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In the midst of galactic travel and subsequent events too 
amusing to print (ask Overlord Phy how decontamination 

went), we have endeavored and persevered. To celebrate, 
we bring you Issue 18 of Ray Gun Revival!

We start our blazing journey with Eye of Nukuloo by S. T. 
Forstner.

When night falls and hunter becomes prey, who will come 
to the rescue? John Brenter is soon to find out, as he faces 
the most challenging hunt of his life, surrounded by half-
understood aliens. 

Something smashed into his back, a crushing blow that 
knocked him from his feet. Air fled his lungs. He gasped for 
breath. Panic began. The nukuloo stalked him, and he was 
helpless in the mud with the breath knocked out of him. 

Continuing, we present Robert Mancebo’s Saving Beta.

Faced  with  lying  allies,  friendly  primitives,  mass  murder, 
impending  planetary  destruction,  and  a  very  pretty  girl, 
things  are  about  to  become  very  personal  for  the  Star-
transport Cambridge’s security officer. 

“They touched down like a cartel of slavers,” Xi replied 
grimly, “opening up with stunners and capture nets. They 
are probably planning on utilizing the Betans as a slave 
labor force or hostage race. The Betans put up a good 
fight though. They’re just murdering them for sport and 
retribution now!” 

“What will we do, Sir?” 

“Short of starting a war? What can I do?” 

“But you said that you’d fight their captain—” 

“If he challenges me,” Xi explained. “If I challenge him, he 
will be afforded the choice of weapons. He’ll choose some 
form of hand-to-hand combat, of course. Thuleans aren’t 
exceptionally fast, but they’re tremendously powerful and 
hard to kill in a hand-to-hand brawl.” 

The last we saw of Master Flynn, he had finagled his way 
into the Haddirron Naval Academy and made a new friend, 
Pitt. As we join him in this next chapter of Johne Cook’s the 
Adventures of the Sky Pirate, entitled Finding Chain, we find 
Flynn turning life at the Haddirron Naval Academy upside 
down. But even this fast talking, fast thinking privateer-in-

training may not be fast enough to avoid the spectre of the 
Black Blot. 

Crawse nodded at the parchment on Flynn’s pallet and 
raised an eyebrow. “Which backwater province do you hail 
from, Mister Flynn?”

A smile flickered across Flynn’s face. “You wouldn’t know 
it, Ven. Why do you ask?”

“That’s a Black Blot. Somebody within these Academy 
walls wants you dead.”

“Or worse,” said Pitt, softly.

Sean T. M. Stiennon offers another great chapter of Memory 
Wipe: Orbit Over Nothing.

Powerful enemies are  in pursuit of Takeda and Zartsi:  the 
alien assassin Lashiir, aboard his deadly ship Despair, and 
Vass, still seeking vengeance at any price

Esheera made a loud, snorting noise. “Bad news, Tak. 
Very bad news.”

He slapped a hand on the back of her chair and leaned 
forward, looking at the display she was watching. “What? 
What is it?”

“I’ve just picked up a ship in high orbit. It wasn’t there 
when we entered the system—the Seer’s systems aren’t the 
best, but I would have picked it up before now.”

“You mean it just arrived?”

She snorted again. Bracelets jangled on her arms as she 
crossed them, cradling herself into her circular seat. “No, 
Tak. I mean it was cloaked. And now, by all the Black Suckers, 
it’s moving towards us on an intercept vector.”

“Lashiir,” Zartsi hissed.

So, if you can sneak past the decontamination chamber, 
grab a seat and get ready for some bracing fun!

L. S. King

Overlord’s Lair 
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When  humans  landed  on  the  plains  of 
Mimbama  in  2391,  the  sapient  ornithoids  gave 
them this simple warning: “Ooolo toolo nukuloo 
vooloo.”  The  crew  linguist,  Dr.  Phillip  Manors, 
(Phd.  intergalactic  communications,  Cassiopeia 
Virtual Tech online, class of 2390,) translated the 
message as:  “Don’t go  in  the  jungle at night or 
the moon will eat you.”

Dr Manors soon discovered that nukuloo also 
means ‘tiger.’ He didn’t have a chance to tell his 
crewmates. — excerpted from the Galactipedia 
entry for Mimbama.

Mimbama’s moon is bright yellow, with 
the black slash of a mountain range 

struck across its face. Like a great looming cat’s 
eye, it gloats down on the planet’s inhabitants, 
human and ornithoid alike. 

John Brenter gazed up at the “Eye of Nukuloo” 
through the clear armor of the rover’s canopy. 
Branches formed a hazy web overhead through 
which the moon burned with an eerie light. He 
listened to the hiss of breeze-driven leaves against 
the rover, and hoped to get this hunt over and go 
home.

“Nukuloo, puloo hoola?” John’s driver, Tawklat, 
squawked from the front seat.

John eyed the back of the six-foot-four Mim-
baman’s feather-crested head. He didn’t like 
Tawklat, or any of the other birdmen for that 
matter. The Marshall Mining Company, which he 
worked for, forced them on him.

“Pidgin!” John grumbled. “Talk pidgin! I’ve 
told you a dozen times I can’t understand your 
squawk.”

“Nukuloo soon?” Tawklat’s green crest rose 
and settled, brushing languidly against the 
inside of the canopy. He turned his head almost 
backwards to gaze at John with one large black 
eye. 

“Maybe.” John’s fingers rubbed the stock of 
the antique Remington double-bore resting on his 
knee. His first day on-planet he and Fred Murphy, 
the planet administrator, had bumped heads over 
the big gun. “Non-company issue,” Murphy com-
plained. “Why don’t you use the electric guns like 
everyone else?”

John didn’t like trusting his life to electric 
stun guns. “Toys,” he muttered, and opening the 
Remington’s breech, slid in two of the cigar-sized 
rocket-propelled shells the gun was refitted to 
use. The glare of John’s eye and the snap of the 
breech closing ended the argument, but Murphy 
stuck him with Mimbaman drivers thereafter. 

Off to the rover’s left, a single toopa-boo tree 
grew in the center of a large clearing. Tied to the 
trunk, a pictooloo grunted and thrashed against 
its ropes. The beast’s sudden surge of activity 
drew John’s attention.

From the darkened tree-line, a shadow the 
size of a rover flowed smoothly toward the toopa-
boo.

John wiped his eyes and eased the double-
bore to his shoulder. The gun port on the rover’s 
side opened, silent and automatic, as the sensor 
detected the barrels approaching. 

The pictooloo’s scream crackled through the 
night.

“Nukuloo! Nukuloo!” Tawklat bounced up and 
down in the front seat, screeching, arms flapping. 

Eye of Nukuloo 

 by S.T. Forstner
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“Nukuloo!” 
The shadow leaped back toward the tree-line. 

John yanked both triggers, his night vision shatter-
ing as his shots exploded against the toopa-boo. 
Flames blazed into the sky and pieces of smoking 
tree rained down on the armored rover. 

Night blind from the flash, John scrubbed at 
his face. “Blast it, Tawklat,” he raged. “I’ve warned 
you to keep your beak shut! Now it’s gotten away 
again.”

Tawklat’s head sagged, bobbing between 
his shoulders, the Mimbaman equivalent of a 
blush. “Sorry, hunter John.” His crest drooped flat 
against his neck and his fingers wrung the foam-
cushioned steering wheel. “Tawklat drive? Yes?”

“No!” John growled. Blasted birdbrains took 
any chance to run. “No. Tawklat stay.” He shook 
his gun at the birdman, hoped the alien under-
stood. “Tawklat stay!”

With a last warning look, John slid to the 
ground. A deft flick of his thumb popped the 
gun’s breech, the empty shells flinging over his 
shoulder. He dropped in fresh ones from his 
pocket and started across the clearing.

By firelight, he searched the clearing around 
the toopa-boo. Both pictooloo and nukuloo were 
gone. The tiger had slipped in, snatched the 
bait, and ran, leaving only busted ends of rope 
attached to a smoldering tree.

He searched through the hip-deep grass for 
a moment longer, hoping for blood traces. He 
wouldn’t leave a wounded animal in the bush—
and especially not this one. 

When the firelight faded, John returned to 
the rover. “Okay,” he grunted, settling in the seat. 
“Drive.”

Tawklat was John’s third ornithoid driver. The 
first also scared the nukuloo off. The second 
darted into the line of fire, and the nukuloo took 
him while John stood sighting down the gun’s 
bore. 

That was when he started hating Mimbamans—
when the nightmares began. 

I don’t deserve this, John decided. It’s time to 
have it out with Murphy. Make this stop.

The night rain started, and Tawklat hit the 
wipers. The heavy drops fell every night, a product 
of planetary heating and cooling. John listened 
to them hammer against the rover’s canopy and 
wished he had never heard of Mimbama.  

At the compound, the ornithoid gate guard 
held open the heavy mesh gate for them. 
Wearing a holstered stunner on a bandoleer, the 
guard bobbed his whole body in greeting, rocking 
forward and backward on skinny legs.

John slept every night afraid nukuloo would 
enter the compound at the hands of a birdbrain 
guard. Humans would fight off a tiger, but orni-
thoids might panic and let him in—then be appe-
tizers.

They ground to a halt under the flood lamp 
in the center of the courtyard, and John dropped 
heavily to the muddy ground. Rain dripped from 
his hat and ran down his neck, smearing the dirt 
and sweat caked there.

A light was on in Murphy’s office, and John 
headed toward it with the comforting weight of 
the Remington clamped in his hand. If Murphy 
was still awake and working, he would make his 
demands right away. 

“Cootutu!” Tawklat called after him.
John stopped, glanced back over his shoulder. 

“What?”
Tawklat gazed back at him. The black beads of 

his eyes shone, unblinking, in the floodlit cab. 
John sighed. “In pidgin, Tawklat.”
“Tawklat sorry.” Crest flat against his neck, he 

cocked his head and squawked, “Good night.”
“Goodnight? Sure.” John shrugged and 

continued across the muddy courtyard. Behind 
him, he heard Tawklat fire up the rover and drive 
slowly toward the garage. He was alone with his 
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thoughts.
Three times this nukuloo had eluded him, 

slipping in and leaving with a pictooloo dinner 
every time—except once when its taste ran to 
ornithoid. 

This beast was smart. It was big too. Big 
enough to roll the rover onto its armored canopy 
with a paw swipe.

John’s stomach chilled at the thought. No 
fear—an animal that size—with no fear of humans, 
and less of ornithoids. What might it do? Did the 
exploding shells cause more than a moment’s 
scare? Or, did they make the prey more appetiz-
ing?

John hammered on Murphy’s door as a howl 
echoed through the jungle. The man eater? Or 
one of his smaller cousins?

The howl rang again, closer, raising the hair on 
John’s neck. He pounded harder and resisted the 
urge to look over his shoulder. 

Locks rattled and the steel door banged open. 
Fred Murphy stood framed in the doorway. John 
shouldered past and hurried in, trying to shed the 
feeling that nukuloo breathed down his collar.

“It’s late,” Murphy protested. He slumped back 
in the seat behind his desk, a plate of cheese and 
fruit half-eaten before him.

“I want a new driver,” John growled. “A human 
one.”

“There are none.” Murphy snapped. He pulled 
the plate closer and nibbled a piece of cheese.

“Bull! Somebody has to drive.” John sat in the 
chair across from Murphy and watched him eat. 
Real cheese and fresh fruit—from earth. The 
plate was an incredible extravagance. How much 
did Marshall Mining pay its managers?

“Only ornithoids,” Murphy mumbled around a 
strawberry. “Unless you wait until the next relief 
crew gets here.”

“I can’t wait three months!”
“Well, you won’t get humans.” Murphy 

snapped. He stuffed a grape in his mouth and bit 
down with an audible pop. “I can give you more 
Mimbamans.”

“More birdbrains? No thanks.” John’s mouth 
watered at the sight of strawberries and grapes. 
Mimbaman delicacies ran to seeds and grains 
and the versatile pictooloo.

Outside, the nukuloo howled, and both men 
started. Murphy looked toward the window. 

“What about Watson?” he offered after a 
moment’s silence. “I could spare her.” 

“Your secretary?” John blinked. “What good 
would she be?”

“She can drive.” Murphy said, his eyes narrow 
slits peering sideways at John. “You said all you 
needed was a human driver. So take Watson.”

John fumed. “Okay, blast you. If that’s the way 
it has to be, I’ll take her.”

“Done.” Murphy picked the last piece of cheese 
from the plate. “Now get out, and lock the door 
behind you.”

#

Early the next afternoon, Felicia Watson 
stormed up while John loaded the rover. “Murphy 
just told me.” She pushed a lock of hair from her 
face and yanked open the driver’s door. “I hope 
you don’t expect any thanks.”

John pulled loose his hat and wiped beads 
of sweat from his forehead. “Not until I kill the 
nukuloo. Then you can thank me for saving your 
precious hide.”

Watson climbed into the driver’s seat. “If I’m 
alive.” She slammed the door and gunned the 
motor to life.

John crawled up into the passenger seat and 
settled with the Remington on his lap. 

“Where to?” Watson stared straight ahead, 
both hands squeezing the top of the wheel.

“About two miles east.” John jerked a thumb 
over his shoulder. “I’ve set up a pictooloo trap 
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about halfway to the last mine.”
Tawklat trotted up with the strange, rolling gait 

the ornithoids used when running. His feathered 
arms waved over his head, and his beak snapped 
open and closed.

“Want me to stop?” Watson asked.
“No, keep driving! That birdbrain grinds me.”
“You shouldn’t say that. They’re nice people.” 

She glared at him from the corner of her eye.
“They’re not people.” John grunted. “If you 

think they’re people, you’ve been away too long.” 
He nodded at the gate guard as the rover raced 
through. “Wave and bob you gape-billed turkey,” 
he muttered. “I’ve eaten your cousins.”

“The ornithoids love us.” Watson shifted the 
rover into a higher gear, jamming down hard on 
the throttle. “Tawklat just wants to help you. He 
probably loves you.”

John grabbed the safety handle over his head 
to keep from losing his seat. “Well, he can go love 
someone else.”

“Xenophobe.” Watson muttered.
“Darn right.” John grunted. In the side mirror, 

he watched Tawklat, crest standing straight up, 
as he argued with the ornithoid guard. Then the 
rover turned the corner.

John wished he could go home. Just climb on 
a ship and return to earth where tigers no longer 
hid in the trees. But, he couldn’t run. He had to 
kill this nukuloo. Kill it or always wonder if the 
beast was a better hunter.

If he could kill it. No animal ever challenged 
him this way. Or sent fear to tickle his spine. 
For the first time, John knew he might be over-
matched. Even the double-bore seemed under-
powered. 

“This it?” Watson pulled off the trail into a 
small clearing where a steel cage waited.

“Yeah.” John grabbed his gun and slid from the 
rover’s cab.

He pushed through hip-deep grass with the 
rifle over one shoulder and a paper bag filled 
with stale cookies in the other.

Watson puffed along behind, cursing as her 
feet stumbled on bunched strands of grass.

“You could have waited.” John paused to let 
her catch up. “That’s all you have to do—drive 
and wait.”

“I want to see.” She shot him a defiant look 
and pushed ahead to the cage.

John shrugged. In this jungle, he didn’t feel 
like being alone either. Even this clumsy-footed, 
loud-mouthed girl was a comfort. If only a small 
one.

The empty cage, surrounded by unblemished 
grass, waited as he’d left it. He opened the steel 
door and tossed the cookie bag inside.

“Pictooloo love peanut butter as much as 
nukuloo love them,” he explained. “One whiff 
and we’ll have our bait.” 

He drew a company issue electric gun from 
the small pack on his hip, a stunner normally 
used for riot control. “Sit here and be quiet!” He 
pointed to a spot beside him. Then winced at the 
noise she made.

They barely had time to get seated before dirt 
erupted from the bottom of the cage, a geyser 
of soil that sprayed about a central hole. John 
readied the stunner and blasted the pictooloo 
the instant it was fully inside. The pig-like beast 
screamed and flung itself against the bars. John 
fired again and the pictooloo staggered, finally 
fell when he fired yet again.

“Gawd!” Watson said, crawling backward on 
palms and heels.

“What?” John asked. “Did you think they run 
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up and jump in the rover?” 
Watson stared while John dropped the stunner 

back in his pack and trussed the pictooloo with 
rope. 

He expected the shocked girl to hesitate in 
helping lift the animal, but shaking herself, she 
tugged on a pair of work gloves and squatted next 
to him. “Where do I grab hold?” she asked.

John smiled for the first time in days and 
continued all the way to the compound.

#

With early evening setting in, John and Watson 
double-checked the gear in the rover. 

John tugged off his hat and wiped his face. 
“Ever seen anything killed before?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Watson climbed into the rover. “When 
the nukuloo took my brother.” She slammed the 
door, leaned back through the open window, and 
added, “Here comes Tawklat again.”

Tawklat strutted up to the rover and towered 
over John. “Talk now? Tawklat talk?”

“No time. Later.” John reached for the door.
“Time now. Important. Number one.” Tawklat’s 

hand grasped John’s upper arm.
From the corner of his eye, John saw Watson 

grinning through the rover’s open window. He 
stopped. “Okay, Tawklat. Talk now. But pidgin, 
you got?”

“I got. I got.” Twaklat bobbed back and forth, his 
crest rising and falling. “Tawklat go.” It sounded 
like an order, not a request.

John hesitated. No ornithoid had presumed 
to give him orders before. He looked up at the 
birdman hovering over him and saw his own 
reflection in the round black eye that peered 
down.

“I already have a driver.” He waved toward 

Watson, who slowly revved the rover’s engine.
“No! I go.” Tawklat leaned closer. Threaten-

ing?
This was too much. John glared at the big 

ornithoid and made a slashing motion with his 
hand. “Tawklat no go! No go!”

Tawklat’s crest stood on end. “Must go. Protect 
you. Help much.”

Deep in John’s belly a fire rose and flushed his 
sweaty his face. He jabbed one thick finger into 
Tawklat’s feathered breast, poking at the bunched 
muscles. “I don’t need your help! Understand?”

Tawklat fell back from the assault, arms flailing. 
“Yes. Yes.”

John spun away and crawled into the rover’s 
backseat. “Drive!” he snapped. 

Watson’s eyes in the rearview mirror were 
laughing. “You got it.” She shifted into gear and 
gunned the accelerator. 

By the time they bumped down the road to 
the toopa-boo clearing, the sun had grown to a 
huge orange ball resting half-in and half-out of 
the jungle. Watson braked and pulled off the trail, 
then stopped beside the tree’s twisted remains.

“This place looks well-used,” she said, staring 
at the toopa-boo’s charred bark and blackened 
edges.

John slid heavily to the ground. “I was cold.”
He pulled open the rover’s rear hatch. The 

pictooloo rolled one porcine eye in his direction 
and thrashed against the ropes before falling still, 
exhausted from hours of struggle.

“Awake now, are you?” John checked the straps 
holding the beast’s muzzle. “Well, let’s get you 
out of here.” He nodded to Watson and together 
they hefted the creature from the rover.

“You’ll have to hold the stunner.” John said. 
“Just in case the ropes come loose.”
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Watson nodded. “You bet, boss.”
“Just don’t shoot me,” John muttered.
They placed the pictooloo on the ground and 

John leashed it to the toopa-boo tree. He pulled 
the rope from its muzzle and after trying to bite 
him, the beast immediately set to chewing on the 
other ropes. 

“He’s going to chew his way loose,” Watson 
complained.

“If he’s lucky,” John said. “But he won’t be—
it’ll take hours to break those ropes. It’ll be dark 
before then.”

Watson backed the rover across the clearing 
and parked in a spot that gave John a clear shot. 
Sitting in the backseat, he picked at his dinner, a 
cold sandwich of roast pictooloo meat. 

“You have to admit, these make the place 
bearable,” Watson said, pointing at her sandwich. 
She sat half-turned in the driver’s seat. “I love 
the taste of pictooloo.” She had peeled the 
bread apart and was picking at the meat with her 
fingers. 

John grunted. He mashed his own sandwich 
into his mouth, swallowed hard. Compared to 
meals he’d eaten in other jungles, pictooloo sand-
wiches were good. They weren’t close to making 
Mimbama bearable, but they were okay.

“Will the nukuloo come tonight?” Watson 
asked.

“Maybe. Maybe not.” John patted the double-
bore with one hand. “After last night, the big boy 
might be shy, but if he doesn’t come, another will. 
They love pictooloo almost as much as you.”

In the fading light, Watson nodded and peeled 
apart another sandwich. 

A feeling of camaraderie stole over John and 
he said, “Will you tell me something?” 

“Sure.” She turned to peer back at him.

“What happened to your brother?”
Watson stopped eating, stared at her sandwich. 

“We signed up for Mimbama together. Bob was 
an engineer. There was a problem at one of the 
mines and he left to fix it. A nukuloo tore open 
the car and...took him.”

“Tore open?” John stopped eating. “What kind 
of car?”

“Oh, it wasn’t a rover.” Watson shrugged. “This 
was before we had rovers. Before we moved the 
compound into the jungle. We still lived on the 
plains with the ornithoids. There are no nukuloo 
there and no one needed a rover, but the new 
mine was in the jungle...”

“Why did the compound get moved then?” 
John interrupted.

“Murphy insisted,” Watson said, a cold edge 
to her voice. “He said we needed to be closer to 
the mines, that it would protect the men by not 
needing to travel so far.”

“He’s a piece of work,” John snorted. “What’d 
you do to him? To get yourself here, I mean.” The 
sun was nearly down, and the last dying rays were 
lighting up the tops of the toopa-boo trees at the 
far edge of the clearing. The nukuloo would be 
waking soon.

“I thought you pulled strings?” Watson seemed 
irritated. She slapped together the two empty 
slices of bread from her sandwich and began 
eating them.

“Me? Nope. I asked for a couple of men, and 
out-of-the-blue, Murphy volunteered your name. 
Said you were checked out to drive armored 
cars.”

“What!” Watson growled. “Why that blasted—
” 

John picked up the double-bore and checked 
the loads. “Seemed kind of odd that he would 
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volunteer his secretary.”
“He planned this.” Watson said. “He’s hoping 

I’ll be nukuloo food.”
John snorted. “He’s a piece of work, but I can’t 

see why—”
“Because he’s skimming money!” Watson said. 

“Those dead miners? There’s more than three, 
you know.”

“Really?” John stuffed the last of his sandwich 
into his mouth and wiped his fingers on his 
pants.

“There are eight.” Watson hissed. “Murphy 
has the Mimbamans filling in the easy jobs. For 
next to no pay. He reported three miners killed, 
and collects the pay for the others.”

A howl emanated from the jungle. John 
readied the Remington. “Why would he volunteer 
you?”

“Because I turned him in. I sent a dispatch 
to the Company offices last week. One of those 
dead men was my brother, and Murphy’s still col-
lecting his pay.”

“That would do it,” John snorted. Murphy 
had been a horse’s backside, pushing him to use 
Mimbaman assistants, always complaining there 
weren’t enough humans. Now it made sense.

The howl rose again, right under the tree this 
time.

John snapped from his thoughts and raised 
the double-bore. The gun port slid open, and he 
shoved the barrel out looking for a target. Silence 
settled over the jungle; even the small night 
animals were quiet. 

Muttering under his breath, he opened the 
door and slid to the ground. With a flashlight 
he worked his way to the toopa-boo tree. The 
light revealed what he already suspected, the 
pictooloo was gone.

The night rain started as they bounced along the 
rutted trail on the way to the compound. Watson 
flicked the wipers on, the blades snapping back 
and forth, smearing the day’s dust into streaks of 
mud. The headlights created a little island of light 
that rushed them down the muddy road.

As they neared the compound, something 
green flashed through the twin beams of the 
headlights, bounced off the hood and up onto 
the windshield. 

“What the heck?” Watson shouted. She 
braked hard, skidded sideways, and stopped in 
the middle of the muddy trail.

The green thing resolved itself into Tawklat. 
With a rustle of wet feathers, he slid off the hood 
and began a bobbing, weaving dance. “Nukuloo 
vooloo bookukoo! Nukuloo vooloo bookukoo!”

“What’s he saying?” John complained.
“Something about the nukuloo in his nest.” 

Watson translated.
“In pidgin, Tawklat!” John yelled. “What’s the 

matter? Are you out of your mind?”
“Hunter! Hunter! Nukuloo! Nukuloo!” Tawklat 

pointed one arm down the trail. 
John squinted toward the compound. At this 

distance and in the rain, it should be invisible. 
Tonight a searchlight flashed back and forth, 
panning across the sky and jungle. “Nukuloo?” 
He asked. “Compound?”

“Yes, hunter!” Tawklat hopped from foot 
to foot, bouncing up and down in excitement. 
“Nukuloo compound! Come! Now! Now!”

“Dead?” John asked. “Dead nukuloo?” Maybe 
one of the miners had gotten lucky with a 
force drill or something. He looked toward the 
compound again. The searchlight wobbled and 
went out.

“No! No dead! Nukuloo no dead!” 
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“Blast!” Watson said. She jumped into the 
driver’s seat, while Tawklat crawled in on the 
passenger side, and John scrambled into the 
rear. The rover dug furrows as all four tires spun, 
tearing at the trail.

John found the seat restraint and buckled 
it around himself before the bouncing vehicle 
smashed him against the ceiling. He held on and 
hoped Watson could stay on the trail.

The compound gate stood crushed and flung 
aside. John noticed the missing guard as the rover 
bounced past the twisted steel portal. 

The rover skidded on the mud, and they slewed 
into the base of the pole holding the courtyard 
floodlight. The metal pole bent under the impact, 
the floodlight drifted closer to the ground and 
began to flicker.

“Sorry,” Watson grunted. “It’s slippery.”
Grabbing the Remington from the seat, John 

slid out the door. Lights gleamed in several of the 
buildings, and Murphy stood outlined in the open 
door of his office.

“Murphy!” John shouted from his position 
by the rover’s front fender. “Where’s it at?” His 
attention locked on Murphy, he felt rather than 
saw Watson slide from the cab behind him.  

“What?” Murphy shouted back. “Where’s 
what?” 

A squall blew through, and the rain fell heavier, 
dimming the light from Murphy’s doorway.

“Where’s the nukuloo?” John shouted again.
“What?” Murphy started across the courtyard.
“Stay put! Stay put, you idiot!” John watched 

in horror as Murphy started across the compound. 
He realized he had to stop him.

Leaving the ring of flickering light from the 
damaged floodlight, John raced toward Murphy. 
After five steps, Murphy disappeared in a blur of 

orange and black.
John had an afterimage of four horizontal 

black stripes flashing through the flickering light 
from the flood lamp. Nukuloo! He crouched and 
spun, trying to see everywhere at once.

“Run for Murphy’s office,” John yelled at 
Watson. “Take Tawklat, too.”

Watson grabbed Tawklat by the hand and 
broke into a run. A shadow stirred on the roof of 
the building, and John emptied one barrel toward 
it. The big gun roared. An answering howl rose 
from somewhere in the compound. The nukuloo 
had accepted the challenge.

With a flick of his thumb, he pushed aside the 
catch that held the breech closed, his other hand 
held out to stop the unfired shell from being flung 
over his shoulder. His fingers closed on one of 
the smooth cylinders in his pocket and he drew it 
forth, slid it into the empty barrel.

The actions of breaking the gun and loading 
were almost instinctive. Countless hunts and 
practice sessions had drilled his muscles and 
nerves for this moment. The movements calmed 
him, and he stood straighter as the gun clicked 
closed. Started toward Murphy’s office. Maybe 
they could hold out until morning.

Something smashed into his back, a crushing 
blow that knocked him from his feet. Air fled his 
lungs. He gasped for breath. Panic began. The 
nukuloo stalked him, and he was helpless in the 
mud with the breath knocked out of him. 

The Remington rested on the wet ground 
twenty feet away, between himself and Murphy’s 
office. Behind him, a low growl sounded. 

The tiger was there. The man eater. John’s 
shoulders clenched and his breath came back in 
ragged gasps.

A plate-sized paw descended to rest by his 
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right arm, another settled by his left. A continu-
ous low growl sounded from overhead. He knew 
the beast was glaring down at him with yellow 
eyes. The gloating eyes of nukuloo.

The beast howled, shattering ear and nerve. 
John fought the panic slowing his mind. If he 
made a mad dash, he might reach the gun. A slim 
chance, but the only one offered.

He tensed his legs to spring, consigning himself 
to fate. 

“Vooloo nukuloo! Vooloo nukuloo!” Tawklat 
suddenly danced before them. He twisted and 
spun, leaning over to drag one muddy arm along 
the ground. “Vooloo nukuloo!” He limped on 
one foot, hopping across the courtyard, slowly 
moving away.

The nukuloo grew silent. John could feel the 
beast’s interest shift, could see the muddy paws 
twitch as the monster prepared to follow. What 
idiocy was Tawklat up to? John’s head slumped, 
his face in the mud, so he wouldn’t have to see.

With slow movements, the nukuloo stepped 
away. John looked up, squinting against the rain 
and flickering floodlight. With one grit-coated 
hand, he risked wiping the mud from his face.

The nukuloo stalked Tawklat as the birdman 
retreated, moving slowly toward the crushed gate, 
cooing his squawk, and flopping his arm and leg. 
John watched in dread fascination, reliving the 
moment when his second driver acted this way 
and was killed by this same nukuloo.

The night roared, and the courtyard lit with 
flaming brilliance. John shielded his face and 
blinked at the spots in his vision. Another roar 
burst forth, shaking the air. 

When he blinked open his eyes, the nukuloo 
lay dead on the muddy courtyard. John rolled over, 
and looked toward Murphy’s office. Watson knelt 

on the muddy ground the smoking Remington 
clutched in her hands.

“Sorry,” she said, crossing to help him stand. 
“I slipped on the mud or I would have fired 
quicker.”

John spat grit from his mouth as he climbed to 
his feet. “Tawklat?” he asked.

“He lured nukuloo away so I could get the gun.” 
Watson said.

John looked toward the broken gate and the 
dead nukuloo.

“He saved your life, John Brenter.” Watson 
grabbed his chin, turned his face to look at hers.

John craned his neck and looked at the sky to 
avoid Watson’s accusing eyes. Rain splattered his 
face as he thought about the hopeless moment 
when giant paws had straddled him. The fear that 
turned his guts to water.

Tawklat saved his life, and there was only one 
thing to do. It would be even harder than hunting 
nukuloo. 

John looked toward the ruined gate. “Did 
Tawklat survive?” 

“Yep,” Watson said. “I saw him slipping out 
after the first explosion.”

“Well, let’s go wait in Murphy’s office for the 
rain to stop.” John said. “I’ll look for him in the 
morning. I’m going to need a new driver—but he 
has to speak pidgin, mind you.”

“But, I’m your driver.” Watson looked 
wounded.

John shook his head. “With Murphy gone, 
you’re the boss. At least until the next supply run.” 
He hooked the Remington over his arm.

Together they slogged through the mud to 
Watson’s new office. Still gasping, he started to 
crawl toward it. 
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As a Junior Lieutenant in Earth’s Space 
Exploration Force, it’s not my place to 

categorize any galactic species. So, when I say the 
Thuleans are green-skinned, butt-headed, S.O.B.s 
with a penchant for Machiavellian politics, back-
biting, and murder outstripping any degenerate 
human politician, I’m speaking only from personal 
observation as the ship’s security officer. 

In my own defense, I am a trained observer, 
and my personal dislike of the Thuleans comes 
from my concern for the safety of my ship’s 
personnel rather than any prejudice against alien 
life forms in general. Call me a bigot if you like, 
I’ve worked with Thuleans on several occasions, 
and I just don’t like them. 

That being the case, I was just a little chagrined 
to find our mercy mission to Beta-618 included 
interfacing with a Thulean cruiser, the Anlie. 

 Through heroic acts of diplomacy, humanity 
was at peace with Thule, but it was an uneasy 
peace, and our peoples were better off giving 
each other as much space as possible. 

I was on the bridge when the Cambridge went 
into orbit around Beta-618, a beautiful blue world 
with a mild earth-like climate and two small con-
tinents. We arrived only minutes before the Anlie, 
and I had the privilege of observing Captain Xi’s 
initial, on-screen negotiations with the Thulean 
Commander, Xippisys, or Yippisis, or Lippsis 
or whatever unpronounceable Thulean name 
the self-righteous old snake gave. ‘Lips’ is close 
enough. 

“Captain Ssssi,” Captain Lips slurred. “We have 
hostages prepared to exchange.” 

“I’m sorry,” Captain Xi replied. “I am not 

prepared to exchange hostages with you at this 
time.” 

The video-screen image of the Thulean com-
mander’s green face blinked at what he con-
sidered a breach of etiquette. He hesitated for 
several heartbeats and then frowned down at us 
from the screen. He thrust his nose closer to the 
video pick-up and glowered at us, hissing, “You 
would break protocol?” 

“The exchange of hostages is Thulean protocol, 
not human. The Cambridge was the first ship to 
arrive, therefore you enter planetary orbit as our 
guests and human protocol shall be observed.” 

“As you wissh, Captain Ssssi,” the Thulean 
commander conceded. “Then what shall be our 
pledge to insure proper behavior?” 

Among Thuleans, hostages were always 
exchanged so if there was any treachery, the 
injured party would have someone to execute. 
Humans had learned long ago that the Thuleans 
had no regard for these hostages at all. They were 
carried aboard every Thulean ship like chattel, 
treated in a vile manner by their own people, 
and executed upon any whim. If human hostages 
were given, they were treated in a similar manner, 
so you can understand why Captain Xi was not 
anxious to turn over members of our crew to be 
‘hostages.’ 

“We both have armed ships, Captain,” Xi 
replied. “If there are any altercations, I’m sure we 
will be able to sort them out.” 

“Escalation of conflicts to ship-to-ship warfare 
would be regrettable, Captain.” You could just see 
the wheels churning in the Thulean’s crocodilian 
skull. Doubtless he would’ve liked to brag to his 
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friends about knocking off a few human hostages. 
“The shame of it would reach our governments. It 
could lead to a crushing, inter-system war. Better 
to exchange hostages like civilized beings.” 

“You are correct, of course,” Captain Xi 
conceded with a small bow left over from his 
Chinese heritage. The Thulean captain liked that. 
Thuleans loved any sign that they had the upper 
hand. However, Xi’s next suggestion caught his 
rival captain off-guard. 

“We can make it a personal matter then. If you 
object to my crew’s deportment, you may feel free 
to challenge me upon the field of honor.” Captain 
Xi gave a pretty good fast-draw and displayed his 
sidearm. “We’ll call it pistols at twenty paces—
any time you choose.” 

That took the wind out of the Thulean’s sails. 
Having evolved from a reptilian species upon their 
own world, the Thuleans were somewhat bigger 
and stronger than humans. But big or small, as 
the saying goes, ‘Colonel Colt made all men 
equal’—and more than equal to any Thulean. 
Humans tended to have greater dexterity with 
personal weapons, and a good man with a .50 
caliber, Mark 6 service automatic was a match for 
any two or three Thuleans. 

“This is not civilized!” The alien snapped. “I 
will not engage in such barbarism!” 

“Then you may feel free to return home and 
report to your High Councilor that you have 
failed in your mission.” Captain Xi was not angry. 
I knew that he’d dealt with Thuleans upon many 
occasions. He understood their games. “Tell 
him that you were incompetent to arbitrate 
the most cursory negotiations and so you gave 
up your assigned mission and left the popula-
tion of Beta-618 to die. I’m sure such bungling 
will make a much more impressive impact upon 
your superiors than the letter of protest I will be 
transmitting as soon as you break orbit without 
accomplishing your mission.” 

Ouch! I almost felt sorry for Captain Lips. 
Thuleans had their own honor code. For him not 
to complete his mission over such a small matter 
would lose him his ship and possibly his life. 

“Of course, Captain Ssssi, I cannot allow any 
personal affront to inhibit the completion of our 
mercy mission,” the scheming green snake replied. 

“I shall disregard your insults in the higher spirit of 
inter-species cooperation. Saving the population 
of Beta-618 is my only reason for being here.” 

“Yes, you will, Captain,” Xi had the Thulean 
where he wanted him and wasn’t backward about 
tossing his weight around. “Your ship shall begin 
collecting inhabitants from the second continent, 
as arranged. We will begin collecting them from 
the first continent. Cambridge—out.” 

“You think he’ll do the job?” I asked when the 
screen blanked. 

“He’ll do the job,” Xi told me but there was 
concern on his face that I didn’t understand. 

“Is something wrong, Sir?” I wasn’t used to 
seeing that look. 

“Thuleans are liars,” he replied, “in the way 
a professional con man is. It’s an art for them. 
Whatever they say, you can generally bet that 
it’s the opposite of what they’ll do. It really takes 
a diplomatic expert, backed by a war fleet, to 
negotiate with them.” 

“I don’t understand.” 
“The old liar said, ‘That’s the only reason I’m 

here,’” he replied. “Now that’s a statement that’s 
got me puzzled.” 

#

“Still nothing, Sir,” Jan Armstrong reported 
to Captain Xi as she tried again with the mobile 
computerized translator. “Their language is too 
primitive for the computer to decipher. There just 
aren’t enough words.” We’d come down to the 
planet surface to communicate with them but it 
looked like that was going to be even more difficult 
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than projected. “The only recurring verbal string 
that we can isolate is, ‘Praise the worm.’” 

The little Betan looked blithely up at us, smiled, 
and blinked a couple of times. They were an intel-
ligent people; you could see the understanding 
in their eyes. There was a population of only a 
few hundred thousand of them living in primitive 
splendor in the temperate zone. They’d built grass 
huts and dug canals. They were a slim, indolent 
people, like children, yet unexcited by our landing. 
You’d have thought that space travelers dropped 
on by to evacuate their planetary population 
every other week or something. 

They were small and slim, about five feet tall, 
and covered with a sort of feathery yellow down. 
Rivera from the zoology section said they had 
evolved from some bird species. No beaks or bills, 
but they had something of that look to them. Very 
odd to our sensibilities, but not at all ugly. 

“Look at the huts, the local pottery, the canals,” 
Xi argued. “They’ve got hand-forged iron tools for 
pity’s sake. They’ve got to have language!” 

“There’s some,” Jan told him. “But not enough 
for the system to decipher.” 

“No language, no government, seemingly no 
real social organization at all,” Juno Anabi from 
Cultural Studies patted the creature on its hand 
in an affectionate gesture that I wish she’d aim 
my way. Juno was a small, slim girl with a slightly 
rounded face and straight, black hair that she 
wore in a long, distracting ponytail. She was a 
little doll; just about the opposite of me in every 
respect. A bright, affectionate girl, she had that 
sort of energetic personality that made you want 
to sit and listen to her ramble on about whatever 
excited her while you just melted into her big, 
brown eyes. 

As much as I liked her, I didn’t really have any 
organized plans in her direction. I was Security 
after all, the local brute, and she was a bookworm, 
all questions and wide-eyed wonder. We had 

nothing in common as far as I knew, but then 
they do say that opposites attract. 

“They’re a farming people scattered out 
across the land in the simplest, easiest fashion,” 
she informed us with a shrug. “They’re happy, 
healthy, alert, and moderately active. They just 
follow the path of least resistance.” 

“And they’re all going to die if we don’t get 
them evacuated in about two weeks,” I put in. I 
could tell that I’d said the wrong thing as soon as 
the words came out. She gave me a sideways look 
of irritation. That, ‘oh, the brute grunted’ look. 

Well, I couldn’t help it if Zeta-238, a meteor 
the size of a small moon, was on a collision course 
with their world. I was just trying to re-focus the 
group on our primary mission. 

“So how do we explain why we’re here?” 
Captain Xi demanded of our collected group. 

“How do we politely request that they leave 
paradise in order to save their lives?” 

“What about religion?” Juno suggested. “The 
pictures on their pottery seem to depict some 
sort of harvest worship or festivals.” 

“You mean the grapes and worms and things?” 
I asked. They really had some odd artistic ideas. 
What-the-heck though, birds eat worms. I guess 
it shouldn’t be so surprising that these ‘evolved 
birds’ revered them. 

“So what, we should tell them, ‘All-aboard the 
Cambridge for a wine and worm festival?” I asked. 
Again I mentally kicked myself as she glared my 
direction. 

“Your sarcasm is unappreciated, Lieutenant.” 
She flashed me the sort of scowl she probably 
used on clogged toilets. 

“I’m not being sarcastic. I just don’t want to 
have to execute ‘Plan B,’” I informed her. “My 
people are ‘Plan B,’ and we think it stinks. So 
anything we can do to avoid stunning these folks 
like animals and dragging them all off against 
their will, I’ll vote for.” I turned it around and put 
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her on the hot seat. “You’re the cultural expert. 
Tell us what they’ll respond to.” 

“I’ll need a day,” she told the captain without 
bothering to speak to me again. “I want to spend 
some time with them and see what I can learn.” 

“You two have twenty-four hours then,” Xi told 
us. 

“We two?” Now she turned that scowl at him. 
“Captain, I’m not—” I began to argue. More 

than likely I’d be in the way. I could always assign 
a couple of privates to look out for her if he 
thought she needed protection. 

“If you don’t want to go to ‘Plan B,’ Cody,” he 
told me, “I suggest you help organize a ‘Plan A.’ 

“You will assist Dr. Anabi and help her accom-
plish this mission. While you two are doing that, 
the Cambridge will be scanning the continent to 
locate and list every intelligent being. We’ll know 
where everyone is before your plan is prepared.” 

“Yes, Sir,” she told him. “We’ll figure something 
out.” 

Me, I wasn’t so sure. 

#

I did manage to pass my courses in college. 
It’s not that I’ve got an intelligence problem or 
anything. It’s really that I have a problem getting 
excited about non-physical sorts of activities. I’m 
an adrenaline junky. Anyway, I can think of few 
things worse than watching someone else work. 
I have enlisted men under me to perform guard 
duty for planetary recon teams. 

There was a smiling, gentle Betan fellow named 
Tuss who was glad to show off all their local art to 
us. I really tried to sit and look at screwy pottery 
pictures with Juno. Well, okay, mostly I watched 
her as she looked at pottery pictures of grapes, 
grapevines, and people eating grapes with worms 
in them. It was interesting to watch her face, but I 
could tell that I began making her uncomfortable 
after a while, so I left her to her research. 

Maybe I couldn’t talk to them or decipher 
their pottery pictures, but actions speak louder 
than words so I wandered off to see what sort of 
action I could find. 

I located a group of half a dozen of them 
working on digging a channel for a new canal. 
Obviously they were opening up a new field 
to expand their vineyard. I picked up an extra 
hammered-iron spade and gave them a hand 
digging. It was a waste of time as far as agricul-
ture went. The entire world would be decimated 
by meteor Zeta-238 in a few weeks. Still, working 
with a group is a bonding experience so the work 
itself wasn’t wasted. 

I broke sweat with them, and those little 
fellows did all right. I could throw about three 
times as much dirt as they could—they didn’t 
have much beef—but they kept at it. We dug the 
channel to where the water-filled canal was and 
I got to help them cut through the dike and open 
the new branch. It was a big deal for the little guys. 
They’d probably been working on that trench for 
a week before I got there. They all danced around 
and cheered in their high-pitched voices. We 
were laughing and slapping each other on the 
back when one of the fellows, I think they called 
him Toth, let out a shrill whistle and grabbed for 
a shovel. The whole group scattered and took up 
rocks and shovels, facing the inflowing stream. 

I knew that position; they were ready for a 
fight. 

It moved fast when it came. I had just 
unsnapped the retaining strap on my Mark-6 
when an ugly black and yellow head rose from 
the churning water. It was a monster snake with 
a head about a foot-and-a-half wide. It could’ve 
swallowed a Betan whole. 

I flatter myself that I’m fast from the holster, 
but that snake was over the embankment and 
after one of the Betans before I could blast it. It 
could move as fast as a man could run! 
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Its chosen victim slammed it across the 
nose with a spade at the same instant I put a 
.50 round behind its head. Not surprisingly, the 
head shattered and we were left with a looping, 
writhing carcass that it took our entire crew 
to haul back to the scattering of huts that was 
almost a village. 

That was more my kind of afternoon than cat-
aloging native art. We got to do some work, win 
a fight, and crow over a fallen enemy. (Yes, they 
did crow and I did my best to help them.) A pretty 
good afternoon if I did say so myself. It made me 
a welcome guest anyway. There’s nothing like 
working and fighting to bond people. 

When evening rolled in the locals hazed Juno 
and me to a village party. She squawked about 
not having the time, but it was a half-hearted 
protest. To live with these delightful people was 
the best way to get to know them. 

“Drums and wine, of course,” she shouted over 
the rumble of three massive drums that they had 
rolled out and beat upon with padded sticks. They 
were all ceremony as they offered us each a deep 
clay cup and filled it with wine. 

“I’ve got anti-tabs in my pack,” I told her. “Drink 
all you want. When the party’s over we’ll just take 
one and sober up.” 

“You don’t think they’ll serve anything that will 
make us sick?” She tested the wine tentatively. 

“Nawww, medi-scans show that they’re 
standard, carbon-based life forms. History’s 
proven that we’re all similar enough in structure. 
If it won’t poison them, we should be all right.” 
I nodded as the locals sliced off a huge slab of 
barbecued snake and brought us each a hearty 
chunk on a sharpened stick. It seemed as though 
the monster snake that attacked us was also con-
sidered a delicacy. “Matters of taste, however, 
may differ immensely,” I added. 

Her big brown eyes got wide when they 
pressed the stick of snake into her hand, and she 

gave a weak-looking smile of thanks. The Betans 
giggled and danced away. Soon the entire group 
had given up drumming and were growling down 
steaming, juicy chunks of snake-on-a-stick. It was 
a white meat something like chicken breast in 
consistency. I didn’t think it was bad at all. 

“How can you look like you’re enjoying snake!” 
Juno grumbled at me as she pretended to eat. 

“It’s good!” I replied with a laugh. “You’re a 
city girl, aren’t you?” 

“San Mikas, born and bred,” she admitted. 
“Grew up eating that insipid carniculture 

meat?”
“In a city of 200 million people, what else is 

there?” 
“I grew up on Lycos,” I told her. “The nearest 

town was thirty miles away, and it had a popula-
tion of about two thousand. We hunted our own 
meat, or we starved. Between hunting, farming, 
and Waloon raids we didn’t have much time for 
being picky about our victuals.” 

“You actually faced Waloon raiders?” 
“Yes.” 
“We’ve heard stories about them—” 
“So, how’s your wine? Not bad for homemade, 

eh?” That was a subject I didn’t want to delve 
into. I was already considered the most frighten-
ing crewmember on the ship and fighting Waloon 
raiders wasn’t the sort of a story a decent person 
shared in civilized company. They were a powerful, 
weasel-y sort of race that gloried in cannibalism 
and torture. There was nothing honorable about 
them or the type of war they made. We of Lycos, 
their nearest neighbors, responded in kind. I had 
killed them with booby-traps, sniping, ambushes, 
and hand-to-hand. I had seen—well, there was 
nothing I wanted to share about the battles. 

“The wine’s okay, but I just—” 
“Let’s get some drumming going!” I drained 

my wine and got up. If she wasn’t going to take 
the hint, I’d just have to stir up something else to 
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do. “Toth,” I called to the only one of the Betans I 
recognized. “Give me a hand with the drums.” He 
really didn’t have a clue as to what I was saying 
but he recognized the tone and my beckoning 
wave. 

I showed the Betans something about 
drumming then. They’d been locked into a 
droning one-two-three-four sort of beat. I sped 
it up and showed them how to use one drum to 
set the tempo and the others to add some excite-
ment. I may not be any sort of Tyco expert, but 
I’ve played around with drums upon occasion. We 
all had a good time and, after a few more drinks, 
we danced around in a circle and got pretty loud 
and happy. 

By the time our hosts showed up carrying 
grapes with worms in them for dessert, one big 
one for each of us, we were pretty sloppy, and 
it really didn’t seem like that bad an idea. Toth 
showed us how we were supposed to eat them, 
just toss them down—no chewing. 

“Can you do this?” Juno asked me as she 
scanned all the expectant Betan faces surround-
ing us. 

“Sure. Kind of like the old worm in the bottom 
of the tequila bottle.” 

She held up that translucent grape with a live 
worm wriggling inside, took a deep breath, and 
said, “‘When in Rome...’”

I gave her a wink and told her, “Praise the 
worm, eh?” 

#

I was borderline horrified when a hangover 
woke me up the next morning. I shouldn’t have 
slept! We were going to take the anti-tabs to 
kill the alcohol in our systems after the party. I 
must’ve passed out instead. What the hell! I’d 
been a lot more drunk than that and had never 
passed out before! 

There was something heavy on me that had 

put my arm to sleep. It was Juno Anabi. Normally 
I would’ve been flattered and delighted to have 
had her sleep curled up against me, but we were 
in a world of trouble. I woke her up as gently as 
I could. She stretched and snuggled against me 
comfortably. 

“Juno, hisst, Juno wake up.” I seemed fuzzy; 
somewhat lost in the sensuality of the world 
around me. Even hung over, colors were brighter, 
the morning sun was soft and warm, the pile 
of rushes we’d laid down upon were sweet and 
soft. I fought to push down the hormones that 
were thundering at having a pretty girl draped 
across me. Everything seemed lush and beautiful. 
Everything except my knowledge that the world 
was to come to an end very shortly and we were 
supposed to be figuring out how to get these 
people to agree to a mass exodus to a completely 
new planet before they were all exterminated. 

There was commotion around us and I shook 
her again. “Juno-wake-up,” I said slowly and 
firmly. I really didn’t want to pitch her off onto 
the ground but I was getting panicky. 

“Husst, it’s a beautiful morning. Just a little 
longer,” she cooed. 

“Tulu, it’s important. You have to wake up.” As 
the words came out of my mouth I had an eerie, 
detached, out-of-body feeling. 

“All right, I’m awake.” She stretched and her 
eyes blinked open. 

Tulu? Then I had the intrusion of a bleary 
memory from the night before. The locals had 
given us names, Betan names. It seemed to be 
some sort of naming ceremony. They had given 
Juno that gross grape with the worm wriggling 
inside and had called her ‘Tulu.’ They had given 
me one and named me ‘Lan.’ 

She gave me a big, languid hug that made my 
pulse thunder in my ears then, as if waking from 
a dream, she pushed away from me with wide 
eyes and looked around. 
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“We passed out?” she exclaimed in horror. 
“How could that happen?” 

“I don’t know. We must’ve drunk too much!” 
“I didn’t drink too much! I had two cups—

period. That’s not enough to—” 
“The worms!” I cut her off. “The worms must 

be some sort of a psychedelic drug.” 
“Their world is going to be destroyed and 

we’re sitting around getting stoned!?” She shook 
her head in shame and took a deep breath to 
wake up. 

“How do you feel?” I asked. 
“Like an A-prime ass.” 
“No, I mean physically. How do you feel?” 
“Oh, I feel—good.” she wiggled her fingers and 

looked around. “Really good. It’s like my senses 
are all sharpened. Perception is heightened. 
Despite the cock-up of getting wasted when we 
were supposed to be working, I feel really positive 
and self-satisfied.” She looked at me and asked, 

“You too?” 
“The same,” I agreed. 
“So how do we explain—” Juno suddenly 

stopped talking and looked around. “What are 
they all doing?” 

I hadn’t really been paying attention. I mean, 
I’d been paying attention to her. To the way her 
hair was kind of wild and loose, dipping around 
her face in bouncing waves. She’d evidently let it 
loose to sleep and it was quite an attraction. Even 
the Betans slowed as they past to enjoy the sight, 
as though they appreciated it as much as I did. 

As I wrenched my attention away from the 
glorious spectacle of my companion, I found that 
the Betans were all industriously packing what 
seemed to be all their worldly goods. They were 
preparing to leave. 

“Oh no, tell me that they aren’t going to try 
and scatter for some reason!” I said. “We’ve got 
to stop them! They have to gather to be picked 
up!” 

“We can try.” Juno jumped up and held out her 
hands to stop one of the little people pushing a 
barrow of hand-forged tools. 

“You all need to stay together,” she said slowly 
and clearly. (As though that would help.) 

The Betan nodded like he understood, but he 
pushed around her as politely as he could without 
running her over with the barrow. 

“So what do we do?” she demanded. 
“They’re all going the same direction. I’d say 

we follow while we contact Captain Xi for further 
instructions.”

“That’ll be a good trick since our com-sets are 
gone!”

I reached back and found that she was right. I 
had naturally touched my sidearm when I’d woken 
up—an unconscious habit—but I hadn’t reached 
around to see about my com-set. I scanned the 
area. We’d left our packs together nearby but 
they were gone also. 

“And things just keep getting better and better!” 
I grumbled. 

“They’ll find us on scanners when we don’t 
check in.” Juno assured me. “Let’s see if we can’t 
get to the bottom of this mess we seem to have 
let happen before Captain Xi asks for answers.” 

We didn’t have to talk about it further. We 
followed at a jog, trying to get ahead of the 
migrating pack. There were more Betans there 
than we had known were in the entire area. They 
seemed to have been collecting from the sur-
rounding countryside. There were lines of them 
carefully formed and moving efficiently toward a 
single spot. 

It was the landing site of a huge transport 
shuttle from the Cambridge. 

Awash in curiosity, we trotted to the loading 
ramp where Betans were shuffling aboard the ship 
as though they were tourists leaving on vacation. 
Everything was perfect. Baggage was minimum. 
Spirits were high. There was complete order. 
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Jan Anderson was at the loading ramp greeting 
the Betans who responded with smiles. 

“How did you do it?” she demanded.
“We don’t know,” Juno replied before I could 

warn her to be cagey and diplomatic. No one was 
going to thank us for getting stoned at a tribal 
party, after all. “What happened?” 

“We got the call from your com-set this 
morning. ‘Zeta-238 coming. Send transport.’ It 
was kind of hard to understand but we could scan 
that the locals were gathering so we sent a ship. 
Our only problem now is that every Betan seems 
to want to bring a grape vine with them. We keep 
trying to explain that we’ve collected samples of 
the planetary flora already. 

“How’d you ever manage to get them to under-
stand about Zeta-238? The computer couldn’t 
even figure out their language.” 

“We have no idea,” Juno replied with no tact 
at all. “They got us drunk and took our packs and 
com-sets—” 

“Those packs?” Anderson pointed to two 
packs that were leaning against the gangway. 

“And these?” She pulled our com-sets from her 
pocket. 

“How did you—” 
“The first Betans through the hatch gave them 

to us,” she replied with a shrug. “I guess they 
were only borrowed.” 

“Well that cuts down on the charges for our 
court martial.” I took back my com-set and 
checked it. It was in perfect condition. Its memory 
indicated a single message sent. 

Upon our arrival, the dynamics of the situation 
had changed slightly. Betans brushed against us 
affectionately or patted us as they past. Most 
smiled. Many called us by our native names. 

“Wow, Tulu, Lan, you two really made an 
impression!” Anderson commented. 

I paused between greeting the passing Betans 
to give her a somewhat helpless shrug. 

“We’ll have to remember to send the two 
of you on all our diplomatic missions to new 
worlds.” 

Her undeserved praise was interrupted by 
the alert tone of my com-set. Answering gave 
me a good excuse not to try and explain the prior 
evening to Jan Anderson, thankfully. 

“Cody, where’ve you been?” Lars, one of the 
comm specialists appeared on the screen as soon 
as I acknowledged the signal. “The captain’s—” 

“Lieutenant Brown, where have you been?” 
Captain Xi’s signal seized the channel and I found 
myself face-to-screen with my very unhappy 
commander. 

“Sleeping, Sir.” 
He took a calming breath and asked in a level 

tone, “Are we all awake now Lieutenant Brown? 
Doctor Anabi?” He looked to the side of the screen 
where obviously Juno was displayed behind me. 

“Yes, Sir.” 
“I need you on-ship ASAP. The Trenton will pick 

you up in five minutes. Be ready. Captain-out.” 
“What’s that all about?” Juno asked. “Why 

don’t we just come up with the transport?” 
Her misunderstanding surprised me. It 

shouldn’t have. The civilian members of the crew 
liked to think of the Cambridge as a big, benevo-
lent science lab cruising around space. They 
forgot, or tried to ignore, the military aspect of 
some of our missions. 

“If he’s fielded the Trenton, it means that my 
people have been put on alert,” I explained. “An 
armored troop carrier burns too much fuel to be 
used as a civilian shuttle.” 

“But the Betans aren’t hostile!” I liked it when 
Juno got passionately concerned. It showed the 
fire in her eyes. 

“No,” I explained. “But the Thuleans can be.” 

#

Captain Xi met us on the bridge. 
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“Good work on the organization problems 
planet-side,” the Captain’s commendation was 
cursory but truly meant. “But now there’s hell to 
pay with the Thuleans!” 

“With us or with the Betans?” I asked. 
“With the Betans,” he snapped. “If he wanted 

trouble with us, my fellow Captain would have to 
meet me over the sights of my pistol and things 
would be back in order by now. 

“The Thuleans tried to collect the Betans by 
force, and the whole thing blew up in their face. 
Now everywhere a Thulean sets foot upon Beta 
he finds a booby-trap, an arrow, or gets an iron 
knife shoved into him. Those little Betans are 
proving unbelievably tough and well organized. 
For every group of Betans captured, they’re 
taking casualties. Thulean casualties are an insult 
to their honor.” 

“So have they tried talking to the Betans?” 
Juno asked. 

“Talking? I don’t think they’re communicat-
ing at all,” Xi replied grimly. “They touched down 
like a cartel of slavers, opening up with stunners 
and capture nets. That must have been their idea 
the whole time. They were probably planning 
on utilizing the Betans as a slave labor force or 
hostage race. The Betans put up a good fight 
though. They’re just murdering them for sport 
and retribution now!” 

Juno started an outraged response, but I took 
her hand to calm her. It was an odd thing for me 
to do, and I don’t know where the idea came 
from, but it worked. 

“What will we do, Sir?” 
“Short of starting a war? What can I do?” 
“If you protest—” Juno began. 
“They’ll kill more Betans just to prove that I 

have no authority over them.” 
“But you said that you’d fight their captain—” 
“If he challenges me,” Xi explained. “If I 

challenge him, he will be afforded the choice of 
weapons. He’ll choose some form of hand-to-

hand combat, of course. Thuleans aren’t excep-
tionally fast, but they’re tremendously powerful 
and hard to kill in a hand-to-hand brawl.” 

“So we have to stand-by and watch while they 
murder countless innocents?” 

“They are outside our jurisdiction,” Xi replied 
with a helpless gesture of frustration. “We can 
only protect those within our sphere of influence. 
That’s why I recalled Cody. I need our security 
forces to be prepared to protect this continent—
but only this continent! I can’t start an inter-
system war with the Thuleans over the population 
of a planet that’s about to be destroyed anyway. 
Billions of our own people would die.” 

“So it’s just open season on the people of 
Beta?” Juno railed. “Thulean murder is autho-
rized until Zeta-238 passes on through to finishes 
the job completely?” 

“I can’t do any more. I’m sorry.” 
“I can,” I told him. 
“What can you do?” 
“I can challenge Captain Lips to a duel and kill 

him.” 
I had been allowing Juno’s fingers to slip from 

my own. She’d left her hand loosely in mine while 
we talked but now, she latched onto my fingers 
with surprising strength. 

“Cody, you can’t!” 
“If I can’t, nobody will.” 
“He’s right,” Xi agreed. “He’s our best. I 

wouldn’t order it, but if he’s willing to try, he’s 
got my support.” 

“You’re sure that they’ll back down if their 
commander is killed?” I asked. I wasn’t anxious to 
meet a Thulean hand-to-hand, but I couldn’t just 
stand there while they butchered Betans unmer-
cifully. I felt a very strong kinship with the little 
guys. Logically, it was a silly thing, even though 
they seemed to have adopted us, but I somehow 
felt like they were family. As though my people 
were being attacked. 

“They’ll back down,” he assured us. “If you 
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win, their ship’s honor will be terribly tarnished. 
They’ll crawl like dogs until they are assigned 
another Captain whose honor is still intact.” 

“Then I’ll challenge him.” 
“When?” 
“The sooner the better, Captain,” I told him. 

“There are little people being murdered down 
planet-side.” 

“I’ll arrange the meeting. We’ll send you down 
there in the Trenton with an armed squad to see 
that there are no tricks.” 

“Yes, Sir.” 
“And Cody,” he added in a low voice. “If he kills 

you, there’s not a damned thing I can do about it. 
One life or a thousand, it’s not worth starting a 
war over.” 

I went to the lift, and Juno followed. His words 
nettled my somewhat jaded sense of honor 
though. As I turned and hit the button to return 
to the Trenton’s launch bay I demanded, “If we’re 
not ready to go to war over the murder of a 
thousand innocents, what exactly are we willing 
to go to war over?” 

The closing of the door shut off my view of 
him. I didn’t need an answer anyway. I was just 
grumpy and very angry. 

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Juno asked 
me. 

“Yes, I guess I am.” I really didn’t feel like 
talking. 

“I mean, you sure it isn’t just an overdose of 
wine and worms that’s talking?” 

“Are you saying that I don’t have to do this?” 
My demand was a little harsher than I meant it 
to be. 

“No. I’m just really, really concerned about 
you.” She swallowed, and I could swear there 
were tears in her eyes. “I don’t know what’s 

wrong with me, but I’ve been thinking about you 
a lot. I mean, we’ve served together for what, a 
year? But I’ve never even gotten to talk to you, 
you know? Not till this last day or so.” 

“Yeah, it was nice to talk to you too.” I didn’t 
have time to indulge in feeling-oriented conver-
sation. When you’re about to go into combat, 
you naturally shut off that part of your brain. 
“If I survive, we’ll have to maybe have coffee or 
something.” 

The lift shuddered to a stop, and I was pulled 
back away from my mental mapping of Thulean 
physiology and weaknesses because I suddenly 
had a near hysterical girl with her arms locked 
around me crying all over my chest. 

“I’m so, so frightened, Lan!” 
“It’s all right, Tulu,” I replied before I could 

catch myself. It was just sort of a reflex, like 
something I had done before. I just opened my 
mouth and it came out. Hey, if she wanted to use 
Betan baby names, I didn’t care. I was about to go 
fight a surly, three hundred pound alien who kept 
his man-parts sheathed up inside his stomach 
when not in use. Oh yeah, you’ve got to admire 
Thulean physiology; the fight couldn’t be as easy 
as kicking him in the goodies or something like 
that. 

I might be a cold, crusty, veteran of land and 
space battles, but I wasn’t completely immune to 
sentiment. I was certainly willing to accept the 
tearful farewell of a beautiful girl. 

I really hadn’t anticipated an audience though. 
When the lift doors opened, we found a sea of 
fuzzy little heads spread out through the hall. The 
Betans had gathered. It was as if they knew what 
was happening and were there to see me off. It 
was all kind of creepy when you think about it. 
Those little folks had a whole lot greater grasp of 
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what was going on than any iron-age creatures 
inhibited by an impossibly crude language 
should’ve. 

I didn’t have the time to ponder the 
conundrum of Betan precognition or their ability 
to move about through a gigantic starship that 
they’d only arrived aboard a few minutes before. 
I had a Thulean to kill. The Captain would have to 
worry about the Betans. 

Toth was there. He interrupted our surprise by 
taking the two of us by the hand and leading us 
out into the mob. As we past through the press, 
Betans reached out and touched us, smiling and 
saying something we, of course couldn’t under-
stand. It was a strange act, and I didn’t compre-
hend. 

“They’re giving us some sort of blessing,” Juno 
told me. 

“If you say so.” I didn’t have time for alien 
ceremonies, but the group was spreading for us 
to move in the proper direction so they weren’t 
slowing me down too much. 

And then everything stopped. The suddenly 
quiet group spread to reveal the hatchway leading 
to the Trenton’s landing bay. A pair of my security 
crewmen were standing nervously by to keep the 
Betans out of the bay. 

“Sir, we don’t know what to do with them!” 
one of my men called. 

“It’s okay, Sims,” I called back. “They’re here to 
see me off.” 

Toth stood in front of us and took our hands. 
With a smile on his face, he joined them and said 
a word that made the crowd cheer (and crow). 
Juno and I just stood there both wondering if we 
looked as awkward, confused, and stupid as we 
felt. Suddenly, numerous hands pushed against 
our backs, pressing us together. 

“Don’t look now Lieutenant,” she said with a 
sort of a strangled laugh, “but I think we just got 
married!” 

Now at that point in time my brakes should’ve 
engaged full-on, but something—maybe the mob 
pressing us together, maybe that psycho-worm 
we’d ingested, maybe just because I secretly had 
wanted to for a long time—something made me 
kiss her. 

It wasn’t that hard. I mean, despite how short 
she was. I just leaned down and wrapped her in 
my arms, and she stretched up to meet me. I felt 
something warm explode up high in my chest and 
my whole body was on fire. Wow, that woman 
could kiss! 

Thankfully there were two security crewmen 
and about a thousand cheering (and crowing) 
Betans crammed into that corridor to remind 
me I had a Thulean to kill, and to keep me from 
making a bigger fool of myself than I already had. 
Otherwise I think we could’ve stayed there all 
afternoon. 

When I finally pulled back, she swayed a little 
and whispered, “Whoa! Praise the worm!” 

And she was right. There was no way the 
intensity of feeling we were experiencing was 
natural—not that I’m knocking or underestimat-
ing passion—but come on. Zero-to-married in a 
morning? Those worms had a kick! 

But we were going to have to sort out reality 
another time, if I survived. 

I gave her a squeeze good-bye and passed 
through the brushing hands of the crowd. Toth 
surprised me by saying, in broken English, “Lan 
protect.” I was going to have to do an intensive 
study to figure out where they were picking up 
those words. Someone was, anyway. I probably 
wouldn’t last out the afternoon. 
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As I moved through the hatchway and away 
from the throng of Betans, I focused upon my task. 
I had a big, green ugly to kill before his troops 
murdered every Betan in the second continent. 

# 

I should’ve been busy getting mean, pumping 
myself up for the coming fight. Instead I stood 
around stuffing my face with sweet Betan grapes 
that were growing wild at our landing site. My 
enhanced senses just couldn’t get enough of 
them. What the heck, if I was going to die, I might 
as well not die hungry. 

My distraction seemed to irk Captain Lips 
and his surly entourage, so it was doubly worth 
it. The murderous bugger stomped his big feet 
and flailed his huge arms in preparation for the 
coming battle. He had chosen daggers to make 
sure he could work in close where his strength 
and weight would be an advantage. 

I expected that. I was as well trained with a 
knife as anyone, and I’d used them in combat, 
which most people hadn’t. I have to admit to 
some pre-battle jitters. That was natural though, 
and I brushed them off. 

When I got tired of annoying Captain Lips 
by eating, I approached the ceremonial circle 
they had drawn in the grass. Each of us began at 
opposite sides of the circle. 

We hefted our knives and stepped forward. 
I could feel my heart pound. Just because I was 
outwardly calm and had jammed the butterflies 
in my stomach on down, didn’t mean I wasn’t 
taking the fight seriously. I was facing a huge, 
quasi-reptilian brute who handled his ugly black 
blade as though he knew what he was doing. 

When we drew in close he risked a good, solid 
thrust—and the world slowed down around me. 

I’d heard of things like that, altered perception 
during an accident or a battle when a person’s 
mind speeds up so the world seems to be moving 
in slow-motion, but I’d never experienced it 
before. 

I saw that thrust coming from a mile, and I 
slipped it and grabbed the wrist with my left hand 
as it passed. I gave that wrist a wrench and pulled 
him with a sweeping shift of my entire body to 
throw him in a standard jujutsu move.

It didn’t work. Or it didn’t work like it was 
supposed to. He was too big and too well grounded, 
but as I moved I felt a crack like a rotting branch 
snapping and found myself holding Captain 
Lips’ crushed knife arm like a farmer wringing a 
chicken’s neck. He screamed and tumbled to his 
knees. The world sped back up again, and I let go 
of the compound fracture I had caused and let it 
flop and bleed. 

I didn’t know what had happened and, as 
for the Thuleans, you would’ve thought a fluffy 
little rabbit had just leaped off the ground, flown 
through the air, and bitten their captain’s head 
off. They stood there with wide eyes and gaping 
mouths as Lips groaned and cradled his maimed 
arm. 

“Now, take your ship and get your crew out 
of this system, Captain!” I ordered as if I wasn’t 
as surprised as they were. “The Cambridge will 
complete the planetary evacuation humanely 
and efficiently. Unless you wish to continue this 
pitiful duel?” 

Of course he didn’t wish to continue. 
A Thulean medic got the bleeding stopped 

and complained about shattered bones while 
they put Lips onto a stretcher and immobilized 
the arm. My own troops said nothing but kept 
close track of the Thuleans and fingered their 
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weapons meaningfully. 
It wasn’t until we boarded the Trenton that 

Ace Benelli, a Tech Sergeant, slammed me on the 
back and gave a wild Rebel yell. 

“What the hell was that, Lieutenant? I’ve never 
seen the like! Why didn’t you just spank him while 
you were at it?” 

“I haven’t got a clue what happened!” Maybe 
I shouldn’t have replied so honestly, but I was 
confused and getting more confused by the hour. 
What had the Betans done to me? “I just grabbed 
his arm and it snapped.” 

“Hyper-adrenaline reaction,” our medic pon-
tificated. “Like the old stories about a mother 
lifting a rolled groundcar off trapped children. It’s 
unusual, but it can happen.” 

“Man! You should put that in a bottle and sell 
it!” Ace said with a laugh. 

“He’ll feel it soon enough,” the medic told us. 
“The Lieutenant probably ripped all his muscles 
doing that. He just hasn’t felt it yet. You won’t 
be able to use that arm in a couple of hours.” He 
pulled out a hypo and held it up. “I’ll give you a 
little pain-killer and run you through a full scan 
when we get back.” 

“That’s okay, I don’t need it,” I told him. There 
were things happening that demanded my full 
attention. 

“Just standard procedure, Sir. It won’t take but 
a few minutes.” 

When the hypo hit the bulkhead and shattered, 
I don’t know who was more surprised, him or me. 
I hadn’t consciously moved, but it was my hand 
that had struck the tool before he could inject 
me. 

“What the—” he worked his stinging fingers 
and scowled at me. 

“Must be the adrenaline,” I told him. “I’m kind 

of wired right now. You’d better let me calm down 
before you come at me with needles.” 

“Oh, yeah, sure, Lieutenant, sure.” He laughed 
it off. “We’ll do it later.” 

“Incoming signal on the command channel,” 
the co-pilot called back. 

The Trenton’s mid-compartment video screen 
flashed on and Captain Xi began with his usual 
cursory, pat-on-the-back. “Great job Cody. You 
made the Thuleans eat dirt like it was nobody’s 
business. Sometime you’ve got to tell me what sort 
of oatmeal you’ve been having for breakfast!” 

“Is there a problem, Sir? You’ve got that look.” 
“It’s Doctor Anabi, Cody. She’s gone down, and 

the Betans won’t let us get to her.” 
“I don’t understand.” 
“They’ve got her blocked in compartment C-39. 

We can see on the video pickups that they’ve got 
a heavy cargo lifter pushed against the bulkhead. 
We can’t just anesthetize the whole room full of 
them. We don’t know what that would do to her 
condition. So we can’t get in without resorting 
to violence, and you saw where that got the 
Thuleans.” 

“How’s J—Doctor Anabi?” 
“She’s unconscious but seems all right. They’re 

being very careful and reverent with her. They’ve 
got her up on a table with a pillow and a blanket, 
but we have no clue what’s wrong with her. We 
need to get a medic in there ASAP!” 

“I’ll see if I can talk to them, Sir,” I told him. 
“My ETA is about four minutes. Trenton, out.” 

I pushed my churning stomach down and 
thought quickly. 

“Ace, get me a couple of emergency breathing 
masks and be prepared to flood compartment C-
39 with anesta-gas.” 

“Yes, Sir. You going to try and get in there?” 
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“Get in, get a mask on her, then you guys 
flood the chamber. It will all be over inside of 30 
seconds. Then we move the Betans to the lock-
down decks where they belong!” 

“But, Sir, didn’t anyone tell you? They were 
in lockdown. Standard procedure. We put them 
in the lockdown decks when they boarded. They 
just punched in the pass code and walked out to 
see you off before the fight.” 

“How the devil did they get the pass code for 
the access panel?” This was getting more and 
more confusing all the time. 

# 

A hundred helping hands moved the power-
lift from in front of the door when I arrived. I 
went in alone, trying not to spook the Betans into 
anything rash. They were their normal, obliging 
selves when I showed up. No signs of hostility or 
obstinacy. Somehow Juno and I had been adopted. 
We were considered family, and they treated us 
with complete confidence. 

I placed a medical scanner on her and gave 
the readings a quick check. Everything except 
brain activity seemed normal. Brain activity was 
through the roof. The body might be inert, but 
she was thinking a mile-a-minute. 

“Juno?” I took her hand and was surprised by 
her responding, “ssssh!” 

“You mean you’re all right?” 
“Sssssh!” she replied more harshly. “Don’t 

interrupt!” 
“How is she?” The captain’s voice came over 

the room’s PA system. 
“I think she’s fine, but she’s distracted,” I 

replied. 
“Juno.” I shook her shoulder. “You’ve got 

everyone scared to death. They were ready to 

bust in here with a security platoon!” 
“No.” She took a deep breath and her eyes 

fluttered open. “No troops. We have work to 
do.” She sat up and got somewhat unsteadily to 
her feet. “We have to see Captain Xi. Not much 
time.” 

“Look, we’re on schedule. The Thuleans are 
leaving. We’ll just send transports to the second 
continent and see if we can’t calm things down—
” 

“We’ve got more of a mess than you think!” 
She was wobbly on her feet, but when she began 
to walk for the door, the Betans spread out to 
make a clear pathway. I felt like an idiot following 
along after her. 

“Stay here!” I ordered the Betans as I left. I 
don’t know if they understood me, but I made 
sure to cover the pass code with my off-hand as I 
punched it in to lock the hatchway behind us. We 
didn’t need Betans wandering all over the ship 
again. 

“We’re so arrogant sometimes,” she chided 
as we rode the lift to the bridge. “Thuleans and 
humans alike.” 

“Juno, are you okay?” 
“No, I’m not okay!” she snapped. “Zeta-238 is 

going to destroy this planet in a few days. We’ve 
got work to do and we’re busy playing at war with 
the Thuleans!” 

“What is going on?” I demanded. 
“You don’t—You can’t—How—” Her face was 

red and she looked as though she was going 
to explode trying to expel about six different 
sentences at once. 

The door opened and Captain Xi was there to 
meet us. 

“Oh, how can you creatures communicate in 
this crude, simplistic manner?” she snarled in 
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complete frustration. 
“Excuse me?” Captain Xi looked from her to 

me in confusion. 
“You are running out of time, Captain!” she 

told him. “The meteor is coming—” 
“If you can calm and organize the Betans like 

you did on continent one, we should have plenty 
of time,” he assured her. 

“You don’t—” she pressed her palms to 
her temples as though to keep her head from 
exploding. “No one understands!” She suddenly 
stabbed a finger at me and railed, “This was your 
job. I am only support. This was to be your task!” 

“Juno?” I began to try and calm her down but 
she put a hand against my chest, and I found 
myself sprawled on the deck a dozen feet away. 

“Your job! Not mine! I have no experience!” 
She rounded on Captain Xi and as she approached 
him, he yanked his pistol. Before I could move 
she had taken it away from him. She was that fast. 
She gave a wrench and the steel Mark-6 was a 
suddenly a twisted paperweight. 

“What the hell are you?” Xi demanded in 
horror. 

“I am Tulu of Beta!” she screamed as though 
she was having a terrible time controlling both 
her anger and her voice. “And you are leaving all 
my people behind to die!” 

“Juno, with the Thuleans gone, we’ll get the 
rest of the Betans from the second continent.” I 
tried to calm her down. Sidearms had been drawn 
by the rest of the bridge crew, and I waved them 
down as I walked slowly toward her. 

“Help me!” she begged me. She was crying 
and at some level it was breaking my heart to see 
her like that, but I couldn’t count on her not to 
become suddenly violent. Damned alien psycho 
drugs. You never knew what they would do to a 

person’s mind. 
“We’ll take you to see the Doc, Juno,” I tried to 

sooth her. 
“You can’t be asleep!” she demanded tearfully. 

It was like interacting with some idiot college kid 
on an LSD trip. “You can’t let everyone die!” 

“We won’t let them die, Juno.” I was approach-
ing slowly, and she was backing away. Even if she 
was strong, I could knock her out with a single 
blow without hurting her too much. 

“Open your mind, Cody! Please, before it’s too 
late. Open your mind and listen to Lan!” 

“Sure, whatever you say.” 
When she lunged at me I hesitated. I suddenly 

found that I couldn’t hit her! But instead of 
attacking, she threw herself into my arms crying 
hysterically. I held her, trying to calm her down. 
Waves of impotent frustration washed over me. I 
wanted to smash something so badly I had to grit 
my teeth to keep from lashing out. How could 
that psycho-worm have messed up her head so 
badly? It hadn’t done that to me. Another wave 
of frustration hit, hit like being dumped on by a 
truckload of gravel. Frustration so strong I could 
taste it. 

“Yes Lan! Yes! Wake up! Wake up! Tell him!” 
She went psychotic again and began shaking me. 
She was five feet two inches tall and it took three 
other crewmen to pull her off because when it 
came down to it, I just couldn’t bring myself to do 
anything that might hurt her. 

“Oh, why do you all think that the only people 
in a world have to be like you?” she wailed as 
they dragged her to a chair. 

‘—have to be like you?’ I really twinged then. 
It was an emotional pain so powerful it made me 
physically ill. There were four crewmen restrain-
ing her and the captain was calling for a medic 
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with a sedative. 
“Cancel that, Medic.” I placed a hand over the 

audio pick-up. 
“Cody—!” Captain Xi snapped. 
“You can’t. It would kill her.” I knew then. I 

understood. I reached in deep, past all the vast, 
convoluted walls my mind had constructed 
throughout the years of pain and violence. My 
head cleared. His frustration ceased. Our minds 
met like a strong handshake. 

“It’s only to calm her down—” 
“Not Juno, it would kill Tulu. The dominant race 

of Beta will have no tolerance for our medica-
tions.” I was talking, and I knew that I was telling 
the truth, but there was no shift from myself to 
Lan. I was still me. Lan was simply a pool of deep 
wisdom residing far back in my mind. “Anything 
strong enough to sedate us will kill them.” 

“You can let her go now, thank you.” As I 
touched each of the restraining crewmen, they 
released Juno-Tulu. 

“I’m sorry for the confusion, Captain,” I 
explained as I took her hand and drew her into 
my arms. “I carry the sort of scars in my memory 
that are numbingly horrific to a peaceful race like 
the Betans. Coming into my mind has been like 
being suddenly thrust into a chamber of horrors. 
Lan was shocked nearly comatose in our joining.” 

“What are you talking about?” Captain Xi 
demanded. 

“The Betan worms, Captain! The Betan worms 
are the most advanced race on the planet. 
They are symbiotic entities. They feed off the 
humanoid life while granting their host tele-
pathic contact with every other Betan. Physically 
they enhance glandular regulation to offer the 
host peak performance in work or combat. They 
enhance sensory experience and positive mood 

levels. They also offer an additional learning and 
knowledge pool to the host. In short, they keep 
the host in peak mental, emotional, and physical 
condition in return for the sharing of the advan-
tages of a humanoid’s physical body. 

“Tulu is young and inexperienced. She did not 
understand the intricacies of our minds or culture. 
There have been problems in our joining and 
little time to solve them. In her terror at having 
to watch her people left behind to die, she took 
control of Doctor Anabi. It was not only a breech of 
good manners—it was terribly inefficient, as she 
found out.” I wiped away Juno’s tears and rocked 
her against my chest, something I wouldn’t have 
known to do without Lan. It felt calming, and the 
Betans were a feeling-oriented race. 

“It was a tremendous shock to Juno, having 
control of her body hijacked and watching Tulu 
frantically trying to make herself heard. Juno 
could’ve explained the situation quickly and 
simply if she had understood what was going on.” 

“So you two have psychic worms inside you?” 
Captain Xi asked. 

I nodded and told him, “The most advanced 
people upon the planet. Their brilliance is 
countered only by their indolence. They’re terribly 
lazy. They just join with a host then sit back and 
enjoy the sensuality of the ride. Whatever we 
feel—they feel. They live through us.” 

“We need to collect the grapes that they 
breed in,” Juno informed him. “To transport the 
offspring who aren’t mature enough to join with 
a host yet.” 

“Are you Doctor Anabi or Tulu now?” Captain 
Xi asked. 

“I am Juno Anabi, but I have access to the 
memories and thoughts of Tulu also. She sends 
her apologies for her earlier behavior. She was 
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desperate and confused. There was simply a 
Human/Betan communication problem. Thank-
fully, it has been resolved.” 

Xi looked from his crew to the display of the 
planet Beta and shook his head. “How will we 
ever manage to collect the rest of the popula-
tion of the second Continent and go back for the 
grapes and worms?” 

“I believe, Captain, you will find that your 
quandary is already being dealt with,” Juno told 
him. “If your crewmen would simply cease inter-
fering with the loads brought by the humanoid 
Betans. You’ll find they are bringing the selected 
vines with them to the ships. Your only task is that 
of transportation.” 

“And those on the Second Continent?” 
“Rally points are already assigned, Sir,” I told 

him. “By the time we’re finished here, you’ll 
find the job just as simple over there. It’s the 
advantage of telepathic communication and 
understanding.” 

“Then you two need to go planet-side and help 
with the coordination,” Xi ordered. “It seems that 
we’ve got two species to save and not much time 
to do it.” 

“On our way, Sir.” I walked to the lift with my 
arm around Juno and her holding onto me. I knew 
that part of my enjoyment of the touch was Lan’s 
enjoyment of it, but I didn’t care. 

“You know we’re married,” Juno whispered as 
the lift dropped to the lower decks. “Lan and Tulu 
are, I mean.” 

“I don’t know if I’m ready for that just yet,” I 
told her. I could feel my human side putting on 
the brakes hard, stuffing down the uncomfort-
able, softer feelings I wasn’t used to. I was a 
roughneck, and no sort of a man to be married to 
such a bright flower as Juno. More than likely I’d 

be killed in action and leave—
“If you’re going to think such depressing and 

self-defeatist things, I’m going to go back to sleep,” 
Lan’s voice intruded into my thoughts. “You have 
led an interesting and violent life. We shall work 
on your, umm, less combative skills in the future. 
We will become a healthy, well-rounded individ-
ual, I assure you. Now shut up and kiss the girl 
before you embarrass yourself further!” 

So I did and I don’t think I ever received better 
advice in my life. 

“Praise the worm.”

Robert Mancebo

Of  himself,  the  author  writes,  “I’m  a  former 
soldier,  locksmith,  and  technician.    I’ve  had 
dark and historical  fantasy published both on-
line and in various magazines.”
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Featured Artist: 
 Daniel Chua Kok Jun

Name:  Daniel Chua Kok Jun. I was born in Singapore, but I just got my citizenship 
in Australia!

Age: 19, and I’m turning 20 soon.

Hobbies: Editing photos of my friends, making funny photomanipulations in 
PhotoShop, and then sending them out. Movies with friends are another plus. 
Usually, the most important part is the company.

Favorite Book/Author:  
I don’t really read much, but the best I’ve read so far would be the Da Vinci Code 
(yup, kinda cliche, but true)

Favorite Artist: Nobody 
specific, I appreciate all kinds 
of art.

When did you start creating 
art? I started after I was 
inspired by Ryan Bliss and his 
site, Digital Blasphemy, probably 
in 2001. I picked up my first 
copy of Bryce 5 in Hong Kong 
that year, and have been 
progressing on 3D Terrain Art 
ever since.

What media do you work in? 
Vue d’ Esprit 5 Infinite, Adobe 
PhotoShop, starting to learn 
Poser.

Where your work has been 
featured? This will be a first 
for me!

Where should someone go if they wanted to view / buy some of your works?
http://chuaster.deviantart.com

How did you become an artist? My PhotoShop skills were developed when I 
joined an advertising firm as an intern in the summer of 2005 - 06.  I’ve been 
playing around and learning on it ever since.

http://www.digitalblasphemy.com/
http://chuaster.deviantart.com
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What were your early influences? Digital 
Blasphemy was a real inspiration for me to 
begin 3D Art.

What are your current influences? My vivid 
imagination, haha.

What inspired the art for the cover? I used 
to play Unreal Tournament, and the map 
“Facing Worlds” was the main inspiration.  I 
redesigned the concept to a floating tree in 
space in an attempt to replicate it.

How would you describe your work? Surreal, 
mostly fantasy, attempts by me to portray my 
daydreams.

Where do you get your inspiration / what 
inspires you? My mind wonders a lot. You will 
be surprised how much nonsense is in it.

What are your favorite tools / equipment 
for producing your art? Pencil, Paper, Adobe 
Photoshop and Vue d’ Esprit

What tool / equipment do you wish you 
had? A larger Wacom tablet.

What do you hope 
to accomplish with 
your art? To express 
myself through 
visual aids ;)
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Part One: The Black Blot

Cooper Flynn looked at the massive young 
man next to him and back at the door. Flynn 
said, “I see the closet, yes, ha, a funny joke,” his 
tone light. He clapped Pitt on his shoulder and 
regretted it almost immediately. Shaking his hand 
lightly to work out the kinks, he said, “Seriously, 
where’s our room?”

Pitt waved one massive paw in the general 
direction of the tiny space ahead of him before 
stooping and wedging himself through the small 
curved doorway.

The room was a compact 12 feet by 9 feet. A 
one-foot square opening at the top of the outside 
wall let in the night breezes and the occasional 
fly.   It was covered by a thin fabric curtain that 
was mostly effective. The bed against each side 
wall consisted of two wooden blocks with a straw 
mattress over them. Parchment sheets were 
tacked over each bed, Pitt’s on the left, Flynn’s 
on the right. There were two iron rings attached 
to the far wall, and one on each side wall. Flynn 
eyeballed his sleeping space. It was barely long 
enough for him—Pitt’s was grossly inadequate. 

“My Reacher friend, we’re going to have to do 
something about these sleeping arrangements. 
Let’s go get something to eat while we think 
about this.”

Pitt pointed at something lying on Flynn’s 
pallet. Flynn walked over and picked up a 
parchment. He turned it over and showed it to 
Pitt, whose eyes went wide and face went white. 
Flynn said, “What?”

They heard a scuff in the corridor, turned in 

unison, and saw a scrappy silhouette standing in 
the doorway, arms folded. 

“Ploys at attention!”
Flynn looked at Pitt, who shrugged. Flynn laid 

the parchment on his pallet and tossed off his 
casual shipboard salute. “You’ll have to excuse 
us, partner—we’re new here and haven’t been 
shown the ropes yet.”

The silhouette said, “Since you’re new polloi 
here, when an officer addresses you, you stand 
with your back straight and eyes front and say 
‘Yes, Ven!’”

Flynn and Pitt looked at each other, adopted 
the correct posture, and repeated the phrase. It 
was the first utterance Flynn had heard from his 
new roommate in two hours.

The shadowy figure stepped into the light. “I 
am Sergeant Lieu Crawse. You are two common 
polloi recruits in my dormitory. Barring an esca-
lation of hostilities with the Sylva, I will be your 
father and mother on these premises for the next 
four years. You may address me by my title. I may 
address you in any fashion I please. However, in 
keeping with my personal worship practices, you 
will find me firm but fair, so I will refer to you with 
more respect than you strictly deserve.”

He produced a parchment from a pocket in his 
breeches. “Which one of you is Pitt, and which is 
the new recruit?”

Flynn and Pitt, facing each other, conducted a 
clandestine conversation with their eyes—Flynn 
cocked one eyebrow and Pitt raised his far 
shoulder briefly. Flynn cleared his throat. “My 
roommate is Pitt of the Reach Islands and I am 
Cooper Flynn, a late arrival from Parrot Bay.”

The Adventures of the Sky Pirate 
Chapter 9, Finding Chain 
  by Johne Cook 
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Crawse took their exchange in. “Mr. Flynn, do 
you always speak for the room?”

Another silent exchange followed. Flynn said, 
“Yes, Ven, where there is an accord.”

Crawse nodded in the manner of one for whom 
any answer would suffice. “One merit each for 
cooperation. Two demerits each for indecision in 
the face of practical need,” he said, waving at the 
pallets. “There is no room in the Haddirron navy 
for waffling in the face of problems. If no one is 
at hand to command, you each must command 
yourselves based on available information.”

He looked first at Flynn and then at Pitt. “In 
other words, I am the authority figure here, but 
I’m not your mamma. We’ll teach you how to 
think. It’s up to you to do the actual dirty work 
yourself.”

He finished looking around the room. “You 
will follow me to the mess hall where you will 
take your meals. Afterward, those with demerits 
will report to the Officer of the Kitchen and work 
them off, one hour for each.” 

Sergeant Crawse smiled knowingly. “I will be 
very surprised if you aren’t peeling potatoes in 
thirty minutes’ time. If I were you, I’d work on the 
problem with your sleeping arrangements while 
you are there. If you don’t solve the problem 
before lights-out, we will have two new volun-
teers for the first watch tonight.”

He braced and saluted. Stealing covert glances 
at each other, the two roommates responded in 
kind. 

Crawse nodded at the parchment on Flynn’s 
pallet and raised an eyebrow. “Which backwater 
province do you hail from, Mister Flynn?”

A smile flickered across Flynn’s face. “You 
wouldn’t know it, Ven. Why do you ask?”

“That’s a Black Blot. Somebody within these 
Academy walls wants you dead.”

“Or worse,” said Pitt, softly, with his deep 
Reacher accent.

“Who knows you’re here at Academy?”

Flynn said, “Two people at the most. I was 
literally a last-minute arrival.”

“That’s probably somebody’s idea of a prank. 
Still, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to remain vigilant for 
awhile. Be very careful, will you Mister Flynn?”

“Ven?”
“Some take the Black Blot very seriously. We 

don’t need any undue drama while you’re here, 
do we, Mister Flynn?”

Flynn’s eyes sparkled dangerously. Flynn said, 
“No, Ven.” He saluted again.

Crawse nodded and dropped into his command 
voice. “Recruits, welcome to the Academy! Fall 
out and follow me to the mess!”

They said “Yes, Ven,” in unison and followed 
after the good sergeant. A flash of copper hair 
passed by out in the corridor, but Flynn was 
already deep in thought, oblivious that he fell 
in right behind Crawse out into the hallway, and 
that Pitt waited to follow him.

#

At the Mess Hall, the gregarious Flynn worked 
the room like a pro, sizing up potential friends 
and foes, and making many a friend with his 
breezy, infectious wit. Pitt waited as Flynn made 
a slow circuit of the room, and then the two 
of them fell in at the back of the line. For his 
part, Pitt was happy to let Flynn attract all the 
attention, a welcome change from his unpleasant 
first exposure to the academy courtesy of Petty 
Officer Baskins.

Flynn caught Pitt looking at him, winked, and 
leaned over. “I like to know who the players are,” 
he said in confidential tones. Pitt raised one 
eyebrow. Flynn nodded once, taking a bite out of 
a small, hard roll. “Take the hard case over there, 
Rippe. He’s tough but brighter than the thug he 
pretends to be. He will keep his own counsel but 
will be a loyal crewmate out on the high seas.”

He gestured toward a gap-toothed Shraven. 
“The red-haired lad is pious and sharp with 
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numbers. The swarthy roundling next to him is 
a goofball. He’ll be the life of the hall if we let 
him. He’s got a quick tongue and an answer for 
anything, whether he actually knows the answer 
or not.”

Flynn nodded with his chin toward a vivacious 
brunette. “And that vision over there is Deena 
Prentiss. She’s finishing her training to be a 
physician.”

Flynn went on to say other things, but Pitt 
missed everything thereafter, an effect not lost on 
Flynn, who concluded with a rambling discussion 
of sons of doorknobs, daughters of toadstools, 
and turtles of flight. Oblivious to the tangent, Pitt 
only had eyes for Deena.

#

After dinner, Sergeant Alcorn called for those 
with demerits to come around into the kitchens. 
Everyone else dispersed to the canteen for sweets 
and treats or to the commons for further discus-
sion and spirited intermingling.

Flynn and Pitt accepted aprons and paring 
knives and were shown to the massive potato 
bin. They wrangled stools to sit on and pans for 
potato skinnings, and got to work.

One hour and a hundred pounds of peeled 
potatoes later, they turned in their aprons to a 
bemused Head Cook. In the space of that hour, 
Flynn had pumped her for information and stolen 
her affection by raving over her gooseneck gravy 
and winning from her a promise to allow him an 
extra portion of stuffing come Sonday. 

Pitt just took it all in. He couldn’t get the 
vision of the lovely Deena Prentiss out of his head. 
Seeing her made him made him feel all tongue-
tied.

After an hour, they turned in their paring 
knives and aprons—Pitt had to be reminded to 
remove his—and were sent on their way. As they 
walked along the ornamental gravel walkway 
from the Mess Hall in the fading twilight, Flynn 

looked carefully at the little groups of ‘Ploys 
huddled here and there around the common 
grounds. However, he didn’t stop and join in at 
any of the groups.

For his part, Pitt didn’t shake himself free 
from his reverie until they were back in their tiny 
room. Flynn stood by his pallets stroking his jaw, 
thinking. Pitt waved his paw as if to ask, “Are we 
going to do anything about this?”

Flynn looked at Pitt and smiled. “I don’t have 
anything to share. I’m going to think on it. If you 
would, please collect me when it’s time to go.” 
With that enigmatic statement, he set their lamp 
on the small common table at the head of the 
room under the window slot, lay down in the 
pallets, and was asleep almost immediately.

It was far too early to turn in when the prospect 
of blossoming love was in the air, so Pitt nodded 
once and wandered back out to the commons. 
Outside, the scented flowers reminded him of a 
certain physician-in-training.

#

Sergeant Crawse found Pitt sitting at the 
fountain at the head of the commons, watching 
someone across the way in the flickering lamplight 
of the moonless night.

“Ah, Mr. Pitt. Where is Mr. Flynn?”
Pitt gave the barest nod with his head back 

toward the room.
“What have you two decided to do about your 

sleeping arrangements?”
Pitt looked slightly pained.

“I see. Let’s go see what the story is. This 
should be good.”

Pitt looked resigned, and followed the 
Sergeant.

They found Flynn sitting on his pallets with his 
arms crossed.

“Mr. Flynn!”
Flynn swung his feet over the pallet and 

hopped to his feet. He snapped to and saluted. 
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“Yes, Ven!”
“At ease. Have you two reached a conclusion 

about what to do about your sleeping arrange-
ments?”

“Ven, we have not. Mr. Pitt has had a number 
of ideas but I was unable to find one solution that 
satisfied all the criteria.”

Crawse blinked. “You say that Mr. Pitt has 
been thinking of possible solutions but you 
weren’t able to see your way clear to adopt any 
of them?”

“Yes, Ven. It is all at my feet.” As speeches go, 
this one would have perhaps been more fully 
embraced if Flynn hadn’t seemed so positively 
chipper about his confession.

Sergeant Crawse winced. “Mr. Flynn, you will 
report to the Officer of the Guard for the first 
watch.” He turned to Pitt. “Mr. Pitt, while Mr. 
Flynn’s testimony persuades me that this is not 
your fault, you rise or fall together as roommates. 
However, Mr. Flynn must sit this watch, and you 
must accompany him. I am sorry.”

Mr. Pitt braced and saluted without animosity. 
The Sergeant returned the salute, fixed Flynn with 
one final puzzled glare, and quit the room. 

When he was gone, the two relaxed. Flynn 
fixed Pitt with a sly glance and winked. Then Flynn 
slapped Pitt on the arm and said, “We’d best be 
off—don’t want to be late for guard duty.” With 
that, he led the way out into the hallway, shaking 
off his stinging hand as he walked. 

Pitt took one step over to the table, retrieved 
the lamp, and turned. He took one long step 
toward the door and held out the lamp. Flynn 
stepped back into view, accepted the out-
stretched lamp, said, “Thank you,” and left again. 
Pitt smiled gently for the first time that night, 
wedged himself through the narrow opening, and 
followed the bobbing light down the hallway.

#

Sergeant Crawse waved a salute at the Officer 

of the Guard. “These are ‘Ploys Flynn and Pitt. 
They are your volunteers for the first watch. 
Afterward, they are free to return to their room.” 
He saluted again and left.

The Officer of the Guard looked bemused. 
“Drew me your first night out, eh? In my expe-
rience, you’re either total screw-ups or labyrin-
thine geniuses. Either way, you’re out of my pay 
grade, so here’s what we’re going to do: I’m going 
to tell you what to do, and you’re not going to 
speak a word to me unless it is ‘Yes, Ven’ or ‘No, 
Ven.’ Nod if you understand.”

Pitt nodded as Flynn saluted and said “Yes, 
Ven!”

Officer of the Guard Eckles nodded and 
muttered under his breath. “Why is it always 
me?”

He gave them each a sash. “Put these on, grab 
a pike, and follow me.” Flynn slid his sash on and 
thought it looked dashing draped over his chest.

Pitt looked skeptically at his and tried putting 
it on over his head, but the sash didn’t fit over his 
chest, and the sash got stuck behind his ear, with 
one arm through the loop. He tried a number of 
different things as they walked until Flynn took 
the sash out of his hand and hung it off Pitt’s right 
shoulder.

It was a different sort of look, but it worked 
for him. Pitt looked relieved.

They were shown around the foregrounds 
over the course of the first hour, the Officer of 
the Guard inspecting the other sentries, greeting 
each man by name, exchangeing small talk and 
pleasantries, and making subtle changes without 
drawing attention to the instruction. Finally, they 
came to an entrance toward the rear of the 
grounds. The entrance was humble, well lit, and 
fairly busy with merchants and servants coming 
and going even at this hour. There was another 
group of guards off to one side. The Officer of 
the Guard brought them to the other side and 
instructed them to inspect everything coming 
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in or going out, and to ask the other guards any 
questions they might have.

“I’m going to make the rounds. I’ll be back by 
the end of the watch and check up on you then.”

Pitt stood at parade rest, his pike in front of 
him. The pike looked large in Flynn’s hands, but 
somehow puny in Pitt’s mitts. Pitt observed Flynn 
carefully. Flynn spent five minutes watching the 
scene. His expression grew thoughtful, and then 
puzzled. He stepped forward to talk to a burly 
man pushing a sturdy wood cart piled high with 
dirty laundry.

“Hello,f good-man. What is your craft?” Flynn 
made sure he had the man’s eye and flashed him 
something hidden in his left hand.

A guarded look was replaced almost imme-
diately by comprehension, and he played along 
with the superficial conversation. “Laundry and 
soiled garments going out, cleaned clothes and 
table cloths coming back in.”

Flynn said, “And how often to you make your 
rounds?”

“Four times daily. My mistress owns the 
business and delivers twice in the morning. 
I’m a night bird and makes my deliveries in the 
afternoon and evening.”

Flynn stroked his chin. “Tell me, do you enjoy 
your work?”

The man straightened. “The evening clothes 
are quite clean and well folded. I take pride in my 
work.”

Flynn looked at him closely. “But…”
“My mistress may be the owner but she doesn’t 

maintain the same quality that I do.”
Flynn smiled to himself. “What is your 

name?”
“I am Benet.”
“Benet, how would you like to snip the strings 

of subservience and make your own good name?” 
Flynn took him by the arm and they walked 
together to the gate. They stood there talking for 
twenty more minutes. Finally, they clapped hands 

like long-lost friends.
Flynn turned and walked toward Pitt, grinning.  

Pitt lunged forward.  He raised one huge left hand.  
He swatted Flynn off his feet and brought his pike 
to the guard position.

Flynn flew sideways like a rag doll. He heard 
a metallic clang, and then he fell on his side.  He 
rolled acrobatically and came up, cat-like, in a 
crouch, his black eyes flashing. He looked up in 
time to see Pitt standing at the ready, a discarded 
pike lying on the ground to his left.

One of the other guards rushed in from the 
shadows and pulled up before he ran right down 
Pitt’s pike. 

“Whoa!”
Flynn stood straight and walked to Pitt’s side. 

“What happened?”
“My apologies. I was walking past and dropped 

my pike. Clumsy me. I don’t handle weapons well, 
I’m afraid. It almost hit you, but your friend here 
swatted you out of the way.  Krak, he’s fast!  And 
then, by Cyl, he knocked that pike out of the way 
faster than thought!”

Flynn smiled to himself. “This is Mister Pitt. He 
has muscles on top of muscles and the reflexes 
of a cat.” Flynn stooped and picked up the pike, 
spinning it around expertly and handing it, handle-
first, to the other guard.

“Here you go. You might want to hang onto 
that a little tighter.”

The guard said, “Your friend, there, is pretty 
protective.”

Flynn shrugged. “He’s a good friend.”
“Well, I wouldn’t want to be his enemy,” he 

said cheerfully.  The guard waved, hefted the 
errant pike, and walked off. 

Flynn looked at Pitt. “Thanks.”
Pitt permitted a flitting smile to cross his face, 

and then he resumed his post.
When the Guardsman Eckles stopped by later, 

he asked if anything interesting had happened. 
Flynn said, “Ven, nothing much.” Pitt was expres-
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sionless.
It was two bells by the time they returned to 

their room. Flynn looked at Pitt. “Any ideas on 
how to sleep tonight?” Pitt shrugged, and started 
to reach for his bedroll.

Flynn smiled. “Allow me.” He touched his arm, 
prompting Pitt to move back toward the door. 

Flynn pushed his pallets over, giving Pitt all 
four. “This should be long enough, right?”

Pitt nodded, puzzled.
Flynn held up a single finger, produced a 

hammock scrounged from somewhere, and 
strung it up between the iron rings on his side of 
the room.

Pitt nodded once in understanding and lay 
down on the four pallets, a comfortable fit even 
for a man of his size.

Flynn blew out the lamp and settled in. 
The room was silent as their breathing 

deepened. After a moment, Pitt’s deep voice said, 
“Flynn? Thanks.”

The only response he received from the 
hammock was snoring. Pitt smiled in the darkness 
and was asleep soon after, himself.

#

Part Two: The Privateer’s Curriculum
The following morning, Sergeant Crawse 

stopped by and looked in on them. Pitt was just 
finishing making up his bedding. Crawse took in 
their modified sleeping accommodations with a 
glance. He nodded. He said, “Good morning. We 
start classes today in the morning with shipboard 
training after noon. Hit the Mess Hall to break 
your fast and then follow the others to the class-
rooms. I’ll catch up with you at luncheon.”

He gave each of them a parchment with their 
class schedules, they all saluted, and he quit the 
room.

Flynn scanned his schedule, his black eyes 

soaking up the meaning written thereon. “Well, 
this won’t work.”

Pitt raised an eyebrow.
“This schedule will only get in my way. I need 

another way to pick up all the book learning 
without actually sitting through the classes.”

Pitt’s glance was indecipherable, and Flynn 
laughed despite himself. He was still chuckling 
when he saw Pitt looking at his parchment with a 
resigned expression. “What’s wrong?”

Pitt looked pained. “I don’t read well.”
Flynn frowned. “I don’t follow you. You’re an 

intelligent fellow.”
Pitt was visibly uncomfortable. He said, “I 

have a hard time processing words on a page. I 
don’t think that way.”

“How do you think, then? How do you learn?”
“I think in pictures. I’m good with arithmetic; 

I just have trouble concentrating on words—they 
elude me on the page.

Pitt looked down and spoke so low and so soft 
that Flynn could barely hear him. “Friends read 
to me.”

Flynn slapped his leg, and hooted, the sharp 
sound startling Pitt—a fearsome sight in itself. 

“By Cyl, that’s it. Pitt, you’re a genius!”
Before he could say anything, Flynn said, 

“Don’t worry about this—leave this to me. Go 
to your classes and bring back any books the 
teachers hand out.”

“Where…?”
“I’m going to be running some errands today. 

We’ll carve out time tonight to take care of the 
education side of things.”

“What…?”
Flynn grinned. “I have a full day in front of me. 

I need to find the chain today. Therefore, I’m not 
going to the classes on this schedule. However, I 
have an idea this experience will still prove edu-
cational.” 
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Pitt didn’t push it any farther; how ever, his 
expression was dubious.

They went to the Mess Hall where Flynn was as 
bright and outgoing as usual. He even managed 
to engage Deena Prentiss in conversation for a 
short while. Pitt didn’t get a word in edgewise, 
but he didn’t mind. His quiet manner masked his 
almost giddy excitement at simply being in her 
presence. She did look over and make eye contact 
once in the course of the conversation, and Pitt 
gave her the barest nod in return. He couldn’t be 
sure if the corner of her mouth lifted a trifle, but 
replaying that gesture in his mind would give him 
plenty to consider in retrospect for the remainder 
of the day.

After eating, they walked over to the maze 
of study rooms with their myriad corridors and 
simple wooden stools. They found their room 
easily enough. Pitt no sooner sat down than Flynn 
rose and went to speak to the instructor.

“Because my roommate is in this room already, 
I’ve been told to switch over and attend classes 
from the other instructor.”

“Lieutenant Dorn?”
Flynn nodded. The instructor’s face took on a 

sly smile. “They’re splitting you two up already? 
Impressive. The troublemakers usually wait until 
they get their sea legs before they misbehave. 
What’s your name?”

“Cooper Flynn.”
“I’ll remember your name, Mister Flynn.”
Flynn half-bowed. “I wouldn’t have it any other 

way.” The instructor dashed off a parchment and 
handed it to Flynn. “Off you go, then. I’m sure I’ll 
see you again.”

Flynn smiled enigmatically and slid out of 
the room, found the other room, and promptly 
walked right in. “Are you Lieutenant Dorn?”

A bespectacled instructor who looked more 
like an accountant than a seaman looked up from 
his podium. “I am.”

Flynn stepped in the door and saluted. “I’m 

here to tell you why I won’t be attending your 
class.”

Lt. Dorn put a finger in his book and closed it. 
“Go ahead. This should be good.”

Flynn sketched a quick bow. “I am a late arrival 
to the academy and was to be a late addition to 
your class. Here’s the parchment.” He stuck out 
the pass he’d just been given. “But then they 
rescheduled me to be in the same classes as my 
new room-mate, a Reacher easily twice the man 
of any of us.” Flynn extended the original class 
schedule Crawse had given him earlier.

The lieutenant nodded slowly. “I’ve seen him 
around the campus. He’s quite a specimen. Yes, 
I would be careful to keep a man of that size 
happy.”

“The thing is, Ven, I need a pass to make sure I 
don’t run afoul of regulations on my way over to 
the other classroom. I nearly earned a week of 
demerits as it was on the way here just now.”

Dorn nodded once, signed his name, and 
scribbled Flynn’s name on it. He made to write 
more but Flynn intervened. “May I?” He took 
the parchment. “Will this pass keep me from 
running afoul of the those walking around in the 
corridors? I met a petty officer my first day  here 
who would like nothing better than to make an 
example of me.”

Dorn chuckled for the first time. “Baskins. 
He’s a legendary hard case. Yes, even Petty 
Officer Baskins will steer clear if you show him 
that pass.”

Flynn fairly beamed and tucked the parchment 
carefully away. “Ah, the security found in the 
signature of the right man of power,” he said. “I 
shall go straight to class but this will reassure me 
of arriving with both my confidence and my wits 
intact! Thank you very much, Lieutenant!”

And with that, Flynn blew back out of the 
classroom, harboring what was essentially a 
blank check for unfettered access. He immedi-
ately put that simple but effective power to good 
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use, navigating the corridors until he came to the 
small side office of the curriculum administrator. 
A little chitchat and Flynn’s formidable charm, and 
five minutes later, he had obtained the schedule 
for Walenda Darden. 

He found her classroom and set up watch 
outside. He discreetly followed her the rest of the 
morning, broke away for lunch with Pitt, and then 
walked together over to the port. They spent the 
afternoon being introduced to the various ships 
of the line, and were told that they would learn 
every nook and cranny of every one of them in 
hands-on practice every afternoon thereafter. 
The training was entirely redundant for Flynn, but 
it gave him time to think, time he put to good 
use.

Flynn and Pitt ate dinner in the Mess Hall. As 
the meal ended, they watched as their peers split 
off and wandered around the campus or sat in 
the canteen spending their credits, their best 
pickup lines, and their best intentions. 

Flynn looked at Pitt. “It’s time. You have your 
books?” Pitt nodded. “Let’s go.”

They returned to their room and Flynn took 
Pitt’s assignment sheet for the day and opened 
the first book. “Ah, maritime lore—a great way to 
start. Have a seat.”

Pitt sat down stiffly on his pallet as Flynn got 
comfortable in his hammock and started to read 
out loud.

#

Three hours later, Flynn was back at the gate 
from the night before. He saw Benet come around 
a corner pushing his loaded laundry cart. Flynn 
stepped out of the shadows and greeted Benet 
warmly, clasping hands and passing over his last 
gold laurel.

“Mister Flynn, I see you are a man of your 
word. And now I will show that I am a man of my 
word as well.” Benet dumped the laundry on the 
ground. “If you’ll climb in, the wood plank down 

there conceals a false bottom.”
Flynn hopped in. “Brilliant, Benet. Now you 

shall have your own service and freedom from 
your mistress, and I shall find the right chain.”

Benet shook his head. “I have no idea what 
that means, and I don’t care. You’re a good man, 
Flynn. After I take you through the gate, I’ll turn 
a corner and let you out. Then you’ll have two 
hours before I make my next trip through the 
gates. If you’re there when I come by, I’ll take you 
in. If not, you’re on your own until the next trip.”

“Cyl bless you, Mister Benet. I trust you’ll enjoy 
your discussion with your former mistress when 
you break off on your own.”

“Oh, yes, I’ve been planning this speech for 
years. I know it by heart; ‘Mistress, I quit!’” He 
grinned broadly.

Flynn chuckled and disappeared from view.
They made it through the gate checkpoint 

without incident. Climbing out of the laundry cart, 
Flynn sketched a salute to Benet and headed out 
into the town. He had the chain to find.

#

He first stopped by his humble little rented 
room and retrieved his messages. He then visited 
a certain messenger bird service, where he 
picked up two additional messages and a draft 
note. Finally, he saw a moneychanger and turned 
the draft into two bags of coin, one which he put 
away in a pocket, and the other which he tied to 
his sash at his waist. He found a secluded corner 
to unwrap a tiny, tightly wrapped parchment 
fragment. He read it three times and burned the 
parchment in a nearby lamp. Finally ready, he 
sought out an obscure warehouse on the edge of 
town, at the edge of the water, asking for direc-
tions when he got lost.

It was twilight when he found the last 
warehouse on the pier by the edge of the jungle 
and the water. He rapped on a wooden door 
that was sturdy but otherwise unremarkable. 
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He waited for what seemed like an eternity but 
was probably only a couple of minutes before he 
heard a scuffling behind the door.

“Who is it?”
Flynn spoke in a low voice. “I bring greetings 

from one far away. I come seeking chain.”
An uncomfortable silence ensued. Finally, a 

no-nonsense voice issued forth. “Go away.”
Flynn said, “I have come a very long way to 

find the chain which I seek. I was told this is the 
place I must look.”

“I have very sharp knives and a ferocious dog. 
Go. Away.”

Flynn nodded to himself and produced the 
pouch of coins at his waist. He shook the pouch 
vigorously. 

After a moment, the door opened a crack, 
and a hand reached out. Flynn dropped the bag 
into the outstretched hand, and the door closed 
again.

After a long moment, there were a series of 
sliding chains, and the door opened enough to 
pass one person. “You have five minutes.”

Flynn stepped inside, and took in the tableau 
before him; the room was large and airy, and filled 
with worktables covered with bits and pieces of 
mechanisms, workings, and half-realized con-
traptions. He turned to speak with his host and 
found a scimitar under his chin.

“You have disturbed me in my work,” he said, 
waving his hand at a handsomely handcrafted 
chair with cunningly articulated legs. “I sharpen 
my blade when I’m nervous or stymied,” said the 
man. “Right now, I’m both, so make it quick, and 
then make tracks out of here.”

Flynn looked at his host with interest. He’d 
half expected a wizened, hump-shouldered old 
inventor. What he saw was a vigorous young 
man in his prime. He was two or three inches 
taller than Flynn, with no mustache, a functional 
goatee, and small round glasses. Most people 
look either smart or physically imposing. This 

young man looked equally comfortable around 
books or weapons, an observation reinforced by 
stacks of each strewn strategically around the 
shop.

Flynn smiled his most winning smile. “Then 
I trust you have been self-assured and produc-
tive.”

His host held the sack in his hand with the 
tentative manner of one who hasn’t decided if 
he’s keeping it yet or not. His grip on the scimitar, 
however, was distressingly confident. Flynn 
realized he would have to keep his wits about 
him to keep his head, so to speak.

“I have been sent here by a good friend and 
mentor looking for the chain.”

“What do you want with the chain?”
“I don’t know,” admitted Flynn. “If you will tell 

me where to find the chain I seek, I will see that 
you are well rewarded, and leave you in peace.”

“Go away or I will remove your head, then 
your effects, and leave you in pieces.”

Flynn persisted. “I do not know why a chain is 
so important, but if I do not find it soon, I will not 
be able to complete my mission, and people will 
come looking for me. I surmise that you do not 
wish the incursion of interlopers.”

The young inventor’s eyes narrowed and he 
wiggled the scimitar casually under Flynn’s chin. 
Flynn swallowed hard and broke out in a cold 
sweat. “No big words, please,” the inventor said 
softly. “I just cleaned my floor.”

Flynn’s eyes flared. “As much as I respect 
your blade, the Friar sent me, and I am loathe to 
report back to him without the chain he sent me 
to find.”

The inventor stepped forward nose-to-nose 
with Flynn. “Who did you say?”

Flynn met his stare fiercely. “I work with The 
Friar of Briar Island, and I’m not leaving here 
without the chain.”

“The Friar? Why didn’t you say so?”
The inventor stepped back and laid the 
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scimitar down with a clatter on a nearby bench.
Flynn wiped his brow with his bloused sleeve. 

“You know the Friar?”
“Know him? He’s the one who gave me my 

nickname. My parents named me before they died 
leaving me an orphan, but it was the Friar who 
gave me the name I use today. I was born Chance 
Wilke, but everybody just calls me Chain.”

“You’re Chain?” Flynn sat on the corner of a 
tool-laden bench. “Yes, that makes sense now 
that I think about it. The Friar did this to me on 
purpose. I will have to repay his jest the next time 
I return to the Dragon’s Maw.”

Chain just smiled. “The Friar took me in when 
the islanders would have killed me out of sheer 
superstition. I grew up on Briar Island with other 
orphans, and when I was of age, I came here and 
the Friar helped me set up this shop to conduct 
my research.”

Flynn nodded. “The Friar said I should show 
you something, that you would be able to decipher 
a mystery for me.”

Chain held out his hand and snapped his 
fingers. “Let’s see it, then. I don’t have all day.”

Flynn hesitated and then thought better of it, 
chuckling. “Sorry, force of habit.” 

He untied the sash around his waist and 
produced the parchment from the hidden inner 
pouch. He carefully handed it to Chain, who took 
it over a lamp and started to look it over. He 
whistled a long, low tone and looked at Flynn 
over the lenses of his glasses.

“Where did you get this?”
“It is a family heirloom, all I have left from my 

father, a famous mariner.”
Chain sat down roughly, preoccupied. “Is this 

possible?”
Flynn shrugged. “The Friar seems to think so. 

What does the formula tell you?”
Chain fixed Flynn with a long, searching look. 

“How good are you with that sword?”
Flynn’s eyes shone in the flickering lamplight. 

“After finishing my training, I’ve never been bested 
in single combat,” he said, evenly.

“Good,” said Chain. “You’ll need all that and 
more.” He carefully passed the parchment back 
to Flynn. “Keep that hidden away. Men would kill 
for that. Nations would go to war if they knew 
of it. It could engulf the entire planet in an arms 
race unlike any in history.”

“What is it?”
“That is alchemy. If it works, it will open up 

the skies to a whole new kind of technology. You 
must guard that parchment with your life.”

He walked to a small keg and dunked a wood 
mug into the top. He drank down half a mug of 
water and wiped his mouth with his sleeve, his 
right hand shaking just a little. He turned to Flynn 
and pointed to the door.

“Forget you ever met me. You must take that 
and leave my shop and never return.” Chain 
retrieved the scimitar and drove it point-first into 
the wood bench-top. “Now.”

Flynn nodded thoughtfully. He reached into 
his breeches pocket and produced a messenger 
bird parchment and carefully laid it on the bench 
in front of Chain. He stepped back and watched 
his reaction.

Chain looked at the message like it was a 
serpent. He looked up at Flynn, licked his lip, and 
reached to take the message. He broke the seal 
and read the message. 

He looked up, unseeing, and the parchment 
fragment fell from numbed fingers to the floor 
like a dying dream. 

Chain grasped the scimitar’s hilt and plucked 
it out of the tabletop. He turned his back to Flynn 
and started pacing around the shop, spinning 
the scimitar. He mumbled softly to himself, and 
then the dialogue escalated. He wandered over 
to the far side of the warehouse and snips of the 
internal conversation returned to Flynn. “If you 
think I’m just going to roll over… You said you’d 
never… How can I…”
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Eventually, words left Chain entirely, starting 
with a soft moan and increasing force and tone 
until he reached a full-throated paroxysm of rage. 
Roaring his defiance, he raised the scimitar high 
over his head, and with a mighty bellow, smote a 
chair with a mighty two-handed blow, funneling 
all his frustration into that final strike. 

The new chair split neatly in half with a sharp 
crack, the pieces falling away to the left and the 
right like his life’s’ dreams and plans rent asunder 
by forces beyond his control.

Chain stood there for a long moment, head 
down. Finally, he turned, and laid the scimitar 
lightly on a bench. 

“Very well,” he said, his voice even and con-
trolled. “Tell The Friar I’ll do it. Send the word to 
forward payment, materials, and manpower. I’ll 
also need a messenger bird to communicate with 
him directly.”

Flynn grinned and pulled forth the final 
message.

Chain’s expression was priceless. He took the 
message and cracked the seal without taking 
his eyes off Flynn. Then, he unrolled the tiny 
parchment and read the message, shaking his 
head as he finished it. 

“Well, that’s it, then. You’re going to have to 
run interference. If anything goes wrong, you’re 
going to have to be the point man—I’m just the 
inventor.”

Flynn said, “I have that covered, too,” and 
turned the parchment over, showing Chain the 
Queen’s Writ on the opposite side. Chain whistled 
a low appreciative whistle. “Yeah, I don’t want 
to be anywhere near this. I only hope events 
conspire to somehow let me make good on that 
scimitar threat earlier.”

Flynn’ s eyes flared in the lamplight. “Who 
knows which way the vagaries of fate will take 
us?”

“Just remember,” said Chain. “No big words.” 

He sighed. “Very well. We have a prototype to 
build. Let’s make history” Noting Flynn’s wolfish 
smile, Chain said, “What?”

 “This has been an educational day after all,” 
Flynn said, smiling, and they clasped hands to 
seal the partnership.

Look forward to Chapter 10 of  
The Adventures of the Sky Pirate coming up  

in Issue 20, April 15, 2007

This  chapter  is  dedicated  to  my  long-time  friend, 
Jeremie Koepke, the real Chain.  He does, in fact, own 
sharp weapons and a ferocious guard dog.
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The Story so Far: Three  years  ago,  Takeda 
Croster  woke  up  in  the  city  of  Greendome  on 
the colony world of Belar with no memories, no 
connections, and no possessions aside  from the 
clothes he was wearing and an  Imperial  citizen-
ship card with his name on it. He worked at the 
Silver Sun casino, ignored by most, until one night 
when he began to manifest superhuman powers 
in  a  fight  against  two  corrupt  cops:  enhanced 
senses,  great  strength,  lightning-fast  reactions. 
He  seriously  injured  both  cops.  Strange  dreams 
and  a  feeling  of  great  exhaustion  followed  the 
encounter.

Takeda fled his home, and after the Lithrallian 
warrior  Zartsi  saved  his  life  in  the  jungles,  the 
two decided to travel together. They escaped the 
planet just ahead of Vass’ pursuit.

Now, after a brief stay on the world of Freedan, 
Takeda knows what is wrong with him: he has a 
set of glands, bones, organs, and other structures 
which  are  completely  alien  to  the  human  body. 
The  doctor who  examined  him  has  pointed  him 
towards Nihil,  the  current  home  of  a man who 
may  know  the  origin  of  Takeda’s  strange  body. 
He  and  Zartsi  travel  with  a  Vitai  Rover  named 
Esheera Nii. In return for passage, she demanded 
to hear his and Zartsi’s life stories. Zartsi told her 
everything, but refused to  let Takeda  listen—his 
past remains a mystery.

Powerful  enemies  come  in  pursuit:  the  alien 
assassin  Lashiir,  aboard  his  deadly  ship  Despair, 
and Vass, still seeking vengeance at any price...

Thirty hours after he had first started seeking 
an appointment with the gang leader 

Nathan Clane, Captain Brian Vass found himself 
in yet another waiting room.

Granted, the decor wasn’t quite what he had 
come to expect. Nathan Clane seemed to like 
reminding visitors that, while they were in his 
lair, their lives were in his hands. An impression-
ist painting of a bleak graveyard—probably Cen-
taurian, judging from the colors—hung on the 
wall facing Vass, and the lamp’s base was subtlely 
engraved with abstract skull patterns. There were 
other reminders scattered around the room.

Only one of Vass’ officers had been allowed 
to enter the building with him, and the man—a 
short, dark officer named MacAlair who practiced 
kick-boxing regularly—looked distinctly uncom-
fortable. He shifted on the leather couch and said, 
“I don’t like this, Captain. Dealing with criminals 
like this.”

“You notice I don’t do it except when I must,” 
Vass answered, keeping his gaze on the cemetery 
painting. Parts of it were well-executed, but overall 
it lacked something. He couldn’t tell whether the 
skewed proportions were accidental or not.

“And you think you have to now?”
“Yes.” Vass growled the word. He had never 

liked MacAlair and only brought the man along 
because of his knack for unarmed combat. Clane’s 
guards had confiscated all their weapons except 
for the six-round revolver Vass had tucked in his 
boot, shielded from scanners by a lead holster. 
They had found the push-knife up his sleeve.

Ten slow, silent minutes passed. Vass got up and 
paced while MacAlair remained seated, glaring 
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when he thought Vass wasn’t paying attention to 
him. Vass missed his own office, left far behind 
in Greendome. But he reminded himself what 
he was seeking: something greater, higher than 
a backwater policing job. He had already made 
himself known to police on a dozen worlds with 
messages describing Croster and his crimes. If 
he actually succeeded in capturing Croster, his 
reputation would be cemented. The Lithrallian 
he traveled with was almost certainly wanted for 
something, too.

The door swung open. Vass spun on his heel 
to see a Lithrallian standing in the door, dressed 
in a thin leather vest and pants that clung to the 
muscular contours of his legs. His scaled arms 
were pigmented with whorls of red and purple 
that coiled up around his throat, ending only at 
his jaw line. Half his teeth were gleaming steel 
replacements. His eyes were the usual Lithrallian 
color—a deep brown, almost black, but his had a 
strange yellowish tint.

“The boss will see you now, Captain,” the being 
hissed mockingly.

Vass jerked his head to MacAlair and followed 
the Lithrallian out, hands clasped behind his 
back. They walked down a long, dimly lit hallway 
that had been carpeted and wall-papered on a 
budget.

The Lithrallian slowed his swagger slightly, 
turned around, and said, “I’d suggest making it 
quick. He’s about as pissed as they come.”

Vass took the bait after a moment of consider-
ation. “Why’s that?”

“His son’s head came back in a bag, and sixteen 
of his best killers just died when they tried to kill 
the bastard who did it. I just tell you because you 
look too pretty to die.”

Vass smiled at the Lithrallian’s back. “So why 
weren’t you with them?”

The being shrugged. “I was off doing some col-
lection. Just glad it took me a couple hours longer 
than I thought it would.”

Vass heard MacAlair growl something under his 
breath but decided to ignore him. They continued 
until the Lithrallian turned into a brighter lit 
corridor, went up a short flight of carpeted steps, 
and through a pair of double doors.

The room within was lit by a single gold-plated 
chandelier, with an ornate woven carpet covering 
the floor. A tank of exotic fish exuded aquamarine 
light to one side, and a crossed brace of pulser 
rifles were racked on the opposite wall.

Directly in front of Vass, behind a leviathan 
desk of carved hardwood, Nathan Clane glowered 
from his seat in a massive leather chair. Two red 
chairs sat in front of his desk. A grinning skull, 
polished a glistening white, was fastened to the 
wall behind him by a pair of nails through the eye 
sockets.

Clane himself was a big man with meaty 
features and thick black hair that reached to his 
ears. The arms he propped on the desk were 
thick and muscular beneath a tight-fitting jacket. 
“Vass?” he growled. “Sit.”

Vass obeyed silently and waved MacAlair 
towards the other chair. The officer remained 
standing. Clane ignored him.

“One of my informants told me you were 
looking for information,” Clane said. “I’ll give you 
five minutes to tell me who you are and what you 
want.”

Vass smiled. “I’ll get to the point. My name is 
Captain Brian Vass of the Greendome Police Force 
on Belar, and I’m pursuing a man named Takeda 
Croster, who is wanted on Belar for several counts 
of resisting arrest, assault, and homicide, as well 
as vehicular theft and a starship hijacking. I was 
told you might have information on his where-
abouts.”

Before Vass had finished speaking, Clane 
had reached under his desk, pulled out a wood-
handled pulser, and aimed it at Vass’ forehead. 

“Police, eh? Who’d investigate if I melted you 
now?”
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Vass glanced back and saw a glint of steel in the 
Lithrallian’s hand. He shook his head. “I brought 
a handful of Greendome officers, but most of 
them would probably be happy to get back to 
Belar, including MacAlair here. I’m not officially 
working with Freesail Police, and the Imperial 
boys probably didn’t even read my report. They 
don’t tend to pay much attention to colonies, 
particularly not minor ones.”

“So there’s nothing to keep me from killing you 
and calling things even.”

“Only this.”
Vass flashed the barrel of the revolver he had 

cupped in his hand, his little finger poised over 
the trigger. He had been watching Clane’s hand, 
and the instant he saw tension, he had been 
ready to put a bullet through the gang boss’ left 
eyeball.

He heard the Lithrallian shift. “Hold it, Jiza,” 
Clane snapped, waving his left hand.

MacAlair just muttered an obscenity under 
his breath. Vass politely ignored his outburst and 
lifted one eyebrow. “What do you say, Clane? 
Should we keep going until one of us slips, or 
should we put the guns away and talk like intel-
ligent men?”

Clane’s smile was so subtle it was almost lost in 
fleshy cheeks. He spun his pulser so that it rested 
lengthwise in his palm and clapped it down onto 
the desk. Vass did the same with his revolver.

“I probably have other weapons within reach, 
you realize,” Clane said.

“And if I can get one gun past your guards, two 
shouldn’t have been a problem.”

It was a bluff, but Clane conceded the point 
with a slight nod. “Jiza,” he said, “would you 
escort the captain’s companion out? We don’t 
want to be disturbed.”

“”I’ll get Jazz or Hanks to guard him,” Jiza 
hissed back.

“No. You do it. I want to be alone.”
MacAlair left willingly after a last wrathful 

glance. Vass ignored him. His subordinates 
seemed to have become less and less useful since 
leaving Belar.

When the door had clicked shut, Clane held 
up a bottle. “Drink?”

Vass shook his head. Clane put it back. 
“Apologies. I don’t usually pull weapons on my 
guests. Have you ever lost a son, Vass?”

“I’ve never been a father. Or, at least...not an 
acknowledged one.” Vass gave a wry smile.

Clane continued, “Before my wife died we had 
one son together. Roger. Since the age of sixteen 
he’s been notorious in Freesail as a sexual glutton, 
a drunkard, and a generally nasty son of a bitch. 
I managed to contain him, sometimes, keep him 
occupied with things that wouldn’t get police 
attention. He was an idiot.

“He met up with your Croster one night while 
he and his friends had decided it would be fun to 
get drunk in a decent bar. Croster and a Lithral-
lian eating with him took them out. I had to bribe 
Roger out of police custody.

“Question: have you ever heard of a being 
named Lashiir?”

Vass shook his head. The name hadn’t turned 
up in any of the police briefs he read regularly.

Clane nodded. “Didn’t expect you would have. 
Even most beings around here haven’t. Damn him 
to Hell,” Clane growled. “I hired him to kill Croster. 
He killed my son instead.”

“My condolences,” Vass said.
“Shut up.”
Clane reached into his desk again and thunked 

the bottle of warm, yellow liquor down on the 
polished hardwood. He twisted the cap off, drank, 
and put it back without offering any to Vass. It 
seemed to strengthen him. “In some ways,” he 
said, “I’m glad Roger’s dead. One less thing for 
me to worry about. But even underneath all that 
crap he put on he looked like his mother. And 
Croster’s still alive, you know that?”

“I’m glad to hear it. And I’ll pay you to tell me 
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where.”
“I’m a rich man, Vass. I don’t need your 

money.”
Clane knotted his fists on the desktop. Vass 

considered the situation. If money didn’t interest 
Clane, he knew he had only one thing to offer. His 
service.

“Jiza told me you lost more than your son,” he 
said, bending forward slightly in his chair.

Clane swore softly. “Yes. Sixteen men. I sent 
them to find Lashiir and bring him back to me 
alive so I could tear his exoskeleton off with my 
bare hands.”

“Exoskeleton?”
“You know what a Clordite is, pretty boy?”
Vass shook his head. Clane shrugged. “Far be 

it from me to spoil your innocence. Anyway, five 
minutes after they vanished into his hole, the 
entire place blew. I’m sure you can see everything 
on every news channel. Sixteen of my best men.”

The bottle came out for another swig. Clane 
cleared his throat loudly. “Enough small talk. I 
haven’t forgotten that you’re technically a cop, 
and unless you give me a good reason not to, I’ll 
probably kill you. Just business.”

Vass balanced his elbows on his knees and 
steepled his fingers. A decision lay before him. 
Either he could just try to weasel his way out, slip 
back to MacAlair and his other men, and continue 
his pursuit of Croster via legal avenues. He could 
probably—maybe—find him with a few days, or a 
couple weeks, of dredging.

Or there was another option. Vass was 
beginning to think it was the better one. Croster 
seemed to have been getting farther away with 
every hour since his escape at the Belar port, and 
Vass knew how big the empire was. With that 
Lithrallian, Croster might even try to run for the 
Kingdom.

Croster had humiliated him, had challenged 
and conquered his power over Greendome. Vass 
could never forgive that. As long as Croster lived 

in impudent freedom, Vass couldn’t stop hunting 
him.

“I have an...offer,” he said, speaking deliber-
ately. “You still wish to hunt down Croster?”

“Right now, the only person I’d rather see dead 
is Lashiir. Croster started all this.”

“Where is Lashiir now?”
“I’d guess he’s going after Croster. He sent a note 

with Roger’s head. I burned it, but I remember it 
said ‘I hunt alone’ or something like that. Lashiir 
couldn’t write Imperish very well.”

“And...do you know Croster’s destination?”
“I know he left the planet. My network’s 

grinding on where.”
“So if you find Lashiir, you’ll find Croster, and 

vice versa.”
Clane shrugged. “Not impossible, but if they 

meet up before my boys arrive, I doubt both’ll 
still be kicking.”

“Then you want both or whichever one is still 
alive killed, with heads brought back to you as 
proof?”

Clane smiled. “You catch on fast.”
“Then here’s my offer: let me find them for 

you. I’ll take whatever men you’re willing to give 
me, or find my own—same with the ship—and 
track them down, as long as it takes. You’ll pay 
me if and only if I bring them both back.”

“Along with the Lithrallian.”
Vass nodded. “The Lithrallian too.”
Clane tapped his fingers on his desktop—

good. Vass had been half-worried he’d erupt into 
laughter. The crime lord was taking his proposal 
seriously.

“I’m not sure I trust a man I met twenty 
minutes ago.”

“Your men would no doubt have orders to kill 
me if I took one sideways step, or tried to make a 
run for it with your ship and equipment.”

“Interesting suggestion,” Clane said. “How 
much pay would you want?”

“Fifty-thousand Silvers, ten high-quality pulser 
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rifles, fifteen pistols, ten suits of high-grade 
armor.”

“Specific. Also quite a bit. You know how 
much I was paying Lashiir? Two thousand. That’s 
for arguably the best killer on Freedan. You 
want twenty-five times more, and pulser gear is 
expensive around here. So’s armor—I’d have to 
smuggle that from Gant.”

Clane kept talking, and Vass was about to 
interject when he heard movement behind him. 
He slid back in his chair, pulling his head down, 
an instant before a gleaming garrote wire would 
have caught his throat. Vass dropped, hit Clane’s 
desk, and rolled away from it into a crouch on the 
floor.

Jiza had already dropped the garrote and 
pulled a gleaming knife, seven inches long with a 
curved, saw-backed blade. Vass leapt to his feet 
and shot a hand out for his revolver. Clane had 
pulled it away.

Jiza shot a foot out and closed the distance 
between them with a bound, sweeping his left 
arm forward while he kept the knife back in his 
right. Vass knew it was a feint. He caught the blow 
on his left forearm and was ready when the knife 
curved in at his gut.

He side-stepped in front of the chair he had 
occupied, and snatched Jiza’s arm just above 
his wrist. He used his strength, augmented with 
the Lithrallian’s momentum, to throw him into  
Clane’s desk. Papers scattered across the floor, 
and Jiza cursed in his own language.

Vass smashed his fist into the Lithrallian’s 
abdomen, rolled him across the desk. Jiza’s 
kneecap cracked loudly as Vass drove his toes 
into it.

The Lithrallian recovered fast. He leapt back 
ahead of a right hook, putting all his weight on 
his uninjured leg, and flipped the knife around 
to stabbing grip. Muscles bulged in his tattooed 
arms.

Vass retreated into the open part of the room, 

near the fish-tank. He noticed the pulse rifles on 
the wall, and saw that they were held in place by 
a locked chain. Jiza advanced, limping slightly and 
breathing heavily. Rage burned in his eyes. Clane 
hadn’t moved from his seat, and his expression 
was contemplative. He could have shot Vass 
easily.

This was a test. But Jiza wasn’t playing.
The Lithrallian cut the air in a quick cross-

pattern, more to ward Vass off than to wound 
him. He was backing him towards the wall, hoping 
to pin him against it—literally. Vass waited for a 
slash that swung Jiza’s arm out wide, then lunged 
in and slammed his stiffened hands into the 
being’s shoulder joints. Jiza hissed and turned 
the knife for a stab into Vass’ back. He hooked the 
Lithrallian’s foot with his boot and swept it out 
from underneath him while bending back under 
the knife’s polished blade.

Two seconds later, Vass held the weapon 
poised over the primary artery in the being’s 
throat.

“Should I kill him, Clane?” he asked, keeping 
his voice even. Sweat covered his forehead. The 
Lithrallian panted.

“Let him up,” the crime boss said. He had 
picked up his pulser again.

Vass obeyed after a couple seconds. The 
Lithrallian scrambled to his feet, still gasping for 
air. His eyes burned with murderous rage.

“Go,” Clane said. “Vass, give him his knife.”
Vass flipped the weapon into the air, deftly 

caught it by the blade, and offered the grip. The 
Lithrallian took it with a snarl, sheathed it, and 
stalked out.

“Nice work,” Clane said. “You’ve got good 
reflexes and you’re fast. Usually I can trust Jiza to 
take out whoever I set him on.”

Vass kept his muscles tense. “The knife made 
him overconfident. He opened himself.”

“So I saw. But well done nonetheless. Sit 
down—I won’t try to kill you again, at least I’m 
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not planning to.”
Vass stayed standing. “What were you trying 

to prove?”
“I wouldn’t even consider such a proposal 

from a man who couldn’t defend himself. You’ve 
fulfilled one of my conditions. Let’s talk, Vass, and 
see if you can fulfill the other ones.”

He sat, and they talked.

#

An hour later, he and MacAlair stepped out 
onto the street. The mid-morning sky was watery 
gray—clouds had gathered again, threatening a 
downpour within an hour or two. Vass could feel 
electric tension in the air. Or, perhaps, it was just 
the excitement he felt.

The two walked along the sidewalk for several 
minutes before MacAlair spoke. “What did that 
gangster say to you?”

“Nothing you need to concern yourself with.”
“You got what you wanted?”
“More than you can know.”
MacAlair halted and pivoted on his heel to face 

his captain. Vass recognized the expression on his 
face—it was the glower he wore when dealing 
with drunks he had caught beating their wives or 
girlfriends. “Damn it, Captain. I don’t know what 
you’re doing here, but I don’t see how meeting 
with gangsters and killers is getting us any closer 
to Croster. I want to bring him in, sure—he’s a 
murderer. But I don’t see how we need to work 
with murderers to do it, or how it’s even going to 
get us anywhere.”

Vass smiled. “Are you questioning my orders?”
“You bet I am,” MacAlair snarled. “And you can 

take my badge for it if you like.”
Vass stopped suddenly. They were outside a 

run-down warehouse which had lost its windows 
decades ago, with no visible life except a homeless 
bum slumped on the pavement thirty feet ahead. 
A puddle reflected gray sky at their feet.

“That won’t be necessary,” he said. “You might 

as well know this now. I’ve decided to resign from 
the Force, effective as soon as I collect my belong-
ings from the ship. I’ll give you a brief message to 
take back to Greendome. And, before I surrender 
my badge, I’m hereby ordering the Greendome 
Police Force to cease its pursuit of Takeda Croster 
and its investigation of the case.”

For a few seconds, MacAlair just stared, mouth 
open half an inch. His fingers slowly curled into 
fists. “You can’t do that, Sir.”

Vass’ smile widened. “Why not?”
“Because...because it’s against the colony 

regulations. Four weeks’ notice.”
“Then I’m giving notice now and relieving 

myself from active duty. I’ll spend my sabbatical 
on Freedan.”

A dozen other objections flashed across Mac-
Alair’s face—he had never been good at hiding 
his emotions. “Yes, Sir,” he growled at last. “And 
good riddance, if you don’t mind my saying so. I 
never liked you.”

He turned smartly on his heel, spine rigid, and 
marched in a straight line across the street. He 
reached the sidewalk on the opposite side, turned 
again, and strode away without a backwards 
glance at Vass.

Vass dropped the smile once MacAlair had 
turned a corner. Good riddance to you too, he 
thought. Good riddance to that hole of a colony. 
Nice girls, but the pay had never been good.

After some negotiation, Clane had tentatively 
accepted Vass’ offer of service. Several of the 
beings the gangster would normally have trusted 
had been killed by Lashiir’s trap, and he had just 
been wrestling with the problem of who to send 
in pursuit.

It would mean leading a gang of thugs, both 
those from Clane’s organization and others culled 
off the streets for the purpose. But Vass had done 
hard work before. He had been in charge of a small 
protection service before taking the position on 
Belar, and he still remembered how to deal with 
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beings who thought they were tough.
Clane had scheduled another meeting in three 

hours’ time. Vass decided to find a decent res-
taurant for lunch, surrender his badge to his men, 
type the promised resignation notice, collect 
his duffel, and head back. He and Clane would 
discuss the practicalities of the trip, decide how 
many men would be sent, how much gear they 
would need, and other such necessities.

With any luck they would be off-planet within 
twenty-four hours, in pursuit of Croster once 
again.

#

Takeda’s voyage aboard the Ixlu  Seer was 
unlike anything he had ever experienced.

His first days after waking up had been 
panicked, alone in a world he barely understood. 
He could speak Imperish, control his body, and 
even use common technology, tools, and appli-
ances, but he had no knowledge of Belar, the 
Empire, politics, history, cooking...anything 
beyond the basics. Only once he had taken a 
job at the Silver Sun, been trained, and started 
reading and talking to people had his life fallen 
into a rough order.

Three years had passed. His only real friend 
had been Sherri, and he was friendly with his boss, 
the other guards, and some of the casino staff. He 
had spent most of his off time either in his room 
reading or walking the streets of Greendome. 
Sherri had brought him to visit her father’s hydro-
ponic domes a few times.

Then he had found two of Vass’ men about to 
pound Thrist, one of the bartenders, and his life 
had gone to Hell. He had killed and shaved ter-
rifying close to being killed himself. Everything he 
had ever known had vanished to be replaced by a 
world of blood and shadows.

He had always been confused, working, 
running for his life, or some combination of the 
three.

But now, for two weeks aboard the Seer, he 
had nothing to fear—hyperspace boardings were 
nearly impossible to carry out without technol-
ogy only the Imperial Purse could afford. All he 
had to do was lounge on Esheera’s cushions, eat 
her cooking, and browse everything written in 
Imperish in her reader. Sometimes he sat in the 
cockpit while Esheera calculated and made small 
course corrections, tinkered with their rate of 
acceleration, and a dozen other things he couldn’t 
begin to understand. The displays and controls 
were all written in a Vitai script anyway.

She sang, played her wingwire, and told him 
stories—legends and history of the long-dead 
Vitai home world, stories from her years roaming 
the galaxy aboard the Seer, and cooked spicy 
stews, meat, dry flatbreads, and exotic vegeta-
bles. Esheera’s smile almost never left her face.

Takeda had never been happier.
Zartsi’s melancholy was the only stain on his 

contentment. For the first few days, the Lithrallian 
spent most of his time in the hold, either sleeping, 
cleaning his rifle, polishing his ivory daggers, or 
doing endless push-ups and callisthenic exercises. 
He ate but did so in silence. His gear was stowed 
in a vacuum-safe case bolted to the side of the 
hold.

Later, he began spending time on the main 
deck, listening to Esheera’s talk and music. He 
rarely said anything himself, smiled, or raised his 
eyes from the carpet. When Esheera prompted 
him, he gave short answers—not bitter or angry, 
just terse.

Once, when Esheera was in the cockpit and 
both of them were lying in their hammocks, falling 
asleep, Takeda said, “She definitely appreciates 
having passengers.”

Zartsi was in the bunk in front him. The Lithral-
lian grunted. “You more.”

“She’d talk to you if you talked to her. I mean, 
I’m not...I’ve never been very social. But I don’t 
have any trouble having a conversation.”
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He heard Zartsi sigh—a long sound like steam 
escaping a tea pot. “Times when I don’t wish 
talk.”

Takeda stared up into the darkness for a few 
seconds, wondering if it would be best to leave 
his friend alone. Then he said, “Zartsi, is this all 
because of whatever you told her?”

The silence stretched on so long that he 
thought the Lithrallian had fallen asleep. When 
his answer did come, it was soft, so soft it was 
almost inaudible. “Vitai didn’t tell you?”

“She didn’t.”
“Nothing?”
“Only that...only that I could be sure you were 

my friend.”
Another sigh. “You doubted, Takeda?”
Takeda shook his head to the darkness. “No. 

Not really.”
Zartsi grunted. “Thank you.”
Takeda assumed the conversation was over. He 

shut his eyes, flopped his head down to one side, 
and waited for sleep to come. He felt drowsy and 
his stomach pleasantly full from the warm, thick 
stew Esheera had fed them.

When he was halfway asleep, however, he 
thought he heard Zartsi whisper into the darkness: 
“My heart is heavy. I remember what wanted to 
forget.”

The next day, Zartsi asked Esheera if he could 
examine her hot-choker. She retrieved it from its 
locker, snapped out the fuel tank, and handed it 
over with a smile.

#

On the morning of their fifteenth day out 
from Freedan—about nine o’clock Terran time—
Esheera clambered down the ladder to the 
cockpit, picked up three of the faintly sweet cakes 
she had cooked for breakfast, and announced 
between mouthfuls that they were an hour away 
from reversion into the Nihil system.

“It’ll be another few hours until I lock us down 

into an orbit, and then we’ll talk about where 
exactly on that baked rock you boys want to 
spend your vacation,” she said. “I’ll stay for a 
while if you’re hitting the colony itself, but if you 
want drop-off in the desert, I’ll leave you to your 
suicide.”

“Where’s the colony located?” Takeda asked.
Esheera chuckled and cocked her head. “You’re 

taking a seat-of-the-pants jaunt out to this place, 
and you don’t even know where in the tens of 
thousands of square miles of howling deserts you 
want to set down?”

Takeda smiled back. “Wherever people live.”
“Good enough answer. I’ll fill you in: there’s 

four settlements, all in the Northern hemisphere, 
about latitude 68 degrees North. Three are mines 
which pull heavy metals—gold, uranium, iron, 
titanium, and others—out of the crust, along 
with some rough gemstones. They get sent into 
Hope’s End by rail where they get loaded aboard 
graveyard barges and shipped off to Arkhar for 
production. Loaders, dock hands, and some 
miners’ families live in Hope’s End, along with the 
people who grow food underground. That part I 
don’t understand too well.”

She shook hear head, rattling earrings and 
beads. “Hope’s End it is?”

Zartsi wolfed down a cake in two bites and 
growled, “What else? We don’t come for mines.”

“Well, from what Tak’s told me, you don’t 
actually know where this Cramer Orano has put 
down his roots. I wouldn’t expect a trained doctor 
to spend his life breaking rocks, but a man’s gotta 
do what he’s gotta do to get by.”

“We’ll check the town. They’ll at least know 
where he is,” Takeda said.

Esheera shrugged. “Or he’s spent all his time 
on Nihil as a desert hermit. Hard, but not impos-
sible.”

“You take delight in this, Rover?” Zartsi hissed, 
with a hint of a smile.

“You know me. Esh just likes to hear herself 



Ray Gun Revival magazine                                                                                                          Issue 18, March 15, 2007

Serial: Memory Wipe, Orbit Over Nothing, by Sean T. M. Stiennon Pg. 52

talk.”
She finished her breakfast, and clambered 

back up into the cockpit. Takeda sat back on the 
cushions and waited. The voyage was almost 
over, and the thought came with a feeling of 
overwhelming fear—fear of Lashiir, fear of Vass, 
God alone knew where he was, and fear of what 
he might find on Nihil.

#

The planet matched its name: nothing.
A mottled sphere of deep brown and bleached 

tan filled the Seer’s canopy, vast stretches of 
empty flats and dunes separated by ridges of 
sawtooth mountains. He couldn’t even see any 
variation at equator or poles—just more nothing-
ness partitioned by empty mountains. The only 
real variation consisted of sweeping blotches of 
lighter color that must have been dust storms.

“You’re sure, Tak? Because I won’t be too 
grouchy if you tell me to turn around now.”

“I’m...sure,” he said.
Zartsi just grunted. “You know where Hope’s 

End?”
“Yep. The coordinates are in my computer. 

We’ll have you there much faster than any sane 
person would want.”

She pulled levers and twisted a large knob 
branded with bright red characters. Takeda still 
hadn’t gotten even a basic grasp of how the 
controls functioned. He didn’t even notice the 
change it made, but from what she had said 
before, he assumed she was adjusting their 
orbital trajectory.

“I have heard there is game here,” Zartsi said. 
“Sand snakes, Walking Evils, lurkers.”

“I’d rather get in, talk to Orano, and get off as 
quickly as we can,” Takeda said.

Zartsi smiled. “Agreed. But perhaps I return 
other day.”

Suddenly, Esheera made a loud, snorting 
noise. “Bad news, Tak. Very bad news.”

He slapped a hand on the back of her chair 

and leaned forward, looking at the display she 
was watching. “What? What is it?”

“I’ve just picked up a ship in high orbit. It wasn’t 
there when we entered the system—the Seer’s 
systems aren’t the best, but I would have picked 
it up before now.”

“You mean it just arrived?”
She snorted again. Bracelets jangled on her 

arms as she crossed them, cradling herself into 
her circular seat. “No, Tak. I mean it was cloaked. 
And now, by all the Black Suckers, it’s moving 
towards us on an intercept vector.”

Takeda had read a little about cloaking tech-
nology. It was expensive, fragile, and required 
massive amounts of energy. It was also highly 
illegal throughout the empire, all of the Drava gov-
ernments, and the Lithrall kingdom. Ownership 
of a cloaking ship could be punishable by death, 
certainly if the ship had weapons systems.

“Can ship fire when cloaked?” Zartsi hissed.
“Usually, yes,” Esheera said. “If they’ve got 

power for a cloaker, they’ve got enough to spare 
for reduced-power weapons fire. Which means 
whoever’s piloting that ship wants us to see him 
before he blows us into stardust. And,” she added, 

“his energy signature isn’t matching any known 
class of ships in my computer. And I’ve got a lot.”

The ship was still much too far away to be 
visible with the naked eye, but Takeda felt as 
though a sheet of ice had encased his skin.

“Lashiir,” Zartsi hissed.

Next month... Chapter 9: Descent
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  Up next for Ray Gun Revival, Issue  19

Nor To the Strong
by Michael Merriam
Fergus, a savvy but weary soldier, must come to grips with the line between being a 
warrior and being a murderer.
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Slap struggles with the aftermath of his time at the Eridani palace, and finds an  
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