
    “Wow,” I muttered as I looked over the plans. “That’s pretty quick.” 
 
    “Akela made some modifications to the drones,” O said. “They are able to work more efficiently now.” 
 
    “Of course they are,” I laughed. Akela could improve just about anything, so I was in no way surprised she’d figured out how to have our drones work at maximum capacity.  
 
    The rest of the day went by in a blur.  
 
    I checked on things in the city, helped out Akela, Sef’sla, Neka, and Grenn with anything I could, and got the contract ready for the king to sign at the party that evening. I thought it would be a nice gesture to have him sign it there, in front of all of his people. It really was something that should have been signed sooner, but there had yet to be any intergalactic travelers, so as long as it was signed soon, I didn’t see the problem.  
 
    Later that evening, the girls met me in our room to get ready for the party. I found the robes Neka had laid out for me on the bed, and I went into the study attached to our room to put them on, since the girls wanted the bedroom to get ready. The robes the king had brought me were a deep red, with a gold trim, and they felt strange on my body. There was a thin shirt and pants of the same material, but the most extravagant part was the robe that was to be worn over the outfit. The garment was heavy and obviously expensive, and I almost didn’t like the weight of it compared to the light flight suits I was used to wearing, but I sucked it up and pushed my hair back.  
 
    While it was heavy and somewhat gaudy, after I’d been in the robe for a while, I got very comfortable. It was easy to move around in, and it really did make me feel like royalty for the first time in my life.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to see the girls, so I walked over to the study door and gave it a knock. 
 
    “Can I come out yet?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet!” Sef’sla called, and then I heard fervent whispering. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” I questioned. “You all aren’t having fun without me, are you?” 
 
    “We would never!” Neka laughed. “Just give us a second, we’re almost ready!”  
 
    I rolled my eyes and leaned my back against the door while I waited, but a moment later, the door opened, and I nearly fell to the ground as it slid out from behind me. 
 
    “Hey,” I protested, but my breath caught when I looked up at the women in front of me. 
 
    Neka stood dead center, and her orange mane was a vision of curls and volume. The robes she wore were a deep brown color that complemented her ginger hair and fair skin extremely well. The garments themselves were similar to my own, with a shirt, pants, and an outer robe, but unlike my own, the shirt she wore was a crop top that pressed against her chest and revealed her cleavage. The pants were tight where mine were loose, and they clung to every curve of her hips and thighs so my mouth almost watered when I looked at her. Her robes did not have gold trim like mine, but in the left corner by her shoulder there was the gold emblem of the king. I noticed she also wore the necklace I’d gotten for her on Proxima V, and the stones settled into her neck bones in a dainty and delicate fashion. The cat-girl was an absolute vision, and I could only pry my eyes off her to look at the beautiful creature who stood to her right. 
 
    Sef’sla wore a dark blue set of robes that complemented her blue-green skin and accentuated her deep, ocean blue eyes. Her hair hung loosely over her shoulders, and her lips were a deeper shade of blue than I’d ever seen, so I figured she had applied some makeup. Not that she needed it, but it did draw my eyes right to her beautiful, pouty lips. Like Neka’s, her shirt and pants were tight on her, and they brought attention to each of her delicate curves. The shirt was so short I could even see the muscles of her abdomen, and the bioluminescent lights on her neck lit up when she caught me looking. 
 
    “Are you just going to stare all day?” Akela taunted, and I turned to the mechanic. 
 
    God, she was gorgeous. Her bright, silver hair was parted to the side, and one of her violet eyes was almost hidden behind it, which only made me want to brush the strands away and stare at those eyes for days. The robes she wore were a light green, but instead of gold trim, they had silver trim that matched her hair. One side of her outer robe hung off her shoulder, and I noticed the shirt she had on was a halter top that framed her delicate clavicle bones beautifully. The pants she wore were shorter than Neka and Sef’sla’s, too, since they only came to her knees, and it was easy to see her tight, athletic frame under the skin tight clothes. I knew she’d just teased me for staring, but honestly, I couldn’t tear my eyes away. 
 
    “Come on, CT!” Neka laughed, and she grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Sorry.” I shook my head. “You all just look so stunning.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Neka purred. 
 
    “You look very nice as well,” Sef’sla hissed as she cheeks darkened.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Akela said with a wry smile. “We all look good, now let’s go. I don’t want to miss any of those little cakes.” 
 
    “We’ll have to ask the king for the recipe,” Neka gasped.  
 
    “And the supplies to make them,” Sef’sla chuckled. 
 
    “Those, too,” the cat-girl giggled.  
 
    It was nearly dark by that time, and we made our way out of our room and headed out to the garden. The king had instructed we meet him there, and then we would all walk to the party together, since he wanted to escort us to our first Gelm celebration.  
 
    The suns weren’t completely set when we made it to the garden, but the twilight was beautiful, and it was made even more so by the new lights Akela had installed. 
 
    King Grenn sat at his usual table, with cakes and tea set out before him. 
 
    “What’s this?” I laughed as I took a seat. “I thought we were going to a party to eat cake and drink tea.” 
 
    “Oh, this is not tea,” he said with a wink, and he poured each of us a cup. 
 
    “This must be the famous alcohol we’ve heard so much about,” Akela said as she sniffed the drink. 
 
    “It is,” the older Gelm male agreed. 
 
    “What’s it made of?” I asked. 
 
    “Tea,” the king said, and his eyes crinkled with a smile when we all laughed. 
 
    “O,” I said into my comm. “Can you check this for us?” 
 
    “Of course,” the AI replied. “It is fermented tea of a similar variety to what you have been drinking already on this planet. It should not harm you, but the alcohol content is strong, so do not overindulge.” 
 
    “Your machine is wise,” Grenn laughed. “I make some of the strongest drink around.” 
 
    “No wonder the people love having you as king.” Akela smirked. 
 
    “Mmm,” Neka purred, and I turned to see her eyes were open wide with delight. “This is delicious!” 
 
    “I agree,” Sef’sla hissed, and she took another drink. “This is far better than the Opalks’ juice we have on my home planet.” 
 
    “What kind of plant is an Opalks?” the king asked. 
 
    “It’s no plant,” I chuckled. “It’s a huge sea creature.” 
 
    “CT defeated one when he arrived on my planet,” Sef’sla said. “The juice of the creature will get you intoxicated, and the meat is delicious, but this drink of yours, it’s much better.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” the king said. “I’ll have to give you the recipe.” 
 
    “Oh, and for the cakes, too,” Akela added right before she shoved a tiny cake in her mouth whole. 
 
    “For the cakes, too,” King Grenn agreed with a laugh. 
 
    I brought the cup to my lips and took a hesitant swig, but much to my surprise, the drink truly was delicious. It was sweet, floral, and tasted more like wine than liquor.  
 
    After we all finished our first cups, the king poured us one more before we headed out toward the edge of town where the party was to be held. It had gotten dark by then, but the new lights in the city lit our way, and before long, we were mixed in with a large crowd of Gelm also on their way to the party.  
 
    I felt great after those two drinks, and I smiled at everyone who passed by me. I wasn’t sure if they knew I was intoxicated, or if they were genuinely happy to see me, but most of them smiled back.  
 
    The king seemed to have a grand time, too, as we walked. He reached out and patted citizens on the back, and he had a small baggie of little cakes with him that he gave out to the children.  
 
    I wondered if Grenn had children of his own and we hadn’t met them, or if he had no heirs. I hadn’t ever seen him with a wife either, which was curious to me, but I put the thought out of my head and smiled as we headed to the celebration. 
 
    The closer we got to the outskirts of town, the louder and more chaotic it became. I expected to feel Neka’s tail wrap around my wrist, but instead she pranced forward, and her eyes glittered from the lights and her awe at the situation. I could hear what sounded like music, and it grew louder as we walked. Children ran around and played, some of them carrying treats or drinks, and adults talked, sang, danced, and drank. There was a huge fire in the middle of the field, and people gathered around with chairs or instruments, and there were whole tables filled with drinks and food and servants who happily handed out plates and cups. 
 
    “Welcome to the party,” King Grenn announced with a wide gesture once we were in the throes of it. 
 
     I wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or the ambiance, but the whole scene felt so happy. Everyone smiled and seemed at ease, and I couldn’t stop myself from smiling either. I looked over to Akela and Sef’sla to see both of them were feeling it as well, since they had wide grins plastered on their faces as they took in the sights before us.  
 
    “Go, enjoy yourselves!” the king chuckled.  
 
    Neka had already made her way to the food table and stood in line, so Sef’sla, Akela, and I followed her lead and stood behind her. 
 
    “This all looks so good,” the cat-girl purred as she turned to us and licked her lips. 
 
    “It does,” I agreed.  
 
    “Probably smart for us to eat something as well,” Sef’sla hissed, and she wavered on her long legs. “That tea the king made was quite strong.” 
 
    “I warned you,” Omni’s voice rang in my ear. 
 
    “We know, O,” Akela laughed. “We like our drinks strong.” 
 
    “You won’t be saying that in the morning,” the AI chided, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “O,” I said, “why don’t you take some video and just enjoy the party?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” he replied. “And I’ll make sure to get plenty of videos of you later on in the night.” 
 
    “Goodbye, O,” I said dryly, and I clicked my com to shut it off.  
 
    “I’m gonna have another drink just to spite him,” Akela snorted as she grabbed a cup. 
 
    “Me, too,” I chuckled and did the same.  
 
    The food was marvelous, and there were so many different things to try that I didn’t even get to eat many of the options before I was full to bursting. So, I drank my fermented tea, chatted with the locals, and did some dancing.  
 
    After a few hours, it was absolutely dark except for the light of the fire, and those that lit up the city. The food table was mostly empty, but the music still blared, and Gelm still danced and sang, though I did see a few asleep propped up against trees.  
 
    I had to admit, I was ready to join them. I was quite intoxicated by now, but the king hadn’t lied, I’d never been to anything quite like a Gelm celebration. 
 
    “Hear, hear,” King Grenn shouted as he stood up on a table, and the music cut off while the crowd cheered and turned to their leader. “I hope you are all having a marvelous time!” 
 
    The crowd roared in applause and laughter, and the king smiled and held up a hand to quiet them. 
 
    “We are here to celebrate the wondrous things that have happened to our people lately,” the older Gelm male declared. “We have been cured of The Gray Cough! We now have lights to brighten our city, even in the dark. Our soil will soon be able to grow anything we desire, and we will soon be visited by travelers who will come to purchase our mior, a precious commodity we didn’t even understand until now. None of this would have been possible without our saviors. They have come to help our people, and we should be eternally grateful.” 
 
    The crowd roared, but just then, Shaso jumped up onto the table next to the king, and it was obvious he’d had too much to drink. 
 
    “Hear, hear!” the Elphad leader called, and Grenn eyed him warily. “To a new time for the Gelm! And to CT, Sef’sla, Akela, and Neka! May they come back and visit us often!” 
 
    The people cheered, and many turned to toast us where we stood. I was shocked by Shaso’s words, but I smiled at the Elphad leader, and he gave me a nod before he hopped down from the table.  
 
    “Oh, Your Majesty!” I yelled. “I have an announcement for you as well.” 
 
    The crowd whispered amongst themselves as I walked toward the king. 
 
    “An announcement?” King Grenn asked, and he eyed me curiously. 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I walked up and stood by the table. Even on top of the table, the king was only a head or so taller than me, but I pulled out my handheld device and pressed a button so the hologram of the contract would come up. “Omni and I have finished your intergalactic contract. Once you sign this, you are officially your own governing body, and then you will be able to trade and deal with any travelers who comes through on your own terms and keep every last profit for your people. This contract makes you an independently ruled planet, not to be governed by anybody but the Gelm from here until eternity.” 
 
    The king looked at me with soft, compassionate eyes as I spoke, and he placed his hands on mine.  
 
    The crowd had gone silent, and I began to wonder if I’d made the right call to do this in public, but then Grenn spoke. 
 
    “Where do I sign?” he asked, and the crowd erupted into cheers once more. 
 
    After the paperwork was signed and I had several more drinks in me, I found a table to sit down at as I watched Neka, Akela, and Sef’sla dance by the fire. The flames illuminated their faces and bodies in a beautiful orange tint, and all I could think was how beautiful they’d look naked.  
 
    I had another drink while I watched, but eventually the three of them ran up to me, breathless and sweaty.  
 
    “CT!” Neka yowled. “Come dance with us!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Akela panted. “Come on!” 
 
    “Please,” Sef’sla begged. 
 
    They all tugged on my arms, and finally, I couldn’t say no any longer, so I stood up and let them lead me onto the makeshift dance floor.  
 
    Sef’sla and Neka began to dance around me, but Akela pressed her back against my chest so I could feel her ass as she ground against me. Soon enough, Neka and Sef’sla were at my sides as well, and I was kissing each of them as I caressed their waists and hips. I couldn’t tell where one began and the others ended as I let the beat whisk me far away into that one moment of bliss. 
 
    I was hot, and sweaty, and after a while, I couldn’t suppress my feelings any longer, so I grabbed the girls by the hands and began to lead them away from the fire. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Neka giggled. 
 
    “You all know where we’re going,” I laughed. “You all teased me on that dance floor for far too long.” 
 
    All three of them snickered as I led them through the city. 
 
    The walk to the castle seemed short with the amount of alcohol we’d consumed, and we quickly made our way out back to the Lacuna Noctis before I led them to my bed chambers. 
 
    “Oh, Colby,” O’s voice came over the speaker, and I closed my eyes in frustration. 
 
    “Yes, O?” I asked as the girls giggled behind me. 
 
    “Terra-Nebula has been in the news again today,” he said. “I thought you would want to know.” 
 
    Terra-Nebula in the news? I knew that couldn’t be good, and I wondered if it had anything to do with what had happened on Proxima V when they’d tried to take Sef’sla’s home planet from her people.  
 
    But just then Neka pressed herself against my back, and Akela began to kiss my neck while Sef’sla giggled and toyed with my hair, and I lost all track of my thoughts. 
 
    “Uh, can this wait til the morning, O?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the AI said. “In the morning, then.” 
 
    “Thanks, O,” I told him with a sloppy grin, and I opened the door to the bedchamber and led the girls inside.  
 
    Morning was a long ways away.  
 
    End of book 3 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Planet Broker 3! I’ll start writing the next book as soon as this one has one-hundred reviews. So please leave a nice review here! 
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