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    Emperor Dakroth’s escape pod spun uncontrollably through a star spackled percheron black expanse. Distant stars blurred as the chaotically whirling craft spiraled into the infinite blackness. And the cold of space offered little comfort to those lost in its vast, inhospitable domain. 
 
    Unconscious, Dakroth slumped over in his cockpit, the safety harness of his seat keeping him firmly strapped in amid the crackle of sparks that hissed and fizzed from dislocated paneling that sprouted wires like stiff copper hairs. The structural integrity alarm blared noisily throughout, as though the ship were crying out in agony. The escape yacht twisted counterclockwise in a shambolic summersault, cutting its way through empty space. Behind it floated a sparkling trail of debris that glinted in the light of a distant star like the glittering tail of a comet. 
 
    As the escape yacht tumbled unsteadily, a looming shadow fell across the hull of the battered vehicle and a loud clunking sound, the sound of mechanical jowls opening wide, rang above the alarm. All of a sudden, the spacecraft lurched to a halt. The abrupt jolt aroused Dakroth to consciousness. 
 
    Groggy, Dakroth rubbed his aching head and squinted through bloodshot eyes as he looked out the front view portal to see a giant scavenger perched above him, its magnetic grappling hook tethered to his hull. Another jolt kicked him back in his seat and soon his disabled vessel was being reeled into the cavernous bay area of the mammoth ship above him. 
 
    As he came into view of the ship’s insignia, he let out a sigh from the corner of his mouth and grumbled. “Bloody space pirates.” 
 
    With a bout of frustration, he slammed his fist on the control panel and killed the alarm. Its winding down sounded like a slow-motion video going off the reel and then the main control panel blew. Sparks shot up in a brief, excited display and then faded away again just in time to be replaced by a haze of white electrical smoke. 
 
    Dakroth raised an eyebrow at the fussiness of his luxury pod and then ignored the commotion. The fire-dampening shields were already busy working on putting out the burning console. 
 
    Once fully inside the pirate vessel, heavy bay doors clanked shut behind the escape yacht and the artificial grav-plating kicked on. The pod crashed to the deck of the cargo bay with a resounding clang and then tilted onto its edge, rocking back gently until it came to a standstill. 
 
    Dakroth undid his harness and slid out of his seat. Stumbling to the floor of the pod, which was set at an awkward angle due to the haphazard landing, he staggered to his feet and made his way to the rear hatch. 
 
    As if on cue, when he reached the exit, a rugged voice from outside hollered a customary warning in anticipation of making first contact. “You in there, come out and surrender your vehicle to us. You and your vessel are now the property of Novac Tamoran, King of the Space Pirates!” 
 
    Dakroth slapped the panel on the door, but it bleated at him disgruntledly as if to say “don’t bother me.” Raising an orange glowing index finger, Dakroth aimed at the control panel next to the hatch and released a powerful blast of energy. The door blew off its hinges and flew into the center of the cargo bay where it crashed to the ground and skidded ten meters, kicking up a spray of hot white sparks before screeching to a halt. 
 
    “I wish to register a complaint,” Dakroth said, stepping out of the damaged pod with as much regal pomp and circumstance as he could muster, given his condition. 
 
    “Stay where you are!” a menial pirate ordered, holding up a blaster. A quick peripheral glance made him aware of the fact that there were three others in the room, all with disruptor pistols trained on him, but Dakroth ignored them as though they were unimportant, not worth his time or energy, and casually continued striding toward the cargo bay doors. 
 
    The first man stepped into Dakroth’s path and puffed up his chest. Still holding the blaster in his right hand, he raised his left, gestured for Dakroth to halt, then reissued the order. “Stop where you are, or I’ll shoot.” 
 
    Dakroth rolled his eyes, held up his luminous finger, and shot the man dead with a red laser beam. His finger then cooled again, returning to its normal, cobalt blue hue. 
 
    The pirate collapsed to the ground, a shocked look frozen on his face. A small hole smoldered in the center of his forehead. Dakroth paused long enough to scan the terrified faces of the pirate crew and then asked, “Anyone else want to order me to do their bidding?” 
 
    The other pirates withdrew their weapons and stepped back, making way for Emperor Dakroth, who grinned at his own supremacy. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” Letting out a sigh of inconvenience, he stepped over the dead body and came to the double standing doors that led out of the cargo hold and into the main body of the ship. He tapped the panel to open them and they whisked apart. 
 
    Before he could step across the threshold, however, a pair of black boots stood in his way. When he looked up he saw a familiar bald head with an elegant, red face, and a series of black tribal tattoos. Two golden eyes glared back at him with the cold, unfeeling detachment that he knew so well. 
 
    “Ishtar Bantu?” he said, perplexed by the presence of his personal assassin. 
 
    “What can I say?” she answered, a malicious grin spreading across her thin, burgundy lips. “Work has been hard to come by these days.” Ishtar jammed a taser-rod into Dakroth’s ribs, zapping him with enough volts to render him little more than a spastic blue tangle of limbs on the floor before her. 
 
    “Red-skinned-bitch,” Dakroth barked through a clenched jaw and gritted teeth. 
 
    Ishtar brushed off his insult and then kicked him in his nut sack just to remind him who held the upper hand. 
 
    Dakroth groaned with what might be taken for pleasure and then looked up at her with a lecherous grin. “I didn’t know you liked to play so rough,” he taunted. “Best be careful; you’re getting me hard.” 
 
    She grinned superficially at him again, her white teeth shining lustrously as she dialed the taser-rod up to one-hundred and fifty milliamps and fried him again, jamming the taser-rod right into his lower gut. 
 
    He stiffened and groaned as the volts of electricity surged through his body. Once she let up on the switch, Dakroth twitched on the floor plates like a fish on dry land, gasping for air. 
 
    Enraged, Dakroth spat out another threat. “When I get my hands on that taser-rod, I’m going to ram it right up your two-timing c—” 
 
    Fed up with his slew of meaningless insults, the crack of her boot quickly rendered him unconscious. “There. Much better,” she said, looking down at the unconscious Dagon. With that, she bent over, grabbed Dakroth’s left ankle, and dragged him into the ship and up the corridor and then disappeared from view. 
 
    As the cargo bay doors automatically slid shut, the remaining pirates glanced around at one another to confirm that was who they thought it was, and then, with one simultaneous shrug, they went to work dismantling the small shuttle as they broke it down for spare parts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Dakroth finally roused back to consciousness, he found himself sitting in a state-of-the-art holding cell wearing nothing but a loincloth. Looking up, he saw Ishtar Bantu standing in front of his cell alongside Novac Tamoran. 
 
    Dakroth rose to his feet and walked over to the energy field that prevented him from escaping and, with a gesture of his hands that drew attention to his naked form, growled, “Where are my clothes?” 
 
    “Nice to see you again too, my dear Rhadamanthus,” Novac said, ignoring Dakroth’s previous inquiry. 
 
    “That’s Emperor Dakroth to you, Tamoran.” 
 
    “That’s King Tamoran to you, my dear emperor.” Tamoran smiled at him, as if to say checkmate, which aggravated Dakroth’s already agitated state. He had little patience for such trivial chitchat. 
 
    Insulted by Tamoran’s posturing, Dakroth raised his finger and tried to blast through the energy shield of his cell, but to his surprise, nothing happened. He examined his blue finger with a perplexed look. 
 
    Tamoran cleared his throat. “Dampening field,” the pirate informed him. “As long as you are in there,” he said, nodding his head at Dakroth’s cell, “your powers are rendered useless.” 
 
    Dakroth lowered his finger and shot Tamoran a cold glance. He wanted nothing more than to wipe the smirk off the infernal pirate’s mouth. But Tamoran had the upper hand, and Dakroth decided it best not to test the so-called pirate king’s resolve. 
 
    “What do you want, Tamoran? I mean,” he paused, mulling over how best to rephrase it, “how may I serve you oh mighty King Tamoran of the noble and illustrious pirates?” Dakroth didn’t even try to hide his glibness. 
 
    Tamoran’s grin turned up into a cruel snarl, and he laughed softly to himself. Even if Dakroth didn’t actually mean it, he’d still said it. King of the pirates. And that was victory enough, in his estimation. “I have it on good authority that you’ve chosen a new empress.” 
 
    Dakroth raised an eyebrow. “Should that be such a surprise? I’ve had many wives.” 
 
    “None that have survived your psychotic tendencies,” Ishtar chimed in. 
 
    Dakroth shot her a stern glance and then relaxed. “That’s why I’ve never married you, my dear. I enjoy your company too much.” 
 
    She grinned back at him with what seemed genuine amusement, but it quickly melted from her face. After all, she was still nursing a grudge against the empress, Jegra Alakandra, for besting her at the Cove. And Ishtar swore that if their paths ever crossed again, it would be Jegra who paid the ultimate price. 
 
    Perhaps worse was the fact that she felt scorned by Dakroth for choosing Jegra over her as his companion. That pissed her off to no end, because she was secretly in love with him. Well, if she couldn’t have him, then no one could. Which is why she had struck a deal with Novac Tamoran, the pirate king, in the first place. 
 
    First, she’d use Dakroth to lure Jegra to her. Then, as the unsuspecting mouse entered her trap, she’d kill her rival and win Dakroth’s affection back. He always did prefer violent women most of all. Far be it from her to disappoint her emperor. 
 
    Meanwhile, it was almost certain that Dakroth would pay Novac Tamoran whatever he wanted in exchange for his freedom, which is why Ishtar had convinced the pirate king to ask for his own personal battlecruiser. This would solidify Tamoran’s sovereignty in the sector, crowning him the one true king of the pirates. At the same time, it would obligate him to her in a way which ensured he couldn’t ever betray her. Not without invoking her ire and risk losing everything she had helped him attain. 
 
    After all, if she was willing to go through such extremes to kill the Emperor of the Galaxy, she would be more than willing to dispatch a lowly space pirate who had delusions of grandeur. 
 
    “It’s a pity you didn’t invite me to the wedding,” Tamoran said, his grin fading into a reprimanding scowl. 
 
    “Save your scolding for someone who cares,” Dakroth balked, waving his hand in front of his face as though he were shooing away a pesky housefly. 
 
    “Regardless, I shall meet her soon enough. In fact, I’m rather quite looking forward to meeting the new Empress of the Dagon Empire,” Tamoran said, linking his hands behind his back in a sage-like stance. 
 
    “Wait, what? Meet her?” Dakroth looked to Ishtar for clues, but she merely smiled at him again, which was no help at all. Scanning back to Tamoran, Dakroth clamped his slack jaw shut. “Jegra is coming here? Why in Dagon would she do that?” 
 
    “Is it not the empress’s job to ensure the safety of the emperor at all costs?” 
 
    “Yes, but I doubt she’d come looking for me. We aren’t exactly on speaking terms at the moment. She’s been deliberately neglecting me for months.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Tamoran said, rubbing his chin in thoughtful contemplation, “something tells me she’ll make an exception this time.” With that said, Tamoran cleared his throat and turned to leave. “It was a pleasure chatting with you, my dear emperor.” 
 
    “Likewise, my dear king.” 
 
    Novac Tamoran glanced over his shoulder and flashed one last trumped-up grin before leaving the brig. Once the outside doors hissed shut behind him, Dakroth snapped his gaze to Ishtar and scowled. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of all this? What was he on about? Jegra is coming here? What are you two planning?” He demanded answers, but to his surprise, Ishtar merely let down the forcefield and stepped into the cell with him. 
 
    This unexpected intrusion startled him and he took a step back. To his relief, she didn’t assault him. However, she did strip off all of her clothes and step boldly towards him. 
 
    Ishtar pushed Dakroth up against the wall and pressed her athletic body into him, kissing him vigorously on his mouth. 
 
    Ishtar appeared like a she-devil, her skin a smooth, blood-red but for the black lines that ran down her neck and body like aboriginal tattoos–custom mods which were more than decoration. They enhanced her abilities, including her strength and stamina. 
 
    As an elite assassin, she was twice as cunning and a hundred times deadlier than any woman in the galaxy. She also despised Jegra with every ounce of her being. It was Jegra who had survived an incurable poison. It was Jegra who had bested her at the Cove and made a fool out of her. It was Jegra who’d stolen Rhadamanthus’s heart from her. And it was Jegra who was now sitting on the throne instead of her. Ever since their last encounter, Ishtar had done nothing but plot her revenge. 
 
    Ishtar pushed away slightly, and slid her dainty red breasts across Dakroth’s chest, brushing her maroon nipples tantalizingly over Dakroth’s Prussian blue ones with a delicateness that was as soft as down. With her black polished nails, she gently stroked Dakroth’s chest, ran her hands up to his broad shoulders, and, squeezing him tightly, she leaned in and kissed him more tenderly on his full, deep blue lips. 
 
    Momentarily taken aback by the unexpected passion, he drew his head back and looked at her with a reasonable suspicion. “I don’t understand what’s going on here,” he said, perplexed by her sudden sexual advances. 
 
    “You don’t have to,” she replied, tilting her hips as she slid out of his arms and lay down on the cot. With a curling of her finger she beckoned him to join her, and with lecherous desire in his eyes, he complied. 
 
    While she kept Dakroth occupied with sex, Ishtar carefully reached under the cot and slid her fingers along the cold metal frame until they found the miniature transmitting device she’d planted there earlier, along with a mobile vid cam. Tapping the screen, she began broadcasting their tryst via Dakroth’s personal emergency signal. 
 
    As the device secretly recorded them, she tilted her head back and craned her neck. As Dakroth dappled the slender expanse with feather light kisses, she looked directly up into the camera lens. A vindictive smile curled onto her tight lips and her golden eyes flashed with a smoldering rage just beneath their lustrous veneer as she gazed unflinchingly at her audience. 
 
    She lingered a while; the recipient of the video would see her fiery eyes staring back at her from across the empty room as though she were standing there in person, watching it all unfold. Staring, so that she’d know beyond doubt, that every single debauched act, every single salacious moan that slipped passed Ishtar’s lips as she rode the emperor to his climax, was all deliberately orchestrated for her viewing pleasure. 
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    A tangerine sun settled across the sands of Thessalonica as the turbines of the white shuttle pod perched on the palace lawn spooled up to a high-pitched whine. Jegra Alakandra, newly crowned Empress of Dagon, threw open the palace doors to her personal terrace that overlooked Arena City–the metropolis where she’d first learned of life beyond the stars. Here, she had begun a new life as a slave and had risen to prominence as an undefeated gladiatrix–until fate intervened. Now she gazed out as empress of an entire galactic empire. 
 
    A hot blast of desert air swiftly tangled the long tresses of her hair that danced on the currents undulating from the pulsating turbines. She tugged up her copper colored dress as she ducked under the clamshell wing door of her personal shuttle and climbed aboard the elegant craft. 
 
    It was no secret that Jegra preferred traveling by shuttle over teleportation. Although teleporting was considered perfectly safe for low orbit transports, its safety diminished with range. Eight hundred meters beyond the recommended range of the goldilocks radius and you’d come out the other side a scrambled egg. That didn’t sit well with her, which is why she preferred to get off world the old-fashioned way. 
 
    Jegra settled into the plush white Targarian leather seat and looked out the window as the automated clamshell doors shut. She collected her hair back over her shoulders and brushed down her dress, chasing out the pleated folds as the shuttle rose up into the blue sky and slowly pivoted in mid-air as it found its course. It gracefully climbed away from the palace, its engines spitting out blue-tipped torches of high yield plasma as the thrusters ignited. 
 
    As the craft darted up toward the atmosphere, she glanced down and watched her glorious palace shrink away till it was the size of a toy model. As Jegra broke through the atmosphere, the halo of Dagon’s star burst over the arc of the planet Dagon Prime; it hung in the distance like a majestic blue and green opal. Between her moon and the planet hovered a silver shard, a sliver of reflective light hanging in space. It was her personal battlecruiser, which idled in low orbit like an ever-vigilant guardian angel. 
 
    Newly commissioned and fresh out of space dock, the Dagon cruiser was sleek. A costly coat of chromatic thermal paint made the slender vessel look like a heavenly teardrop floating in space. 
 
    It was roughly the shape of a Helianthus seed, and the length of a large ocean liner; approximately four hundred sixty meters long. It had eighteen decks and could hold up to four thousand passengers and two thousand active crew. Although the vessel had only one shuttle bay, it made up for it with three supersized cargo bays and eight docking ports. Each cargo bay was large enough to fit an entire six-passenger shuttle and also acted as emergency storage for transporting survivors or refugees. One of Jegra’s goals was to crack down on poaching in the empire and prevent the illegal trafficking of aliens from off world. 
 
    Naturally, Jegra had personally seen to the designs and specifications of this new vessel. It was more than a statement of her supremacy in the empire; it was the first vessel in the Dagon fleet capable of slip-stream travel through hyperspace. Also, it was the first Dagon vessel to use a hybrid system of state-of-the-art Cordovan engine technology, Nyctan shield technology, and Dagon structural engineering. There was nothing like it in all seven systems of the empire. It was, simply put, iconic. 
 
    The sleek vessel was powered by a 7-simplex hyperborean fusion drive. Cutting edge stuff. The slipstream drive was an experimental prototype of a dark energy transfusion drive. Once the hyperborean drive got the ship into hyperspace, the slip-stream transfusion drive would take over and the vessel would enter a kind of accelerated current that ran between the edge of hyperspace and the existence of dark energy. 
 
    During slipstream travel, the ship’s ram scoops would open up in the slipstream and pull in dark energy directly from the interstellar medium, thereby effecting a virtual perpetual motion propulsion. The only thing preventing it from being a true perpetual motion machine, was basic physics and the inevitable superheating that threatened, over vast distances, to quite literally melt the engines. 
 
    Eventually the ram scoop engines would grow so hot, they’d automatically shut down. But it took hours to get them that hot, and at slipstream speeds, it only took two to three hours to traverse each system–a mere sixteen hours to traverse all seven systems. That beat the six-month journey it took any other, more traditionally configured vessels, at hyper-faster-than-light travel. 
 
    Subsequently, this new engine technology made the ship faster than any vehicle ever created and gave Jegra a galactic reach far beyond even the emperor’s. Moreover, she could hop from one end of the empire to the other in a matter of hours versus days, weeks, or even months. 
 
    One downside to running such high-power through the ship’s systems, however, was that it meant there had to be sacrifices. A weapon’s system was out of the question due to the feedback it caused. During test flights of the prototype, whenever they activated the weapons systems, the complex physics of running two separate engine technologies in one hybrid system caused a huge power feedback that destroyed the ship. Jegra lost a test crew of two-hundred Dagon souls. As such, she ordered the engineering team to leave the weapons out of the equation, an order that raised a lot of eyebrows, but she had made her point quite clear: any further loss of life was simply unacceptable. 
 
    Which meant her ship was without fangs; although, not entirely defenseless. 
 
    Because of the high energy output of the vessel, Jegra had three times the number of shield modulators built into the ship, meaning its shields were therefore three times more powerful than anything in the system. She didn’t need weapons when she could use the ship like a molten hot needle to literally cut through any enemy vessel simply by ramming it. Which is why she’d named her beautiful glistening flagship the Shard. 
 
    [*Approaching the Shard, Your Grace*], a computer voice chirped as the shuttle pulled up alongside the long, gleaming cruiser that shimmered iridescently like a freshly polished ocean pearl. 
 
    The small white shuttle pulled up next to a portion of the Shard which shimmered briefly and then, as if the hull had turned molten and melted away, an entire section of the ship opened up to reveal a shuttle bay. Jegra leaned back in her chair as her craft passed through the shield barrier, the blue shimmer wavering as the ship’s energy shields mingled with the shuttle bay’s. 
 
    Reverse thrusters fired off in spurts and the shuttle slowly landed inside the markings of a yellow rectangle painted on a section of the floor. 
 
    As the landing prongs of the pod met the korridium deck of the landing bay with a resounding clank, the shuttle bay doors shifted and then, like liquid aluminum, meshed back together and solidified. It was as if the ship had miraculously healed itself from a gaping wound. 
 
    Jegra rose and walked over to the rear hatch of the shuttle and waited for it to depressurize. There were a few spurts of compressed air as the shuttle matched the air pressure of the bay and then the hatch rolled to the side to allow Jegra out. 
 
    She exited the shuttle and shuffled down the ramp that extended out from beneath the clamshell wing of the door, then confidently strode across the walkway, her dress hugging her feminine form like liquid copper.  
 
    Although the cruiser’s artificial gravity generators mimicked terrestrial gravity, there was a strange sensation, like a stickiness, that took some getting used to every time she stepped onboard a space vessel. But it always passed after an hour or two. She didn’t know if it was a trick of the imagination or if the body simply needed to acclimate to its environment like it would stepping off an airplane into the dense humidity of a tropical climate. There was the initial shock of the change, but after a brief stint in the new environment, you hardly noticed it anymore. 
 
    At the other end of the shuttle bay stood Danica, waiting to greet her partner. Her hair was a turquoise and purple ombre, cut shoulder length and permed so it was wavy at the tips. The shade complimented her lavender skin tone; she wore a white jumpsuit with a narrow yellow band running full length down either side. As usual, her jumpsuit was unzipped just the right amount to allow her ample bust to spill out generously in all the right places. 
 
    “Dany?” Jegra asked, greeting her girlfriend with a quick peck on the lips. She was curious as to why she’d met her all the way down here rather than aboard the bridge. “What’s so urgent that it couldn’t wait?” 
 
    Danica held up a transparent touch-pad device. “You’ve got an encrypted call from Emperor Dakroth.” 
 
    “So, you located him, then?” 
 
    “More like he located us,” she replied, handing over the device. “It came across on his emergency broadcast signal.” 
 
    Jegra took it in her hand, but felt tension on it and looked up with a curious expression when Danica didn’t relinquish the device to her. 
 
    “I should warn you,” Danica said in a somber tone. 
 
    “Warn me about what?” 
 
    “Never mind. See for yourself.” She let go and Jegra tapped the display and replayed the transmission. 
 
    Jegra watched for a moment and then smirked and raised a curious eyebrow. After having seen enough, she swiped right on the touch-screen and the video shrank away and disappeared. She looked up at Dani’s amber eyes and gave her an obligatory smile–the smile of an empress who’s been slighted but who keeps her composure, providing an example of womanly strength and grace. 
 
    “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Danica said, shooting Jegra an apologetic look. Even though she had nothing to be sorry for, she genuinely felt sympathy for Jegra and the awkward position she’d been put in. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Jegra said, returning the touchpad. 
 
    “It is?” Danica asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jegra said with a subtle smile. “It’s not like I’m going to sleep with him ever again. And, besides, he’s the emperor. He can do what he likes. Even if it is with that blood crazed thunder cunt.” 
 
    “Ah,” Dani said, smiling at Jegra spryly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “So you are mad, then?” 
 
    Jegra squinted at Dani crossly and then started up the corridor. “More like disappointed.” 
 
    Danica followed after Jegra as they climbed into an elevator at the end of the corridor. Jegra hit the button on the wall, the elevator chimed, and the doors slid shut. There was a light undulation as the lift began to rise. While they rode, Jegra let out a sigh. 
 
    Danica just watched her, gauging how best to console her partner. The elevator doors opened with a hiss and they made their way down another corridor and to the bridge. Once they passed through the sliding doors, the bridge crew greeted them, and Danica turned to her. “Will you be all right?” she whispered, keeping her voice down so nobody would overhear. 
 
    “Yes,” Jegra replied without so much as a second’s hesitation. After a brief pause, she laughed softly to herself. When she noticed Danica giving her that inquisitive look, she shared what was on her mind. “They really are a match made in heaven.” She laughed again. “Can you imagine what their children would be like?” 
 
    “Honestly,” Danica sighed, “I don’t want to imagine it. It’s too terrifying to even think about.” 
 
    “Purple fang-toothed psychopaths in metal diapers is what would fall out of that woman’s cunt,” Jegra intoned. 
 
    Danica and Jegra shared a brief sideways glance and then burst out laughing. They leaned into one another, bumping their shoulders lightly, and shook their heads until the awkward vision of Dakroth’s illegitimate love demons faded and the present once again resumed its rightful place. 
 
    “All kidding aside,” Jegra said, getting back to the task at hand. “The emperor is still being held captive by the assassin, Ishtar Bantu, and I intend to fulfill my duty as empress and protector of the throne.” She turned to the officers on her bridge crew and continued in a more commanding tone, “We will not rest until the emperor has been secured and returned safely to the empire. For Dagon! For the Empire!” She made a fist and extended it out in front of her. 
 
    The crew echoed her words back to her, “For Dagon! For the Empire!” and mirrored her gesture. They held their fists out until she lowered hers, and then returned to their duties. 
 
    “Ensign,” Jegra said, placing her hand on the shoulder of a young Dagon girl in an immaculate, white uniform. Her long white hair was tied up in a ponytail and she glanced up at Jegra with orange eyes that sparkled like Citrine gemstones. “Input the coordinates of that emergency broadcast and punch it.” 
 
    The girl gave Jegra a confounded look. 
 
    Danica leaned in and whispered into Jegra’s ear. “She doesn’t know what ‘punch it’ means.” 
 
    A sheepish grin came over her and she laughed apologetically. “Reminds me of someone I know,” she said, shooting Danica a familiar glance. Dani blushed and looked away. Returning her attention to the young ensign, Jegra clarified, “Just take us to those coordinates. Maximum speed.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the girl said. Her fingers danced across the touch-display of her console as she inputted the coordinates and then she paused. “Maximum speed, ma’am?” she asked, uncertain whether Jegra wanted the top cruising speed or the full slipstream drive. 
 
    “Maximum cruising speed,” she clarified. 
 
    “Right,” the girl said, embarrassed by her mistake. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry, Your Majesty,” Danica corrected, giving the ensign a sharp look. She had not patience for insubordination, rookie or not. 
 
    The girl gulped. “Y... yes, Your Majesty,” she echoed, heeding Danica’s prompt to address the empress properly. 
 
    “It’s quite all right,” Jegra said, giving the ensign’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “We all make mistakes. Just don’t let it happen again.” 
 
    Jegra turned and marched off the bridge. The girl looked up at Danica with a worried expression only to find the intimidating Dagon staring at her with an unforgiving gaze. 
 
    “Get it together, ensign,” she growled, then swiveled on her heel and double-timed-it to catch up to Jegra. 
 
    Danica matched Jegra’s brisk pace in the corridor and said, “You shouldn’t be so lenient with the crew members. It sets the wrong example. Dagons pride themselves on discipline. The girl was undisciplined and would benefit from a stern reprimanding.” 
 
    “And what example would that set?” Jegra asked, raising an eyebrow. “That I’m to be feared?” 
 
    “You’re the Empress of Dagon now. Whether you like it or not, you’re married to the most imposing figure in eight systems. If you show any sign of weakness, then your enemies will use that opportunity to exploit you.” 
 
    “Empathy and compassion are not weaknesses, Dani. One can be firm yet fair. And without fairness, all you have is tyranny. I set my course apart from Dakroth’s, and if that means an adjustment period for the officers, then, so be it.” 
 
    “You’re treating them like children.” 
 
    Jegra stopped mid-corridor and spun to face Danica. “Is not the Empress often referred to as the ‘Mother of Dagon’?” 
 
    Danica smacked her teeth in annoyance. “Yes, but—” 
 
    “But nothing,” Jegra said, cutting Danica off. Brushing her bangs out of her eyes, she smiled at Danica to let her know she wasn’t upset with her. “They are my children and it is my duty to watch out for them.” 
 
    “Just…be careful. You may be the empress of all Dagon now, but there are those who don’t recognize your authority.” 
 
    “You’re speaking of the rebel faction.” 
 
    “Yes. The Harbingers of Truth have grown emboldened as of recent. They are even going as far as to make public declarations against you.” 
 
    “I thought they were just a fringe cult.” 
 
    “They’re a growing cult with dangerous allegiances in the underground. And their whole platform hinges on not recognizing your authority. You will always be an outsider, Jegra. They do not accept you as rightful heir to the throne. In their minds they believe that Jennica is still technically the Supreme Empress of the Galaxy, as she never abdicated the throne, and Dakroth never issued a death certificate. They’re using her as a martyr to rally around. They are calling you the Illegitimate Imperatrix.” 
 
    “Jennica is dead,” Jegra answered with a scowl. “Nothing will change that.” She looked down at her hands with a profound sadness in her eyes. Jennica’s blood would be forever on her hands, and it ate her up inside. 
 
    Danica reached up and touched Jegra’s arm. “He gave you no choice,” she said in a soothing tone. 
 
    “There’s always a choice,” Jegra replied. 
 
    “She would have killed you. The throne meant everything to her. And, believe me, Jegra, she was just as vicious and power-hungry as he is. It was only a matter of time before the one turned on the other like a couple of Zalakian piranhas.” 
 
    “Maybe that would have been for the better,” Jegra replied. She wasn’t in the habit of throwing pity parties for herself, but this was one of her biggest regrets. She’d bashed Jennica’s brains in and splattered her skull across half the wall. It hadn’t been an honorable or even merciful death. It had come of pure brutality fueled by fear and rage. 
 
    In the back of her mind, she constantly chastised herself. She should have found another way out of Dakroth’s morbid death-trap, even if it had meant stealing away with Jennica and going on the lam, spending the rest of their lives playing a galactic game of cat and mouse with the emperor.  
 
    It was just as likely that Jennica would have slit Jegra’s throat in her sleep and returned to Dagon a hero, having harrowingly escaped her captor. But whichever way she spun it, at least Jegra’s hands wouldn’t be stained with the blood of an innocent woman’s life. 
 
    Jegra turned and continued up the corridor without saying another word. Danica followed close behind, practically treading on her heels. 
 
    It pained Danica to see Jegra taking it so hard, but she too remembered the grisly scene like it was yesterday. She recalled unlocking the doors and seeing the blood and gore so thick it dripped down the walls like gruel. And the vision haunted her even now. Still, she couldn’t imagine how much more difficult it must be for Jegra. 
 
    After taking Jegra’s side, Danica huffed out a frustrated sigh and said, “You’re wrong. The empire is far better off with you in charge, regardless of what anyone might say. Especially that zealot Dimeris Ferison and his cult of purist fanatics.” 
 
    “I appreciate your confidence in me,” Jegra said, walking under the arch of the door and into her quarters. Danica followed her in and let the door close behind them. 
 
    Once inside, Jegra stopped and turned to face Danica once more. “It means the world to me that you’re by my side. I don’t know what I’d do without you. You’ve made my life bearable in this inhospitable and cruel galaxy.” She reached up and touched Danica’s face and smiled. Her warm touch drew a pink blush from Danica in return and Jegra slowly leaned in to kiss her partner’s lips. 
 
    After a long kiss, Jegra drew away and turned her back to Danica. Pushing back her shoulders so her shoulder blades nearly met in the middle, she craned her neck and looked back at Danica with a harried look. “Help me out of this dress, please.” 
 
    Danica nodded and reached up with her lavender fingers and pastel pink nails, unhooked the elegant rust-colored dress at the top, and watched the back spread open as she ran the zipper down to the small of Jegra’s back. 
 
    Jegra loved this gown’s metallic shimmer and the fact that it clung to her body like silken mud. It sparked fond memories of the non-lethal mud bouts in the Arena, where the games were about the exploitation of the female combatants and the gratification of the audience. It still may have been demeaning, in a sense, but at least nobody had to die. 
 
    Jegra relaxed her shoulders and let the dress slip to the floor. It puddled beneath her and she elegantly arched her feet, pointing her toes downward so as not to snag them on the delicate fabric, and gracefully stepped out of the discarded garments as though she were stepping out of a cool lake after a scandalous yet refreshing dip. 
 
    With soft steps like that of a panther, she stalked across the bedroom floor and slipped into her satin sheets. “I’m beat,” she mumbled into a pillow. “Wake me when we get there.” 
 
    Danica nodded. “Is there anything else? Do you need me to draw you a bath?” But Danica’s question was met with the soft sound of snoring. She fetched the edge of the bedspread and folded the triangle end across so that it covered Jegra’s naked form as she tucked her into bed. 
 
    A gradual smiled formed on Danica’s lips and she bent down and kissed the side of Jegra’s cheek. “Sleep well, my empress. I will love you, forever and always.” 
 
    After scanning the room once, she determined it was secure and dimmed the lights, then exited Jegra’s quarters and headed back to the bridge. 
 
    In the dark of Jegra’s quarters, underneath a hand carved cherry oak desk, a small box with elaborate rosemaling sat. After a brief moment, the lid rattled and then cracked open; a golden tentacle made of light slipped out. 
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    Commander Lianica Blackstar greeted Danica with a formal salute across the left breast then relinquished the command chair. “Vice Admiral,” she said, gesturing for Danica to take the seat. 
 
    She was one of the few who knew of Danica’s former identity and had no problems mentioning it freely among close company. Danica knew Lianica did it simply to rub it in, her loss of station, and as a way to torment her that she was no longer a pure blood but now diminished to the life of a loathsome mod. 
 
    And even though becoming a mod was viewed as shameful in her culture, Danica had to do it under royal decree so as to change her biometric readout and keep a low profile. It would, at the very least, make it more difficult for bounty hunters to track her and she could easily pass through any space port using fake I.D.s with her new face. 
 
    It may not have been the path she had imagined her life taking, but Danica understood that Jegra had ordered her to do it because it would save her life. But for how long, she didn’t know. Emperor Dakroth was not the forgiving type. Surely, he’d sentence Danica to death for her failure at the battle of Sector B-13. He would brand her a deserter and a traitor and that’d be the end of it. 
 
    Even though she was no traitor, she knew that this passable fabrication would merely serve as a cover for the real reason he wanted her dead: Danica had stolen Jegra’s heart right out from under him and made a cuckold of him. Undeniably, this was an unforgivable offense, particularly to a man with such massive pride that it was in danger of collapsing in on itself and forming a black hole. Bringing such dishonor to her emperor could mean only one thing–public execution. 
 
    Not that she had any choice in the matter. Being extracted mid-battle by a Knight of Caelum wasn’t exactly something she could have anticipated, let alone defended against. Not in the middle of a ship to ship disruptor exchange. It was a bold move and had the signature stamp of Jegra all over it. Impetuous. Reckless. Fearless. All the things that made Jegra a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    Perhaps the only good to come out of the whole debacle was that the Dagon Imperial High Command had given Danica an honorable discharge, post mortem, assuming she’d been killed in battle. But even so, Lianica was resentful, and all she could see in Danica was a monumental failure, a disgrace to the very meaning of what it meant to be Dagon. 
 
    Commander Lianica Blackstar was headstrong and on a mission to make a name for herself. And one thing was clear: she wanted desperately to please the empress. But no amount of ambition could compete with the Vice Admiral’s thirty-six-years’ experience under Lord Dakroth. 
 
    Danica smiled tersely at Commander Blackstar and sat down in the captain’s chair. Aboard the empress’s ship, according to Imperial Law, the empress held the rank of Admiral of the Fleet, whereas the emperor held the rank of Lord and Commander of all militaries. 
 
    Annoyed by Lianica’s passive aggressiveness, Danica leaned back in her chair, crossed her legs, and looked straight ahead at a swath of purple nebulae that was spread across a starry dappled expanse. Beyond the bow of the ship, she watched two distant battlecruisers cutting across the cosmic vista as if in slow motion. 
 
    Danica put Lianica’s risky remarks out of her mind, and said, “Report.” 
 
    Her back to the vice admiral, Lianica stood beside the command chair and stared out at the same nebulae that had Danica mesmerized. Without taking her eyes off the vista, she replied, “We’ll arrive at Dakroth’s last known coordinates in about three hours. But we could get there in one, if we activated the slip-stream drive.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Danica said, waving her hand as though she were brushing the suggestion away. 
 
    “As you wish, Vice Admiral,” Blackstar answered. The commander’s voice tightened slightly, revealing the slightest hint of priggishness tucked into her tone. She smiled at Danica in a strained fashion that did little to hide her contempt. 
 
    Danica smiled back in an equally strained fashion that betrayed the fact that she had let Blackstar’s vitriol get under her skin. “You will refer to me as Danica Vallencia of Thessalonica, Head of the Royal Guard and Personal Bodyguard to her majesty, the Empress of Dagon. Now, if there’s anything else you wish to say to me, commander, there’s no better time to get it off your chest.” 
 
    Lianica Blackstar looked sideways at Danica out of the corner of her eye and then swiveled to face her. “Permission to speak freely, ma’am?” 
 
    “By all means,” Danica said amusedly. She steepled her fingers and leaned forward to listen. 
 
    “Your fall from grace is well known throughout the empire. And now you sit here as though nothing has happened.” 
 
    Danica’s eyes narrowed. She uncrossed her legs and then re-crossed them. “Go on, commander. Don’t let rank and protocol hold you back. Speak your mind.” 
 
    “Very well. If you’re not going to maintain your previous rank of Vice Admiral, I do believe ship protocol requires you to relinquish the command chair to your superior officer. Which would be me.” 
 
    By now, the rest of the bridge crew was watching them with a vested interest in how this little power struggle would pan out, and the sudden absorption in their catty exchange didn’t go unnoticed. Feeling that all eyes were on her, rather than Lianica, Danica vacated the seat and motioned for Lianica to resume command. 
 
    “I serve at the pleasure of the empress,” Danica stated in a regal fashion as she stepped aside. “And it is you, Commander Blackstar, whom she has seen fit to place in command of this vessel.” 
 
    “Some people are just better suited for the job,” Lianica said smugly, rubbing it in. 
 
    After an intense stretch of silence, Danica decided on diplomacy to save face. She cautiously edged up to Lianica and leaned in to whisper, as she didn’t think the rest of the crew needed to hear the rest of their private conversation. “Commander Blackstar, I serve the empress in another capacity now. Since I no longer hold an official rank, I acknowledge you are the commander of this vessel. I apologize if I overstepped.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” the commander replied, a subdued smile curling onto one corner of her mouth. “We all make mistakes. Some more than others.” 
 
    The extra dig merely added insult to injury, but Danica let it go. Of course, she wanted to slap the smug grin right off Lianica’s pretty little mouth, but there was nothing more to be said on the matter and dragging it out further would just reflect badly on her. All she could do now was roll with the punches. 
 
    Danica sent the curious faces of the crew a sharp glance which informed them to mind their own business and they quickly snapped back to work, pretending as though nothing of interest had transpired. Even the ones who didn’t have anything particularly pressing to do found busy-work to hold their attention. 
 
    “The bridge is yours, commander,” Danica said with an air of artificial nicety, and she stormed out into the corridor. 
 
    Lianica watched Danica go and the small curl at the corner of her mouth widened into a malicious grin. 
 
    Once Danica made it to the lift, safely out of sight, she mashed the button angrily. The doors slid shut and, in that moment of solitude, she found a volcanic rage bubbling up inside of her and she was unable to hold back her emotions. Letting out a roar, she smashed a fist against the elevator wall and then mumbled a flurry of obscenities. After her flare up, she took a deep breath and tried to compose herself best she could, but it wasn’t enough to hold back the torrent of tears that suddenly burst from her as though a deep well had overflowed. 
 
    The sudden switch in emotions caused her to giggle without intending to, and soon she stood laughing and sobbing simultaneously like a crazy person. With tears streaking her cheeks, she sniffled and wiped her nose on the back of her hand and then brushed down her uniform, soothing herself deliberately until she finally calmed down enough to regain some semblance of sanity. 
 
    It was clear to her that Jegra’s DNA had somehow impacted her with its ability to rewrite other species’ genetic information. It did so through the CRISPR gene altering technology that was built into her genetic code. Prolonged contact with Jegra’s skin, such as during sessions of coitus, meant one’s own DNA would slowly be rewritten. Altered to become more human. 
 
    Consequently, one of many peculiar side-effects of the genetic imprinting was that one developed the human characteristic of empathy–something entirely foreign to the Dagon way of life–and it was currently wreaking havoc on Danica’s ability to keep her emotions in check. 
 
    Everything seemed to have been thrown out of sync. Where she used to be decisive, she kept questioning herself. And, as was Dakroth’s greatest fear, this hesitancy made her weak. It made her question her motives. And it contradicted years of evolutionary theory that taught that only the strong survive–an adage no true Dagon would ever deny being true.  
 
    It was the preeminent Dagon belief that through following one’s self-serving nature, one can become stronger. Only the most selfish and opportunistic can thrive, the weak get taken advantage of, and this had been the Dagon way as long as she could remember. To question this meant her entire worldview was being called into question. All because of the fact that, in so following her selfish desires, she chose to get involved with the only woman who had any true power over her. 
 
    While in the throes of her little breakdown, the lift had gradually slowed and stopped. To her dismay, the doors had spread open to reveal two officers standing before the entrance. They stared at her with profound looks of discomfort. 
 
    The two male Dagon officers had witnessed the back end of her little meltdown and were obviously horrified. She caught herself mid-mumble and gave them the evil eye, letting the silence linger until they both squirmed in their military-issue boots. 
 
    “What?!” she snapped angrily. 
 
    Not wanting to cause a row, they dutifully stepped aside, one of them mumbling, “Nothing ma’am,” and they let her storm past them without saying so much as another word. 
 
    As soon as they boarded the lift and the elevator doors clamped shut, they would almost certainly gossip about her. After all, it was the Dagon way; be polite to one’s face then talk behind their backs the first chance you got. Make yourself strong by belittling others. But she couldn’t blame them. After all, she’d been acting like a lunatic all bloody morning. 
 
    When she finally arrived at her personal quarters she caught a glimpse of the mascara melting down her face like tribalistic war-paint in her reflection on the window that looked out onto space. Letting out a rather depressed sigh, she headed to the food synthesizer to order something that might help her relax after having had such a rotten day. Tapping on the panel, she input her order. “Dagon herbal tea, hot, and one nutrition bar with dehydrated fruit blend.” 
 
    The panel on the wall lit up as the food synthesizer unit hummed. A few seconds later, the light died down and she opened the panel and pulled out her food. The tea steamed, and its sweet aroma filled the room. 
 
    She took her things to a circular glass table and sat down in a navy-blue armchair. Having set her tea to the side, she crossed her legs and began to nibble on the nutrition bar as she stared vacantly out at the middle of the floor. She let out another pent-up sigh then reached for the tea when, without warning, Blackstar’s voice came across the ship’s comm. She pulled her hand back, letting it hover just above the cup’s handle, and waited to hear the full message. 
 
    “Blackstar to all hands, prepare to slipstream acceleration.” 
 
    Danica let out another sigh, this one angry. The commander had blatantly disregarded her orders. Obviously, she was trying to push her buttons even after she’d relinquished the battle. Reacting, Danica knew, would only compound things and make her situation worse. As such, she decided to let it go. She curled her finger around the glass teacup’s handle, brought it to her lips, and took a sip. 
 
    As she was setting her tea back down, everything in the room blurred. There was a low murmur that could be heard throughout the ship, like the pulsing of some vital organ, and everything, including the ship’s hull itself, slowly stretched out as time dilated. Once the brain adjusted to the time dilation, everything snapped back into its proper order and time resumed its normal pace. 
 
    The glass cup of steaming tea clinked down onto the glass table and Danica stood up and headed for the lavatory; if the tea couldn’t calm her, then maybe a nice, cleansing sonic shower would. 
 
    She shed her clothes at the foot of the shower stall, simply a ceiling high cylindrical glass tube with a metallic strip around the center of it that did little to conceal the person’s nudity within. 
 
    Still, it was an elegant design and took up minimal space. She preferred function over comfort anyway, and stepped inside, letting the glass door slide shut behind her. Once she was inside the stall, the glass went from transparent to a frosted white, and the metal band, which wrapped completely around the inside of the stall, began to hum, sending out pleasant vibrations that rippled across her skin. 
 
    The vibrations tickled the skin at first, but as they grew in strength and frequency it felt like being in the path of a massive bass speaker; the stimulation intensified until becoming a full-body massage, only with sound waves. 
 
    Gradually, the frequency increased and the vibrations tightened to the point where they could no longer be felt. Little by little, in patches all across her body, the inorganic particles and dead cells on the surface of her skin began to break apart and flake off. 
 
    White flecks of debris rose off her lavender colored body and hovered in the air briefly, then the tiny vacuum nozzles turned on inside the floor and ceiling of the shower and the organic waste was quickly sucked up into a small vacuum chamber where it was disposed of. 
 
    A moisturizing spray spritzed her from head to toe as the final stage of the shower cycle completed its cleansing procedure. 
 
    Danica pressed her forehead against the glass panel as the stall filled with steam. She remained troubled by her previous interaction with Lianica. It came as no surprise that Commander Lianica Blackstar Van Scarion reminded Danica of her former self. Headstrong. Obsessed with honor and duty and by making a name for herself in the Imperial Guard. She could see why Jegra had picked her as the one to command the Shard. 
 
    Danica sighed and waited as the shower ran through its final cleanse cycle. As the doors opened, another brief spritz of a finishing body perfume atomized in front of her. She walked through the cloud, which smelled like the ocean breeze, emerged from the tidy space and headed to her closet. 
 
    The moisture on her body cooled to a nice chill and caused her purple nipples to stand erect. She rummaged through her clothes, looking for the right outfit before settling on the white, leotard-styled dress. Skin-tight top and flowing skirt with a slit on either side to reveal her long, slender legs. 
 
    The skin-tight dress did little to conceal her erect nipples, and she brushed her fingers quickly across them. She threw on a wide, designer belt made from gold medallions which hung across her hips, forming themselves to her figure’s natural sway and tilt. 
 
    Danica found white leather strap sandals to go with the dress and slipped them on. Sitting on the edge of her bed, she did up the straps and then went over to a large chest at the edge of her room. Opening it, she lifted a dagger and sheath and strapped it to the inside of her thigh. She then pulled out two golden armbands that resembled coiled serpents. 
 
    She grabbed the serpent’s head, squeezed, and then snapped her wrist forward, extending her entire arm as though she was thrusting with a fencing sword. The snap of her wrist caused the serpent armband to uncoil and extend itself to form a long shank. Once she released her thumb from the head, the bracelet recoiled and returned to its previous form. 
 
    Satisfied with her selection, she slipped a serpent over each bicep and secured them on her upper arms. 
 
    Finally, she selected a carved golden cuff. She fitted it to her right wrist and then twisted it. A red laser beam flicked on and, aiming across the room, she deftly cut a leafy protrusion from her bedroom plant, a type of majestic fern, then quickly flicked off the beam again. She watched as the giant leaf fluttered to the floor and landed without so much as a sound. 
 
    “Makeup,” she said, and turned to face the wall mirror that hung on the inside of her door. She closed her eyes and a series of pinpoint blue and green lasers danced around her face, painting her flesh with a coat of semi-permanent makeup. She held perfectly still as the lasers tattooed the color right into her flesh. Of course, it was completely reversible; when she grew tired of her look she would merely have the lasers erase the colors in a reverse process. 
 
    The only thing the lasers couldn’t do permanently was eyelashes and brows; these were too fragile and transient. If one desired that dark, smoldering look, one still needed to use good old-fashioned mascara and eye liner. Danica opened her eyes and smiled at the glammed-up version of herself staring back at her. 
 
    She was about to go wake Jegra and run through some strategies for when they caught up with Dakroth’s captors when, unexpectedly, the ship’s red alert echoed throughout every compartment of the vessel. 
 
    Commander Blackstar’s voice came onto the comm. “Intruder alert,” she said. “An unknown entity has breached the bio-filters and we’re—” 
 
    When her voice cut out, Danica knew it wasn’t good news. Her first priority was the empress; securing the ship would have to wait. 
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    A mysterious pink glow flooded the main corridor. Danica couldn’t make out where the light energy was coming from, though it just seemed to saturate the entire ship. 
 
    On her way to Jegra’s quarters, Danica swung by the observation deck. It was the one room where she might be able to look outside the ship and see what was going on. 
 
    Racing into the room, she skidded to a halt. The pink light filled the room; she ran to the tinted ports and frowned at some kind of gelatinous goo that had smeared itself across the outside hull of the ship. That, however, wasn’t the strangest part. 
 
    In the middle of the observation deck, laid strewn about on the floor, was a ring of discarded uniforms, Including the undergarments of the officers. But not a body in sight. The officers themselves appeared to have disappeared without a trace, as though they’d vanished into thin air.  
 
    Danica rushed back out into the hallway and was halfway to Jegra’s quarters when she practically bumped into a female officer who was stuck to the wall as though she were a fly stuck to flypaper. Hanging at an awkward horizontal angel, she was writhing about with a sticky, restrained motion and moaning incoherently. 
 
    “Lieutenant Brei’alas, are you all right?” Danica asked, approaching the science officer. When she grew nearer, she discovered the woman’s eyes were rolled back in her head so that only the whites showed. “Lieutenant Brei’alas!” she hollered in a reprimanding tone, hoping to jolt the woman out of the bizarre trance. But it was no use. 
 
    Slowly, she extended her hand to touch the woman’s shoulder and try to pry her off from the wall when from behind her a voice rang out. 
 
    “Is she in pain?” 
 
    Startled, Danica withdrew her hand and quickly spun around to find the empress standing a few meters from her, gazing at the woman on the wall with the same level of concern. 
 
    “Thank the Gilded One you’re safe,” Danica said as she and Jegra met in the middle of the corridor. Jegra had on a burnt orange satin nightgown that had a sharp v-cut down the center. Merely a gossamer veil, the garment hugged her womanly form like a silk glove and molded itself to her voluptuous form. “As for whether or not she’s in pain,” continued Danica, “I don’t know. But, if you ask me, judging by the sounds of her moaning, I’d say she’s in a state of ecstasy.” 
 
    Jegra jutted a thumb over her shoulder and gestured at the empty corridor. “There are two more back that way. Same condition. What could be causing this?” 
 
    “My guess is that it has something to do with that pink aura that’s saturating the ship. But we’ll know more once we get to the bridge and run some scans of the anomaly,” Danica said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Jegra responded and, moving in unison, they marched up a branching corridor of the ship and made their way to the bridge. 
 
    The lights flickered in the command center as though something was draining the ship’s power, and Jegra stepped into the dimly lit room and let out a shocked gasp at what she saw. Danica, having followed Jegra in, drew back away from the grotesque form almost as soon as she could process what it was. It wasn’t like anything they’d ever seen before. 
 
    “What in Dagon is going on?” Danica asked in a hushed tone. Jegra shot her a baffled look and stood staring. Together, they cautiously took a step toward the undulating mass of flesh. 
 
    A flood of salacious moans washed over them and they stood before a tower of writhing blue bodies made up of the crew, and stared in dumfounded awe. It was like a living sculpture, a mass of at least thirty bodies high, and certainly as dense, that ran from the floor to the ceiling. It looked like a Vorean caterpillar trying to balance upright; its worm body wriggling to find the right balance, its myriad legs probing the air to help counterbalance its unstable body. 
 
    The pile of intertwined flesh seemed as though each person was glued to the next, but in such a way that their blue Dagon bodies held at impossible angles and inclinations and which defied natural law. Odder still, perhaps, was the vigorous and lewd exhalations that escaped their lips, even though not a single one of them seemed to be consciously aware of the erotic acts they were performing. It was as if they they’d become a hive-mind and they were all drones merely satisfying the lustful needs of their lubricious queen. 
 
    Both Danica and Jegra simultaneously gasped when they saw who sat upon the hive. At the top of the heap of tangled bodies was Lianica. She leaned back in a reclined position, the extremities of her fellow crew, their arms and legs, forming a kind of organic throne just for her. But her eyes remained eerily vacant as she stared out at nothingness. 
 
    As if by instinct, she slowly slid her hand down her cobalt blue body and gently reached down between her smoldering thighs with roving fingers. Her face altered slightly, an expression of shock almost, and then she bit her bottom lip and moaned out loud, the proof of the gratifying tactile engagement manifesting in the form of thick beads of sweat which added to the sheen of her already glistening chest. 
 
    The orgasm she experienced rippled through the tangle of bodies like a wave. When she moaned a second time, everyone in the orgy joined her in a chorus of orgasmic professions that rang throughout the corridors of the ship. 
 
    “What could be causing this?” Jegra wondered aloud. 
 
    “It must have something to do with that pink substance engulfing the ship,” Danica replied. 
 
    “What substance?” Jegra asked, turning to Danica. 
 
    “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Some kind of buildup of slime. Algae, maybe. I won’t know until I retrieve some physical samples and run tests.” 
 
    “In hyperspace?” Jegra asked. “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of,” Danica replied. “Which is why we have to bring the ship to a stop and get to the bottom of this before we succumb to the effects as well….” Her voice trailed off as she got swept away by her thoughts. 
 
    “What is it?” Jegra asked, urging Danica to finish her thought. 
 
    “Nothing, I was just…thinking.” 
 
    Lianica screamed out as she orgasmed again atop the heap, interrupting the two women’s discussion and distracting them. They glanced up in time to watch as the orgasm trickled down among all the members stuck in the entanglement, and Jegra couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow. 
 
    Danica rushed over to a control panel that ran along the far wall and started digging through the ship’s systems. 
 
    “That’s weird,” she said. 
 
    “What is?” Jegra asked, gradually sauntering over to Danica and edging up beside her. She looked down at the display, which had glowing graphs and charts and all kinds of readouts she couldn’t make heads or tails of. 
 
    “All systems are nominal,” Danica answered. “There’s no indication of anything out of the ordinary. And the slipstream anti-matter drive is functioning well within recommended parameters. The main fusion reactor seems to be running a little hot, but nothing that should raise any concerns.” 
 
    “Scan for alien lifeforms,” Jegra said. 
 
    “I already have,” Danica answered. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Nothing registers. So, at least, we know it’s not sentient.” Danica raised her eyes until they locked with Jegra’s, a perplexed look plastered across her face. 
 
    Another orgasm rippled throughout the living sculpture of Dagon bodies. 
 
    Jegra turned and looked at the heaving, gasping, and fluid-secreting tangle of people and thought to herself for a moment. No more than a handful of seconds had passed when the shrill wail of a warning alarm went off. As it blared noisily, Jegra looked to Danica. “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    Danica checked the control panel again and then mumbled, “No, no, no.” She slammed her palm down against the glass display of the control panel, the lights flickered briefly, their colors dimming then coming back to full. 
 
    “That really doesn’t sound good,” Jegra repeated, placing a hand on her hip and tilting her head curiously at Danica as she waited to be brought up to speed. 
 
    “It says the hyperborean quad fusion core is now overheating.” 
 
    “I thought you said—” 
 
    “I know what I said,” Danica snapped, growing frustrated with this whole situation. 
 
    Jegra left it alone. She knew Danica was freaking out as much as she was so she kept her voice calm and controlled. After all, it’s what a queen would do. “I thought there were redundancies to prevent that from ever happening.” 
 
    “There are,” Danica replied. “The slime must be clogging up the slipstream dark energy ram scoops and causing the coolant system to feedback on itself.” 
 
    “How do we fix it?” Jegra asked. 
 
    As if on cue, the moment the question was aired, Lianica moaned out again, her prurient breath passing over her Prussian blue lips. “Ahhh…” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Danica snapped, irritated by the lewd interruptions. Turning back to Jegra, she stroked her chin and thought for a moment. “We’re going to need to head down to engineering and shut down the hyperborean drive manually.” 
 
    “I see,” Jegra said. 
 
    Danica brought up a cut-away map of the ship’s internal layout. Her finger landed on a red glowing section at the mid-aft area of the ship and she frowned. “But we won’t be able do that until we syphon off the heat from the engines; the excess heat has spilled into main engineering.” 
 
    “We could wear the EV suits,” Jegra suggested. 
 
    Danica shook her head in a way that seemed like she was warning Jegra that was a bad idea. “The doors are sealed. The only way in is to get the coolant system back online. Until then, it’s a nuclear death trap.” 
 
    “What if we just jettison the core then send out an SOS and wait for a pick up?” 
 
    “I’d only recommend that as a last resort. Being stuck in hyperspace–there’s no telling what will happen to the core once it passes through the electromagnetic barrier of the shield. It could detonate the moment it makes contact with the other side.” 
 
    Jegra snapped her fingers and looked right at Danica. “I have an idea,” she extolled optimistically. It didn’t seem to fit with the direness of their situation, which caused Danica to grow curious. 
 
    Jegra pivoted back toward the exit, headed off the bridge, and stepped into the corridor. “Follow me,” she beckoned with the wave of her hand. 
 
    Danica shrugged and followed after Jegra. Now she was really curious. What did Jegra know that she didn’t? 
 
    After a few minutes of racing through the empty corridors, they arrived at Jegra’s quarters. 
 
    “Why are we back at your quarters?” 
 
    As the doors parted and let them in, Jegra glanced over her shoulder at Danica. “Can you keep a secret?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    In the far corner of the room, Jegra pulled the wooden box out from under the fancy antique writing desk and set it on top of the desk. She gave Danica a stern look, as if to say this stays between us, then slowly opened the lid. 
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    Danica’s eyes lit up with terrified revelation as she peered into the antique box. Golden light streamed across her face and a tiny space squid rose out from the container and began hovering before them. 
 
    “It’s…it’s…” Her voice faltered as she stumbled over the myriad of frantic thoughts that rushed through her mind. And she had questions. Questions like: why in the seven systems would Jegra have one of these monstrosities? and: how in the galaxy did she acquire it? 
 
    The DSC, or Dagon Science Council, had been trying to capture one of these things for decades with no luck. They were as elusive as they were destructive. Yet, here was one, riding along as Jegra’s pet. 
 
    “Where in the bleedin’ galaxy did you get that monstrosity?” 
 
    Jegra shot Danica a harsh look. “This little monstrosity is going to save our lives,” she confidently informed Danica. “And his name is La’Garren.” 
 
    “La’Garren?” Danica inquired. “You named it after the most famous gladiator to have ever lived?” 
 
    “Seemed fitting. A most powerful name for a most powerful being.” 
 
    Danica rolled her eyes and spoke out of the corner of her mouth. “All right, then.” 
 
    Jegra held up her hand and made a fist, leaving only her pinky finger stretched out. The glowing squid hovered close and wrapped a radiant tendril around her finger. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Danica asked in a worried voice. She stepped forward and took a grappling posture just in case she needed to wrangle Jegra away from the creature. Jegra merely raised her hand and gestured for her to hold back. 
 
    “It’s how he communicates. Although he’s just an infant, he already understands basic mental commands; they speak using images–a kind of telepathy.” 
 
    The baby space squid let go of Jegra’s finger and wafted about in the air for a moment, as though it were processing some kind of command code. 
 
    “What did you tell it?” Danica asked. 
 
    “I told him he could have a nice meal by heading down to the engine room.” 
 
    They were about to turn to leave when the emergency alarm for a core meltdown began to blare. 
 
    “In that case, I sure hope he’s hungry,” Danica said, leading the way out of the room and to main engineering, “because things just got serious.” 
 
    The baby space squid trailed after both women as if he were a helium balloon tethered to them by a string, pulling up the rear. By the time they’d made it through the winding corridors to engineering, steam was coming out from under the doors, and both women looked down. 
 
    “I sure hope nobody was trapped in there,” Jegra said. 
 
    Danica tried to open the doors by hitting the panel, but it was no use. She manually opened the access panel to the wiring to see if she could hotwire a door release, but that was no use either. The wiring was melted into a nonfunctioning mess that smelled of copper and burnt plastic. 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to do it the old-fashioned way,” Jegra said. She reached out and jammed her fingers into the space where the sliding doors met and gripped down. The metal door crumbled beneath her grip and her hands began to smoke and sizzle. Jegra screamed out in pain as she pried the doors apart with burning hands. 
 
    Intense energy pierced the opening and Danica had to shield her eyes and look away. Jegra stepped aside once the opening was big enough for the baby space squid to slip through, and as he flew by she whispered, “Bon appetite.” 
 
    The space squid flew through the opening and into the glowing hot room. 
 
    Danica rushed over to Jegra, gripped her by the wrists, and flipped her hands over so they faced palm up. Her flesh looked like seared hamburger. “Are you insane?” 
 
    “Got singed pretty good,” Jegra grunted, trying to suppress the pain. “But I’ll live.” 
 
    “You’re bleeding,” Danica said. 
 
    “I don’t have time to bleed,” Jegra quipped, drawing her wrists back. 
 
    Danica let her go, but not before giving her a concerned look. 
 
    “I’m fine. Really. I am. Now, all we need to do is get back to the bridge and make sure that when La’Garren cools down the engines, we don’t drop out of hyperspace and crash into a moon or get sucked into a black hole.” 
 
    Without warning, Jegra charged up in the middle of the corridor, collapsed to her knees, and groaned. Danica rushed to her side and knelt down, placing a gentle hand on Jegra’s shoulder. “Because,” she relayed through a clinched jaw, “Ever since you touched me I’ve been going out of my mind with the desire to rip your clothes off and take you here and now.” 
 
    Jegra’s right hand reached out to grab Danica, but she caught it with her left. “It seems that you’re the only one that’s immune,” Jegra managed to say with some effort. 
 
    “Because I’m a mod,” Danica said, only half certain. 
 
    “There’s not time to discuss the details. We’ve…got…ngh...to…” Jegra grunted even louder and collapsed to her side, then, after straining against her own body–which was acting as though it were possessed by some kind of demon–fell onto her side and curled up into a fetal position. 
 
    Her face turned beet red, as she fought off the pure sensation of lust and the urge to force herself on Danica. That’s when the intensity of it hit her. It was so powerful, she had to fight just to stay conscious. 
 
    “I can hear them,” Jegra muttered. 
 
    “Who? Who can you hear?” Danica asked. 
 
    “My mind…it’s…ngh…somehow linked with the others. It’s…ngh…overwhelming.” 
 
    “How is this even possible?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered with great effort, fighting off the flood of voices that penetrated her consciousness. “But it feels like I’m losing my mind. Go!” she shouted. “Hurry.” 
 
    Danica, reluctant to leave the empress’s side, did as ordered and slowly turned away. As difficult as it was leaving her like that, she had her orders: Save the ship. 
 
    Back on the bridge, Danica’s fingers danced across the controls of the navigation station as she frantically charted a clean exit point. Once she got the coordinates inputted, all she had to do was watch the fusion core temperature levels. Once they dropped back down to optimal range, she’d hit the button and bring the ship full stop. 
 
    “Danica,” a voice whispered. 
 
    She looked up to find Lianica Blackstar, perched on top of the heap of bodies like a sex goddess, staring down at her. Danica was about to turn away and ignore her when, all of a sudden, Lianica began to slide down the tangle of bodies. Arms helped guide her down and gently set her on the floor as if she were royalty. 
 
    Her dainty toes met the cold floor and she stepped away from the living sculpture. Even as she broke with the strange entity, her mind remained connected by whatever strange force was at play. 
 
    Lianica’s body glistened with her own sweat and the residue of sixty other participants. She took a step forward, her feet flattening under the weight of her hourglass figure, her perfectly rounded hips causing her to walk with a seductive gait, her hips swiveling side to side as she drew nearer and nearer. 
 
    “Stay back!” Danica warned. 
 
    Lianica ran her fingers down her own body, touching her collarbone and gliding them down her torso, around the cusp of her breasts, and to the soft patch of snow-white hair nestled between her thighs. “I need you here,” she said in a sultry voice. 
 
    Danica watched with a disinterested gaze as Lianica brought her glistening fingers to her lips and slowly opened her mouth. 
 
    There was a strange shuddering throughout the ship and without warning the main power cut out. Danica brought up auxiliary power and slammed her fist down onto the controls, bringing the ship abruptly out of hyperspace. The ship’s engines went cold and time dilated as the ship re-entered normal space, everything slowing down. 
 
    With the ship having dropped out of hyperspace, the Shard began to drift aimlessly in the vacuum of space. The pink slime that coated every part of the ship quickly hardened in the near absolute zero temperature and began to break away in chunks as if it were a frozen Jell-O, a strange Earth food that Jegra had dared Danica to eat one drunken night and which still caused her to have nightmarish flashbacks of the hideous sensation of it as it wriggled and slid around in her mouth like a gelatinous alien life form. 
 
    Once the strange pink gel began to break off from the ship, the glow dissipated and the pile of Dagons slid to the floor. Bodies smacked wetly against the cold deck of the bridge, and people lay strewn about groaning from the pain of their physical exertion and complaining of splitting headaches. 
 
    Lianica, awakening from her spell, looked down in mortified shock at her blue-skinned nudity and then up at Danica. Quickly covering herself up best she could, she asked, “What the Helios happened? Why am I bare?” 
 
    Just then the bridge doors opened and La’Garren flew into the room and pulled up next to Danica as though it were the most natural thing for him to do. 
 
    Lianica looked at the space squid with a startled look, then back at Danica, and before she could piece together what in the world was going on, she passed out and collapsed to the floor. 
 
    “Good work, little fella,” Danica said, staring down at an incapacitated Lianica with a smug smile on her face. 
 
    The baby squid pulsed with yellow light, getting paler and dimmer like a Dagon firefly on a warm summer’s night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lianica awoke to find herself in her own bed. As she sat up, a little too abruptly, she clasped her head and moaned in agony as the throbbing headache pounded her skull relentlessly. Then she reached between her legs and groaned as another painful throbbing manifested itself. As the dim recollection of what had transpired gradually came back to her, she groaned again out of the indignity of it all. 
 
    “Good, you’re awake,” a voice said. 
 
    Lianica startled and swiveled in the direction the voice had come from. Sitting in the corner of her room and looking up from a book was Danica. 
 
    “What are you doing in my private quarters?” Lianica sneered at her sworn rival. She didn’t mean to sound as menacing as she had, but she didn’t take kindly to the intrusion. She was a rather private individual and having an uninvited guest lounging in her quarters while she was sleeping made her most wary. 
 
    “Only to make sure you were recovering all right. Sickbay is filled to capacity with crew members. And since I’m the only one who seemed to be unaffected by the strange anomaly, which, after running some scans, I now think was a kind of algae that, miraculously enough, grew exponentially in the hyperspace displacency, I volunteered to monitor you until you found yourself well enough to return to active duty.” 
 
    “Volunteer? But why would you do that?” Lianica asked, her face squinting in bewilderment at the selfless act. “We’re not exactly friends.” 
 
    “Because,” Danica replied, her voice growing serious. “This ship needs its commanding officer. And, the last time I checked, that is still you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lianica replied, relinquishing her tough-girl façade, “I see.” For one second, she let slip the slightest of smiles. Something genuine. Something heartfelt. 
 
    Lianica groggily climbed out of bed and looked down at the dark purple, two-piece nighty she had on. The top was a satin camisole and the bottoms consisted of barely a triangular patch. Lianica found the nighty both sexy and in good taste. 
 
    “You pick this out?” she asked. 
 
    “I felt it suited you,” Danica replied. 
 
    “It’s nice.” Another smile formed on her face as she continued to examine the fabric, running it through her fingers.  
 
    Danica nodded approvingly. 
 
    “Can I get you something to drink? Some tea perhaps?” Lianica offered, thumbing over her shoulder at the food synthesizer. She wasn’t sure what else she could offer in way of showing her gratitude, but she was grateful for Danica’s taking care of her and wanted to offer the slighted token of thanks in return. 
 
    “Tea would be perfect,” Danica replied. 
 
    Lianica fetched them both a nice cup of Dagon herbal tea and sat down across from her. 
 
    They sat sipping their tea, not saying anything for the longest time and then, finally, they both spoke up simultaneously. Interrupting each other, they stopped, shared and awkward glance and chortled softly at their bad timing.  
 
    “You go ahead,” Danica said. 
 
    “No, you go. I insist.” 
 
    “Alright.” Danica sighed and set her tea down on the small glass coffee table between the two reading chairs in which they sat, and looked across the divide at Lianica. She blinked her golden eyes contemplatively and then took a deep breath. Finally, she got up the nerve to ask what she’d been dying to ask ever since she had come aboard the Shard. “Why do you hate me so much?” 
 
    “I don’t hate you. I envy you,” Lianica answered. “All my life I aspired to be like you. More than that; I wanted to be you.” 
 
    “That doesn’t explain why you’ve been so cold toward me. Or why you constantly run me down and attack me.” 
 
    “I know there’s no excuse for my behavior. All I can offer is an explanation. You see, I had to watch my heroine fall from grace and take the job of a common slave. I hated that you compromised. I hated that you gave up and let it happen without so much as a fight. I hated the weakness I saw in you. It infuriated me and pushed me to do better. Pushed me to never show an ounce of weakness.” 
 
    “Surely, you realize I had no choice in the matter; The emperor wants me dead, and Jegra, your empress, is merely protecting me the only way she knows how.” 
 
    “By concealing you among the commoners. I know. It’s just that…it’s not fair.” 
 
    “On that we can both agree.” 
 
    They shared another soft giggle and then Lianica continued on with her explanation regarding her actions. 
 
    “I figured if it happened to you then it could happen to anybody. Even me. And I swore I wouldn’t let it befall me. I swore to be stronger than you. Tougher than you.” 
 
    “Bitchier than me,” Danica added. 
 
    Lianica grinned. “Yes, and that.” She let out a small laugh, then cleared her throat and looked at Danica. “Then, when I found out you were coming aboard, all that rage and insecurity came flooding back. And I took it out on you. In retrospect, I believe I could have handled it in a more professional manner and that my overreaction was, itself, an act of weakness.” 
 
    Danica stood up abruptly and Lianica grew tense, not knowing what she was about to do. Closing the distance between them, Danica put her hand on Lianica’s head and drew her into her abdomen so that her cheek was pressed against her warm belly. “You’re not weak, Lianica. You’re one of the strongest women I know. And, for what it’s worth, I forgive you.” 
 
    Lianica wrapped her arms around Danica’s waist and squeezed tight, letting her know she was grateful for her forgiveness and understanding. She kissed Danica just below her bellybutton and then hugged her again. 
 
    Danica held Lianica’s face to her soft stomach until their combined heat, spurred on by their racing hearts, made the burning desire welling up inside her unbearable and she let go her hold. Withdrawing from the embrace, she turned to leave when, unexpectedly, she felt Lianica’s hand grasp her by the wrist and halt her. 
 
    “Please, stay.” 
 
    Danica looked back and smiled. “You know I can’t,” she replied. 
 
    Lianica looked away and Danica could sense that she felt rejected. Reaching over, she grabbed Lianica’s chin and drew it back so they were facing one another again. Danica slowly leaned in and kissed Lianica on her deep blue lips. 
 
    It was a long, sultry kiss that neither of them could have anticipated and, afterward, they shared another lingering gaze as they tried to process what it all meant. Danica shook her head, as if to say no, this could never be, and turned to leave. “I’m sorry,” she said as she scurried out of the room. “I have to go.” 
 
    Once outside of the commander’s quarters, Danica strode across the corridor and leaned against the wall, trying to calm her racing heart. Throwing her head back in frustration, she slammed her forehead against the wall. Then she did it again. And again. “What the hell were you thinking, Danica? Get a hold of yourself.” 
 
    Just then the two Dagon officers she’d met earlier at the lift came around the corner of the corridor. They stopped in their tracks when they saw her bashing her head into the side of the wall repeatedly and then lowered their gazes and passed by without saying a word. She merely glowered at them in return. 
 
    She was pretty certain that half of the crew thought she was completely insane. 
 
    A few minutes later she stormed into Jegra’s quarters and began pacing in the middle of the room. Jegra was feeding La’Garren an energy pellet she’d synthesized and he was curled up on her bosom, tucked snuggly into her cleavage like a small kitten. 
 
    Noticing that Danica was in a nervous kerfuffle, Jegra raised a finger and was about to ask what the matter was when Danica blurted out, “I kissed Lianica.” 
 
    Jegra closed her hand and calmly withdrew it. She looked at Danica’s flustered face and smiled. “That’s wonderful news. So, when’s the wedding?” 
 
    “Har, har. Very funny. But it’s killing me inside. I feel like I’ve cheated on you.” 
 
    “Because you kissed a woman and liked it?” 
 
    “No, because I kissed a woman who wasn’t you.” 
 
    “Danica,” Jegra said, letting out a long sigh. “You know me well enough to know I’m not built like that. As long as I have the smallest piece of your heart, I’m satisfied. The way I see it, there is more love inside you than can be contained. If you want to share that love, then, for the life of me, I cannot see how that would make the world a lesser place. So, love who you wish. You can be with whoever you please, and whoever pleases you in return, because in that union you’ll find happiness. And my love for you is bigger than that; I only ever care about your well-being and happiness.” 
 
    Danica threw up her arms. “I know! It’s just that…” 
 
    “Let me guess, you surprised yourself and don’t know why you like her so much, is that it?” 
 
    “Yeah. How’d you guess?” 
 
    “Trust me, you’re getting yourself worked up over nothing.” 
 
    “We were practically biting each other’s heads off this morning. Then some weird space algae that somehow exists in the folds of hyperspace plastered us with its psychedelic love goop and, the next thing you know, Lianica and I are trying to tear each other’s clothes off. Not under the influence of the lust inducing algae, mind you, but because of some strange attraction that, apparently, secretly exists between us.” 
 
    “You know what it would be like though, right? It would kind of be like fucking yourself,” teased Jegra. 
 
    “Because we’re so much alike? Or because we’re both royal bitches?” 
 
    “Now you’re getting it!” Jegra added with a snap of her fingers. 
 
    “Ha, ha. You’re full of wisecracks today, a real comedian. But I wouldn’t quit my day job if I were you” Danica put her hands on her hips to let Jegra know how unfunny her joke was. After pacing the floor a bit more, she stopped and looked into Jegra’s brown eyes. “Please, Jegra, be serious. This isn’t any laughing matter. I kissed Lianica.” 
 
    Jegra nodded patiently, as if to let Danica know she’d already said as much, and gently placed the sleeping squid baby, made of radiant energy, back in his box and closed the lid as though she were tucking in a newborn. She strode over to Danica and placed her hands over her blue shoulders, looked deep into her amber eyes, and gave a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “As your empress, I order you to go back to Lianica’s quarters and tell her how you really feel.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No buts, Dani. Just be honest with her. Be honest with yourself. And come what may, at least you had the courage to be true to who you are.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked, brushing her ombre hair away from her golden eyes and looking into Jegra’s brown ones. 
 
    “If I need you, I’ll know where to find you.” 
 
    Jegra’s warm smile elicited the same from Danica and she slowly withdrew from the room. Sending a hesitant look across her shoulder, Jegra motioned for her to stop diddle-daddling and just go. She smiled one last time and then took her leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several minutes later, Danica was standing beneath the archway of Lianica’s open door with Lianica staring at her, a mystified expression pressed upon her face. “You came back.” 
 
    Danica’s chest heaved as she took in a deep breath to try and calm herself. Then, without saying so much as a word, Danica reached out, clasped Lianica by the nape of her neck, and reeled her in. Their lips crashed together and they shared a deep, satisfying kiss. The second in just as many hours. 
 
    Lianica’s eyes lit up with excitement and the women stumbled back into the room together. “Are you sure?” she asked between the soft smacking noise of wet kisses. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Danica whispered. 
 
    As the doors shut behind them, out in the hallway the two officers, returning from their rounds, looked at each other and shrugged. Without speaking of what they had just witnessed, they continued on down the corridor as though nothing was out of place. Just another ordinary day on the Shard. 
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    “Dropping out of hyperspace, now,” informed Commander Lianica Blackstar. The empress stood next to the commander and watched eagerly as Novac Tamoran’s vessel appeared on the wall-sized vid-monitor which filled the ship’s front view portal. 
 
    “Right where we expected them to be.” 
 
    “Rather convenient,” Danica said. “It looks like a trap, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s most definitely a trap,” Jegra said, folding her arms across her chest as she frowned at the enemy vessel. 
 
    Lianica looked over at Danica and they shared a confidential smile between them as the satisfying recollections of last night impressed upon them both. Turning to Jegra, Commander Blackstar tugged at her white military jacket, straightening the sharp shoulder pads and golden tassels and cleared her throat. “What are my orders, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Jegra rubbed her chin and ran through her options. 
 
    The Shard didn’t have powerful disruptor cannons, just pulse beams for breaking up asteroids, so, she couldn’t fire a warning blast. Although the two class nine Dagon fighters parked in the shuttle bay were equipped with heavy disruptors. Flying in with an escort would send a message. 
 
    She could also beam aboard wearing her Knights of Caelum armor. Although, she felt that might be a bit over dramatic. Yet another option would be to take the diplomatic approach and go as herself; as Empress of the Dagon Empire. 
 
    “Send them a message that I’m coming aboard. I’ll need a couple of escorts as my personal shuttle doesn’t have any firepower. Danica, you take one fighter and find a second pilot for the other.” 
 
    “I’ll fly it,” Commander Blackstar said. 
 
    Jegra looked at her and then nodded. Although it wasn’t protocol, there weren’t any rules against it. And she strongly doubted Blackstar would take no for an answer. 
 
    “All right then, you’re both with me.” 
 
    Jegra turned and began making her way to the shuttle bay. Blackstar raised her hand and motioned to the comms officers to relay the message with a quick gesture.  
 
    Out in the corridor, Danica stood waiting for Lianica near the entrance. Once they were in the corridor together, Lianica said in a hushed tone. “I hope I didn’t cause any trouble between you and the empress.” 
 
    “It’s quite all right,” Danica said. “We talked it through and, surprisingly, she was a little more than supportive. I think she’s beginning to think more and more like a Dagon woman every day. Promiscuity before romance, and all that.” 
 
    “So promiscuity isn’t a problem for her? But I thought her species was mainly monogamous.” 
 
    “They are. But, as you are certainly aware, Jegra’s no ordinary woman.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, it’s lucky she got stuck with us rather than the Nyctans. They’d have her swearing off sex for the rest of her life.” 
 
    “Not Jegra,” Danica laughed. “She’d probably turn them into a sex cult before they managed to convert her.” 
 
    Both women laughed in unison as they came around the bend to find Jegra standing there waiting for them. 
 
    With a toss of her long brown hair, she smiled at them both and asked, “What’s so funny?” 
 
    Both Danica and Lianica looked at each other and blushed. Lianica was the first to respond. “Nothing of importance, Your Grace.” 
 
    Jegra squinted at them both then let it go. “Right.” Turning on her heels, she beckoned them to keep up with her. “This way, ladies, if you’d be so kind.” 
 
    The entrance to the shuttle bay parted and Jegra strode across the flight deck to her shuttle craft. Both Lianica and Danica climbed into the strange, five-point light fighters, which looked like skewed stars drawn by a child rather than combat spacecraft. 
 
    As strange as they appeared aesthetically, however, being Dagon fighters meant they were armed to the teeth with far more firepower than any other vessel their size. Jegra knew that having them as an escort would send Novac Tamoran a clear message not to mess with her. 
 
    Jegra climbed into her shuttle, settled into her seat, and looked out her view portal at Dani and Lianica, who were settling into their cockpits. Tapping her controls, she shut the clamshell doors and then brought the main engines online. The ship’s system hummed to life and the blue repulsor beam droned with a deep pulse that sounded like a washing machine undulating a rinse cycle, but instead of tossing around clothes, it tossed around particles and created a blue static-bubble which enabled the ship to lift off the flight deck. 
 
    Her fingers danced across a various assortment of colored buttons, red, yellow, orange and green, all of the blinking in response to her touch. The maneuvering thrusters ignited with small two-second bursts, and the shuttle gradually turned toward the inner wall of the ship’s hull. 
 
    Using a new technology they’d acquired, the ship’s hull melted away, as if made of liquid metal, and revealed the open expanse of space to her. Jegra tapped the controls again, her shuttle’s primary thrusters came on, and the small white vessel shot out of the hangar and into open space. 
 
    Both fighters, distinctive in their five-pronged design, trailed closely behind the empress’s shuttle. Once they were fully away, both fighters took the typical escort flight pattern and buzzed Tamoran’s clunky freighter that hung before them like a massive, angular, deformed shark. 
 
    Accompanying either side of Jegra’s shuttle, her wingmen let off a few warning blasts at the giant pirate ship. Green bolts of energy streaked across Tamoran’s bow, practically singeing it, alerting him to their presence, and to the fact that the Empress wasn’t arriving unarmed. 
 
    The energy bolts flew past Novac Tamoran’s ship, nearly scorching his paint off, they passed so close, and then continued off into the blackness of space. Eventually their energy would dissipate as entropy sucked the life out of the plasma bolts, but that’s why disruptors only really worked in close combat. Laser canons worked a little better at long distances; their controlled beams were continuously fed power from the ship. But only battle cruisers had enough power to charge super massive lasers required to do any serious damage. And, of course, there were high yield missiles for those medium range attacks where disruptors weren’t enough but super lasers were overkill. 
 
    Jegra received a communications hail from Tamoran’s vessel and brought up the audio. “This is the Empress of Dagon,” she started, not giving the caller a chance to speak first. “I’m en route to your ship. You will permit me to board or be destroyed.” 
 
    “Why of course, your grace,” Tamoran’s voice replied in a glib tone, the comm crackled softly, signifying the fact that his technology was rather dated. “I welcome you aboard with open arms.” 
 
    Jegra tapped the button and cut the chatter and then sent out an encoded message to both fighters. It simply read, “Keep company until mission complete.’” Two WILCOs came across the monitor in reply. 
 
    Jegra slowed her craft to docking speed and hovered in front of the pirate vessel’s large hangar doors, which opened with a clunky, aggravating slowness. Their heavier-than-usual weight meant that Tamoran had reinforced the entire ship’s hull with extra plating to shield it from disruptor fire. She imagined it could take a heavy beating, if need be. 
 
    Once the hangar doors were fully retracted, she brought her ship inside and looked for a place to set down. Unlike her brand new, clinically clean vessel, Tamoran’s landing bay looked like a veritable salvage dump of spare parts and random junk. Finding a place to set down proved to be a bigger challenge than she had anticipated. 
 
    As the hangar doors began to close again, she saw both fighters streak past the gradually narrowing opening as they ran circles around Tamoran’s vessel. Buzzing around the ship like a couple of menacing wasps, the fighters acted as a quaint reminder that should he try anything disreputable, he’d be shot out of the sky and turned into the same type of space debris that littered his landing bay floor. 
 
    Eventually, she found an opening large enough to accommodate her craft and set the shuttle down on the landing pad. The retractable landing arms of the craft unfolded just in time, and the ship landed with a soft clank. The hydraulic limbs whined with resistance as the ship sank down then was pushed upright again as the ship automatically steadied itself. After locking into position, the hydraulics decompressed, letting out a hiss of air, and no sooner had the air settled than the clamshell doors swooped open and Jegra stepped out.  
 
    She did a quick scan of the hangar, searching for hidden threats, but found it was empty. Not so much as a greeting party to meet her; she wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad sign. 
 
    She shrugged and pinched the form-fitting dress at her hips, giving it a firm jerk to stretch out any wrinkles that may have formed when she crouched under the clamshell door, and stepped down on the three retractable stairs as she came onto Tamoran’s ship. Straightening her posture, she pushed out her chest and glanced around the room one more time just to be on the safe side. 
 
    She imagined Tamoran was playing it safe. He knew what she wanted, and he wasn’t going to get in her way. Then again, with a man as unscrupulous as Novac Tamoran, it was sometimes hard to tell when he was being cunning or when his cowardice simply compelled him to act in his best interests. He could, after all, simply be biding his time, waiting for the opportune moment to strike. 
 
    She headed to the entrance and stepped through the large sliding doors that led out into the corridor. Once inside the long, branching veins of the ship’s anatomy, she tapped the bracelet on her wrist and brought up a holographic display of the ship’s technical blueprints; the display itself also happened to be blue. 
 
    With her free hand, she stuck her fingers into the projection and spread them wide. Cutaways of the ship’s interior decks incrementally spread apart and hung suspended in midair. She briefly studied the layout of the ship and then reached in and pinched one of the sections as though she were reaching into a dealer’s deck to pull out a card. As she brought the selected layer to the top, the remaining layers folded back up and vanished from the projection. The main cut-out contained a blinking red dot that signified the location of Emperor Dakroth. 
 
    [*Genetic signature identified*] the computer voice chirped from her smart-bracelet. She double tapped the blinking red dot and then a thin green line traced its way through the blueprints of the corridors, highlighting for her the quickest path to the emperor’s location. 
 
    “I’m coming, darling dearest,” she said in a dry and scathing tone. She still hadn’t forgiven him for the death of Abethca, and for what he’d done to Dani. If anything, he was lucky she wasn’t coming here to finish him off. And even though he deserved a less than merciful death for his crimes, she wasn’t a cold-blooded killer like him. Although, there was no denying the fact that she was a killer. 
 
    But, even as life in the arena had hardened her and taught her to survive, it had also taught her honor. Something Dakroth knew little of. Of all the alien life she’d encountered, with all their various customs and cultures, Dakroth was, by far, the least honorable man she knew. And although he’d likely take that as a compliment, she wasn’t here to set him straight. She was here to fulfill her duty as Empress and Protector of the Lord Emperor. Once she had fulfilled her obligation, however, as far as anyone was concerned, she was through with him. 
 
    Jegra navigated her way through the corridors, following the projection until she arrived at the brig. Standing in front of the doors, she twisted her bracelet and the hologram flicked briefly and then cut out. She took in a deep breath, puffed up her chest, and said to herself in a hushed tone, “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    The doors slid apart to reveal Dakroth lounging on his cot behind a light blue, glowing security forcefield. He had his cheek perched on one palm of a bent arm, propping his head up as though he was expecting her. If not her, then someone else; a concubine, perhaps. Or that red-headed cunt, Ishtar Bantu. 
 
    “It took you long enough, my dear,” he said with a less than appreciative smile. It slid off his face as easily as it had slid on, and she merely glowered at him. 
 
    “Be glad I came at all.” 
 
    Dakroth pushed himself up and swung his legs over the edge of the cot. Steepling his fingers in front of him, his elbows planted on his knees, he leaned forward and pressed his fingertips against his chin in contemplation. His eyes lingered on her and then another grin appeared, harder to read this time, but what she assumed could only be amusement settled onto his pursed lips. “And yet here you are.” 
 
    Miffed at his nonchalance and lack of gratitude for her coming to rescue him, Jegra stormed up to the control panel on the wall and smashed her fist against it so hard the metal plating of the panel caved in and sparks shot out irritably as the circuitry hissed with great protestation at its mistreatment. 
 
    The damage done, the containment cell’s energy shield flicked indiscriminately and then fell away. 
 
    “Where are your clothes?” Jegra asked, eyeing Dakroth’s mostly naked blue body from head to toe. He only had on a loincloth made from a Candorian cotton mesh, which was just translucent enough to reveal the outline and contour of Dakroth’s groin. 
 
    Catching her eyeing his junk, he walked past her and said, “Come along, wife. We don’t have time for any lovemaking.” 
 
    Disgusted at the mere thought, Jegra scoffed and turned to protest. “I wasn’t thinking about…I was merely….Gah! You’re infuriating.” She threw up her hands and gave up, feeling the very attempt to correct him was a futile endeavor, and then turned and followed Dakroth from the brig and out into the corridor. 
 
    With vigor in his step, he strode confidently down the corridor in the wrong direction. Jegra cleared her throat and poked a thumb over her shoulder. “This way, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Right,” Dakroth replied, quickly came about, and marched on in the correct direction, once again taking the lead. 
 
    “By all means, after you,” Jegra said with a full helping of sarcasm. She even gestured for him to go on even though he was already well ahead of her. 
 
    After a few moments, they returned to the hangar and the doors slid open. They entered the shuttle bay to find Novac Tamoran waiting for them along with Ishtar Bantu and an entire security contingent armed with blasters. 
 
    “Now, now, my dear. You didn’t really think you could just welcome yourself aboard, break out my prisoner, and take off without paying a price, now, did you?” 
 
    “And what price would that be?” Jegra asked, raising one eyebrow yet keeping her voice calm and steady. 
 
    “What is the Lord of the Galaxy worth to you?” Tamoran asked with a sneer. He could full well sense the tension between her and Lord Dakroth and plucked her strings like a master manipulator testing to see which one might snap. After a long pause, he added, “I’m perfectly happy to let you both go, of course. But I believe Emperor Dakroth and I have an agreement. Isn’t that right, Your Majesty?” 
 
    Jegra looked at Dakroth, who shrugged. “What’s he talking about?” she demanded to know. 
 
    “As payment for handing me safely over to you, he wants his own battlecruiser.” 
 
    “And let me guess…to save your own skin you promised it to him.” 
 
    Dakroth waved his hands about defensively. “At the time I really didn’t have much of a choice. How was I supposed to know you’d come for me? For an entire year you’ve ignored my calls and dodged my advances.” 
 
    Jegra balked. “Well, whose fault is that?!” 
 
    “Come, darling. Let’s not be so emotional.” 
 
    Slowly, Jegra clenched her fist. Her whitened knuckles automatically popped from the strain of her own strength. “I’ll show you emotional,” she growled through gritted teeth. This gesture caused Dakroth to bite his tongue and take a cautious step away from her. 
 
    Eyeing him once more to make sure he stayed in his place, Jegra turned and marched up to Tamoran. The security detail raised their weapons and trained them on her, but Tamoran simply raised a hand, gesturing to them that it was unnecessary, and they lowered them again. 
 
    Stepping up to him so that they were nose to nose, Jegra said, “Fine. You’ll get your battlecruiser. Anything else you want to run by me before we get off this filthy rust-bucket?” 
 
    He took a deep breath and brushed down his flowing, leather jacket. “My associate here,” he added, nodding his head at Ishtar Bantu, “would like something in return as well. And seeing as I’m indebted to her for saving my life on more than one occasion, I promised her she could have anything she wanted. Anything.” 
 
    It was the final “anything,” with the stressed inflection, that unnerved Jegra. She turned and glared at Ishtar Bantu, who merely grinned at her, the ends of her mouth curled up maliciously. 
 
    “And what would that be, precisely?” Jegra asked, not breaking eye-contact with her sworn enemy–the woman who had killed Abethca, Ellia, and who had left Jegra bleeding out on the hangar deck of the Nyctan battle cruiser after a vicious attack on her life. 
 
    “She wants a rematch with you. Mano a mano, no holds barred. To the death!” Tamoran announced in a gleeful manner. She could picture him rubbing his hands together in excited anticipation of the prospect of an all-female death match. 
 
    “Is that all?” Jegra asked, turning the question to Ishtar. 
 
    “No,” the red-skinned woman replied. Looking down she slid the palm of her hand across her stomach and let it rest on the lower abdomen. “I also want you to let me keep our baby.” 
 
    “Our baby?” Jegra squinted at Ishtar as she tried to decipher her meaning. “Whose baby?” That’s when it dawned on her. The videogram she’d received aboard the Shard. The way Ishtar looked into the camera as though she were looking into Jegra’s eyes just to spite her. 
 
    She did a double take between Dakroth and Ishtar and then huffed, “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jegra spun around and shot Dakroth a furious look. “I’m sure you and your deranged mistress will be happy together raising the perfect little sociopath.” 
 
    “It’s not what you think. She seduced me and…” 
 
    “And you couldn’t keep it in your pants. Oh, I know all too well about your womanizing ways, dear husband.” 
 
    “You sound jealous,” Ishtar remarked, the sneer on her face tightening with malicious delight as she watched the sting of the news prick at Jegra’s emotional heartstrings. 
 
    “No,” Jegra answered. “Just disappointed that he’d stick his dick in that festering radioactive garbage heap that is your cunt.” 
 
    The insult did little to wipe the smile off Ishtar’s face, which peeved Jegra even more. 
 
    Although her relationship with Dakroth was a strained love-hate kind of affair, she had assumed that he had at least the same amount of feeling for her as she had for him. But, apparently, she was mistaken. 
 
    She shot Ishtar a cold, hard gaze. “You do realize, Red, the emperor cannot allow an illegitimate heir to the throne. Which means that abomination you call a child is as good as dead.” 
 
    Ishtar chuckled from deep inside her throat and the sound came out her nose in a nasally, almost mocking sort of way. “Oh, my dear Jegra. You really are clueless, aren’t you?” 
 
    Jegra didn’t know what she meant by that, but noticed the atmosphere in the room shift to something more hostile. A tensing in body language. A change in posture. A cold calm fell over everyone, the kind of calm you experience in sporting competitions as you wait for the gun to go off or the whistle to sound. Everything slows incrementally and then one’s focus becomes razor sharp. It was like that. 
 
    She took a step back from the red-skinned woman and scanned the faces in the room, feeling in her gut something was about to go down. Finally, she settled on Dakroth, who slowly drew away from her as though she were marked by the plague. 
 
    “My dear Jegra,” Dakroth said with a sinister grin. “I’m afraid our relationship has been what one might call bittersweet. But Ishtar has talked some sense into me.” 
 
    Jegra laughed out loud. She caught herself mid chuckle and forced herself back to seriousness and the quietude that accompanied it. 
 
    “You’re a loose cannon,” he went on. “Unpredictable. Emotional. Volatile. And I can’t have you being a thorn in my backside for the rest of, well, whatever this is,” he said, wagging a finger between the two of them. “Which is why I regret to inform you, my dear, I am requesting a separation.” 
 
    “A separation? Why not just divorce me if I’m such a pain in your backside?” 
 
    “Because,” Dakroth growled through a clamped jaw and a strained grin, “an emperor must sign off on a divorce. But a separation? Well, that’s all on you.” 
 
    “So, you need a scapegoat. Someone to blame for it not working out, other than yourself.” 
 
    “You guessed it in one.” 
 
    “Typical,” she replied with sunken eyes that flamed red hot with the rage of a woman scorned. 
 
    Ishtar let out an annoyingly perfectly timed laugh and redirected Jegra’s attention back to her. She brushed her lip with her thumb as though she had just finished eating a delectable, creamy desert and grinned coyly at Jegra. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Jegra leered at Ishtar, waiting for her to explain herself. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” she said dismissively. Then, pulling out a blade from behind her back, she held it out and pointed it at Jegra. “Now, Your Majesty, how about we finish what we started at The Cove when you sucker-punched me and threw me off that ledge. Just you and me. Here and now.” 
 
    Jegra grinned sardonically. “I think not.” 
 
    “Actually,” Ishtar sneered, “you don’t really have a choice in the matter.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s always a choice.” Jegra reached over and grabbed Tamoran by his collar and reeled him in to her. Holding his head in a deathlike grip, ready to snap his neck at the slightest misstep, she slowly backed away from the group. 
 
    The security personnel all raised their blasters again. This prompted Novac Tamoran to finally speak up. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” he wheezed. “There’s no need for senseless violence.” 
 
    “And here I thought you couldn’t be reasoned with, Tamoran,” Jegra said. She then shoved Tamoran into Ishtar, lunged across the room, and caught a fleeing Dakroth by his wrist. She then flung him into the group of guards, toppling them over like bowling pins. 
 
    Ishtar, jumping into action, retrieved a flash grenade from her belt and threw it at Jegra. The device exploded just next to Jegra’s face. 
 
    Disoriented and blinded by the blast, Jegra stumbled over to the wall. Leaning against the cold metal plating, she felt her way toward the exit when out of the bleariness, the stiff muzzle of a blaster pressed against her forehead. 
 
    “That’s far enough, Queen of Thessalonica!” Tamoran barked angrily. Waving the gun, he gestured to her to return to the center of the room. She complied. 
 
    “You can’t blame a girl for trying,” Jegra said. 
 
    “Bind her,” Tamoran said, looking at Ishtar. 
 
    Ishtar shot him a hard look but he ignored it. 
 
    “There’ll be time for your fun another day. For now, secure the prisoner.” 
 
    She grumbled as she fetched the magnetic shackles, the same shackles that Jegra had worn when she was first abducted by aliens and sold to the Intergalactic Gladiatorial Syndicate. 
 
    Jegra held out her wrists for Ishtar to shackle her, but the magnetic binders simply slipped through Jegra’s arms. 
 
    “What’s this?” Ishtar gasped. 
 
    Jegra grinned. “It’s called being one step ahead, sweetheart.” 
 
    Just then, the empress’s ship, along with the transmitted facsimile of her, disappeared. At the other end of the deck, a pile of cargo containers phased away to reveal Jegra’s real ship. Safely inside the cockpit, she had already initiated the takeoff protocols. 
 
    “But how?” Dakroth asked. 
 
    “When the flash grenade went off,” Tamoran said. “She must have evaded our detection.” 
 
    Ishtar threw the shackles onto the deck and roared out in anger. She glared at Jegra, who looked at her from the cockpit of her shuttle and shot her a mocking wink. 
 
    The vessel’s turbines whined to full throttle and Jegra’s ship rose off the flight deck. Turning the ship about, she brought its nose in line with the hangar doors. 
 
    “Wait!” Dakroth cried out, raising a hand. “You can’t just leave me here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I thought you said we were separated,” Jegra replied through the ship’s comm. Her voice echoed in the shuttle bay as though addressing an anxious crowd. 
 
    “There’s no escaping,” Ishtar Bantu hollered above the whine of the shuttle’s turbines. She jutted a finger out toward the shuttle bay doors, which were sealed shut. 
 
    Jegra hit the comm and broadcast wide. “Ladies, if you’d be so kind.” 
 
    A sudden explosion blasted right through the shuttle bay doors, opening up a giant, gaping hole. Novac Tamoran, Ishtar Bantu, and Dakroth all flew back from the force of the blast and tumbled to the unforgiving metal floor. Then, as atmosphere began to vent, they scrambled to grab onto something latched down. A few of Tamoran’s thugs were sucked out into the vacuum of space. 
 
    Once the shuttle bay doors’ energy barrier came online and the atmosphere stabilized, Ishtar Bantu was the first to get back onto her feet and she whipped out a pistol. Firing a flurry of shots at Jegra’s shuttle as it made its escape proved futile. The small blaster didn’t even singe the paint of the glossy white ship. Nonetheless, she continued pulling the trigger until the blaster overheated and automatically shut off, steam rising from its muzzle. 
 
    Novac Tamoran turned his head sharply toward Dakroth and scowled. “You do realize that if she escapes you’ll have lost your only leverage. Then all bets are off.” 
 
    Dakroth grinned. “I underestimated you, Tamoran. You are as ruthless as I am.” Raising a red-tipped glowing finger, Dakroth took careful aim at the fleeing shuttle, which had already safely exited the ship’s hull and was making ready to break away from Tamoran’s freighter. As the charge grew bright pink with a buildup of plasma energy, Dakroth let go and launched the bolt of energy. It streaked out of the ship and impacted Jegra’s shuttle. 
 
    There was a minor explosion and the shuttle jolted violently to the side as the right engine blew out. Spinning off into space, a tail of smoke coiled around Jegra’s shuttle as it tumbled away into deep space. 
 
    Dakroth began a second charge. His long, silvery hair whipped around in the breeze of the coolant leak somewhere overhead, and he stepped up to the cusp of the gaping hole and looked out into space at the hapless shuttle. “A pity it has to end like this, my dear,” he said in a hushed tone. 
 
    Inside the shuttle, Jegra tried to get on the comm and send out a mayday, but the explosion had killed that system, too. The thrusters were also shot, and she couldn’t get the ship under control. 
 
    Jegra slammed her fists down on the console in frustration and screamed. 
 
    Dakroth steadied his hand and grinned. “Goodbye, my luv,” he whispered, and then fired off a second blast. 
 
    This time it was a direct hit. The shuttle sparked and flamed as the laser blast cut through its hull. 
 
    Back inside the cockpit, Jegra watched as half of the back of the ship tore away and flew off into space. Her hair violently whipped about as the oxygen was sucked out and she gripped her chair tightly, thinking this might be the end. 
 
    [*Hull breach detected,*] the computer voice said. [*Initializing emergency shields.*] Immediately, a blue veil spread like liquid glass across the gaping opening at the back of the ship and the atmosphere inside the shuttle returned to normal.  
 
    Jegra sighed in relief that she’d narrowly avoided getting sucked into the infinite blackness. Just then, a flap to a cubby in the mid-section of the ship rattled and fell open. She looked over to find golden light pouring from the opening. Surprised by the unexpected visitor, Jegra watched the baby space squid slide out from his cozy sleeping area. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to be here,” she said in a chastising yet affectionate manner. Getting up and rushing over to the squid, she quickly took the creature’s glowing body in her arms and cradled him like her own infant. Without warning, another blast hit the ship and Jegra screamed out as a field of debris exploded all around her. For some reason, however, it all seemed to slow incrementally until the motion had completely ceased. She was able to move, but everything around her seemed as though it were frozen in time. 
 
    That’s when she noticed something even more peculiar. All of space seemed to be folding in all around her. Flowing into a central point, like the lip of a waterfall streaming away into an abyss, the closer you approached. And, at the center of this attraction, was little squidy, La’Garren. He was glowing so bright that he looked like a roman candle lit in the middle of a vast, dark void. Fearsome though it was, his light did not burn her. 
 
    Soon he was glowing so hot that she feared he’d explode. Jegra reached out to touch him, and just as her fingers brushed one of his tentacles, there was a bright flash of light. 
 
    Jegra opened her eyes to find herself in the middle of a freefall, plummeting toward an unknown planet. A green and gray sky stretched all around her as bits and pieces of flaming debris went streaking by at a forty-five-degree angle toward the drab rocky surface below. 
 
    She squinted against the force of cool air and searched for the baby squid, but couldn’t find him. She cut through thin wisps of cirrus clouds and, after a whirling freefall, finally managed to stabilize herself. Looking down, she saw the jagged rock formations rising up fast to meet her and clenched her jaw. 
 
    This is gonna hurt, she thought to herself, bracing for impact. It was going to be a rough landing. 
 
    Jegra tightened into a ball, gripping her knees, and closed her eyes. From a distance, there was a great clap of thunder. But it wasn’t thunder. 
 
    The impact of her crash was so fierce it kicked up a massive cloud and an explosion of rock and earth that sounded as though a bunker penetrator bomb had gone off. As the dust dissipated, Jegra lay at the center of a gigantic crater, approximately twenty feet deep and sixty feet around. She stared up at the muted green sky. In the distance, a bird, or birdlike creature, screeched like a roving hawk and Jegra blinked. 
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    Commander Blackstar and Danica Valencia watched helplessly as the flash of radiant light and energy engulfed Jegra’s shuttle. Throttling their thrusters to full, they raced toward her position in a desperate rescue attempt. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Lianica said, shielding her eyes with her gloved hand. When she looked again, the ship, along with the strange light anomaly, was gone. It had vanished along with all the surrounding debris, and the only thing remaining was an empty pocket of space. 
 
    “I’m not getting any readings,” Danica said, her voice fluxing with panic. “No life signs. No ship responder. Nothing.” 
 
    Lianica brought her split-wing fighter up alongside Danica and looked out of the canopy to find Danica gazing back at her with a dismayed look. Bringing her attention back to her scanner readouts, she studied the display, looking for a clue as to what had just happened. But there wasn’t anything in the database she could identify. At least, not in the known realm of physics. The anomaly was just that…an anomaly. “It’s as if they simply—” 
 
    A fiery bolt of pink energy scorched Lianica’s bow and she pulled hard to starboard, then brought the ship around to see Lord Dakroth standing at the edge of a sparking bulkhead, framed in the fractured opening where their missiles had blasted through, aiming a hot, glowing pink finger at her. 
 
    The escaping atmosphere from inside the ship whipped Dakroth’s hair wildly as he stood poised, his finger slowly tracking the trajectory of the fighter. A subtle grin formed on Dakroth’s lips and she imagined she could almost see him mouth the word, “Farewell.” 
 
    A roaring scream filled the comm and Lianica snapped her head around just in time to see Danica’s fighter streak by at a reckless speed, all blasters firing on the pirate vessel. 
 
    “Pull back, Dani!” Lianica shouted. “You’re closing in too fast. You’re not gonna be able to pull out in time!” But her warning was drowned out by the primal scream blaring over the comm. 
 
    Thrusters burning hot, Danica plowed her way through the opening of the pirate ship and crashed her vessel onto the deck of the freighter in an attempt to take Dakroth out kamikaze style. Sparks erupted from the collision as metal scraped metal and the small, split-wing fighter hit the deck with a hard screech and scraped across the hangar floor. A trail of flaming sparks shot up behind the vessel as it gouged the hangar deck with its reinforced korridium wings. 
 
    Dakroth leapt out of the way of the fighter and rolled to a stop, watching it crash into the aft wall of the hangar deck. He was busy pushing himself up off the floor when he caught the pirate king, Novac Tamoran, and the double-dealing Ishtar Bantu, exiting the hangar with haste. Almost as soon as they disappeared out the sliding doors, a massive section of the bulkhead crashed down from above, sealing off the entrance, and blocking off any potential escape route. Dakroth was trapped on the hangar deck. 
 
    Just then, a panel flew off from the wrecked fighter and clanged against the floor, rattling to a halt when a violet skinned beauty, her flight suit in tatters, landed on top of it. 
 
    Danica crouched beneath the battered and flaming hull of her fighter and honed in on Dakroth. Her eyes were filled with a rage Dakroth recognized all too well. A rage he’d seen a thousand times in the faces of his countless victims. The rage of a someone who’d witnessed a cherished loved one cut down before them. A face with the desire for vengeance etched upon every angry crease in its brow. 
 
    “Dakroth!” Danica shouted across the hangar, her eyes burning with rage as they locked onto him like heat-seeking missiles.  
 
    He raised his hands, giving a notably mendacious apology, and then cautiously backed away. With the doors to the hangar entrance clamped shut and blocked by debris, Dakroth raised his finger and blasted a hole in the wall next to him. Nodding at Danica, as if to bid her adieu, he quickly dashed through the smoldering exit and disappeared into a thick haze of dark gray smoke. 
 
    Danica ran toward the exit but was tossed into the air by a sudden explosion. More paneling came down, a massive sheet of korridium blocked the hole and prevented her from following after the emperor. She slammed a fist onto it and screamed, “Coward!” Banging her fists against the plating, she screamed from frustration and rage. 
 
    Her voice raw from all her screaming, Danica’s vocal protest faded into sobs and she collapsed to her knees with an overwhelming sense of defeat. Resting her head against the cold surface of the metal plate, she took a deep breath and exhaled again, letting out the last of her pent-up rage. 
 
    Numb from the shock of losing Jegra, and exhausted from the adrenaline spike that was now quickly fading, she slid back against the metal sheet and slumped to the ground. Staring despondently out across the burning hangar deck, she replayed the terrible incident in her mind, each time with the same conclusion: Jegra was gone. 
 
    Another explosion sounded in the bowels of the ship and the artificial grav-generators gave out. Danica felt herself become weightless and slowly float into the air. Feet rising off the ground, she began to tilt backward, as though she were doing a slow-motion backflip, and summersaulted toward the ragged hull breach in the side of the ship. 
 
    Caught up in the current of escaping gases, she was pulled toward the gaping hole, unable to slow herself. Drifting past a broken pipe, she reached out and tried to take hold, but she was already passing too quickly and her fingers merely slipped away from the pipe as she was dragged out of reach. 
 
    Without anything else to latch on to, she looked up in time to see the breach looming above her like a giant yawning mouth. Passing through, she was swallowed up by the breach and, her body spinning out of control, she was spat into the vacuum of outer space. 
 
    Ice crystals began to form on her face from the absolute cold, their crystalline trails tracing the bulging veins that ran across her marbling skin. She exhaled everything in her lungs, as the force of the depressurization threatened to burst them, and fought off the terrible urge to inhale. 
 
    A vast, glittering sky opened up before her and Danica watched with a deep sense of awe as she waited to lose consciousness. Her vision began to blur when, all of a sudden, a small fighter pulled up alongside her. The fighter’s thrusters spurted as it moved into position above her, and just before she blacked out, she saw the canopy open. 
 
    Commander Lianica Blackstar, wearing her flight spacesuit, stood up and extended a hand toward Danica. Her fingers brushed Danica’s fingers in a close pass, but she missed. Hopping up onto the edge of her craft, one hand gripping the edge of the canopy, she tried again. This time her hand clutched Danica’s with full force and she pulled her back down into the ship. 
 
    Relieved, Lianica took a deep breath and exhaled again, trying to refocus her mind on the task at hand. Stowing Danica’s unconscious body in the copilot’s seat, she strapped her in and quickly closed the canopy. 
 
    Once the cockpit re-pressurized, Lianica took off her helmet and let out a pent-up sigh. As a shadow crawled across her cockpit, blotting out the starry sky above her, she looked up in time to see Novac Tamoran’s vessel pulling away, aft thruster flaring bright as the ship accelerated away from her. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” Lianica snarled under her breath. She flipped up the trigger guard on her joystick and activated the hyper-sonic, mag-guided Viper missiles. 
 
    With a press of the red button, two angry Viper missiles launched off the tips of her wings and sped toward Tamoran’s ship. Their after burn looked like a couple of volcanic flares streaking through the night sky as they honed in on the bulky freighter. But before the warheads could hit their mark, three massive ships jumped into the system–three Dagon Imperial battlecruisers. 
 
    The first cruiser absorbed the blast of the two missiles, their detonations flaring bright yellow against the vessel’s hull and then dissipating just as swiftly. 
 
    Barely a scorch mark was left on the korridium alloy plating of the Dagon battlecruiser. Even so, the powerful blast certainly caught their attention. Before Lianica knew it, the battlecruiser’s side-mounted disruptor cannons swiveled around and targeted her small, split-wing fighter. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Lianica yelled, pulling back on the throttle and hitting full reverse on all thrusters. 
 
    The battlecruiser’s cannons erupted with red plasma bolts that streaked across the black void and lit up the surrounding ships with a menacing red glow. The first few shots missed, but the cannons quickly auto-corrected. With a brilliant explosion, the disruptor blast tore through her wing and sent the small fighter into a whirling tailspin. 
 
    She fought to regain control and, finally, corrected the zero-G rotation. Just then, another blast bombarded her forward shielding and, subsequently, knocked out all main power. One more hit and she’d be a goner. 
 
    Lianica looked up to see the battlecruiser come full about, all cannons trained on her. She gulped hard, realizing this might be the end of the line for her and Danica. 
 
    She flinched when a blinding flash of silver light engulfed her ship. To her surprise, however, it wasn’t an attack. It was the Shard. The streamlined vessel manifested directly in front of her, its silver hull deflecting the battlecruiser’s cannon blasts like a mirror redirecting a laser. Disruptor fire glanced off its reflective hull in every direction and lit up the dark like a laser-light show. 
 
    “Cutting it a little close, don’t you think?” she spoke aloud to herself, the question being rhetorical in nature. Bringing the ship about, she set her down on the landing bay hangar, the liquid metal door reforming behind her and blending seamlessly into the sleek hull of the ship. 
 
    Her landing skiffs clanked down onto the hangar deck with a harsh clangor, and she quickly threw open the canopy. Jumping up, she yelled down at the first personnel officer she saw. “Get a medic up here ASAP!” 
 
    The officer, a young man with a white pony tail and a tan engineering uniform with a red stripe that ran across the shoulders and down the length of the pants, nodded his head and raced over to a wall panel. He pressed his hand against the touch-screen and quickly called for a medical team. Once he’d finished that task, he ran back and helped Lianica get Danica out of the cockpit. 
 
    Once they had gotten her safely out, Lianica set her on the hangar bay floor and began administering CPR. The med team arrived just as Lianica got Danica breathing again, and whisked her away to sickbay. 
 
    As hard as it was to watch Danica being rushed off in such an uncertain condition, Lianica had bigger concerns at the moment, like not getting everyone killed in a firefight against two Imperial destroyers. Easing up to the comm, she tapped the console and said, “Commander Blackstar to the bridge…get us out of here. Right. Goddamn. Now.” 
 
    She smashed the palm of her fist against the control panel, fracturing the glass, and cut the comm feed. Pressing her head against the cool glass of the display, she finally let her body relax. The tension melted out of her and, for the first time since she climbed into that cockpit, she felt safe. Exhausted, but safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back from the brink of death, Danica awoke to find herself in her own quarters, in her own bed. She sat up, slowly, and winced from the pain of a throbbing skull. She pressed her palms against her head and moaned, but it did little to help ease the splitting headache. 
 
    “Good, you’re awake,” a voice said. 
 
    Danica started, covering herself with the sheet, since she wasn’t wearing any clothes, or underwear, for that matter, and looked over to see Lianica sitting in bed next to her. This time, it was Lianica who was reading a book. She had on reading lenses and slowly pulled them off as she looked over at Danica. 
 
    “Lianica? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “What? I can’t take care of my girlfriend and nurse her back to health?” 
 
    “The G-word? So soon?” Danica said, a coy grin spreading across her lips. Danica shook her head and replied, “What I was going to say was, I didn’t expect to find you in my bed.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lianica said, brushing a stray lock of white hair behind her ear. She looked down at the pearl white nightgown she wore. “I guess I just wanted to be close to you. After all, you would do the same for me.” 
 
    A shiver running through her, Danica looked down at her cleavage as she wrapped her arms around herself and rubbed her skin for warmth. “Out of curiosity, why am I naked?” 
 
    Lianica sighed. “Yeah, about that. You’ve been asleep for four days. And, like every other day, I had just given you a sponge bath and dried you off when I was called to the bridge. So, I tucked you in and went and took care of things upstairs. When I got back you were sleeping so peacefully. I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    Danica stretched her arms out and wrapped herself around Lianica in a warm embrace. Lianica’s eyes widened momentarily, a bit surprised by the sudden show of heartfelt affection, but then hugged Dani back. “You’re safe now.” 
 
    “And what of the empress?” she asked in a feeble voice. 
 
    There was a brief silence, then Lianica spoke. “I’m afraid we haven’t been able to locate her. Don’t worry,” she added, watching the anxiety spread onto Danica’s face, “we’ll keep looking until we find her. You have my word.” 
 
    “I’m going to hold you to it,” Danica said in a drowsy voice. Then she fell asleep, her head resting on Lianica’s lap. 
 
    Stroking Danica’s turquoise hair, Lianica looked down at the perfect lavender face of her sleeping beauty and replied, “I have no doubt you will, luv. Now, rest. Tomorrow is a new day.” 
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    Jagged rock formations protruded from the terrain like tilted Gothic cathedrals all bowing before some mighty ancient god. Their tapered summits pressed down to slanted points stuck out at forty-five-degree angles as they pierced a sickly green sky. 
 
    Jegra woke herself with a harsh bout of coughing that caused her entire chest to ache and her throat to burn. She spat up excess blood that had flooded into her mouth as internal organs had obviously ruptured in the fierce impact, but also because the air was thick with carbon monoxide, which made it very difficult to stay conscious. Luckily, however, there was just enough oxygen in the atmosphere to keep her alive. 
 
    Even so, it was like breathing in the worst levels of pollution back on Earth, and she couldn’t help but cough some more. And more blood came up. When she tried to sit up, fragments of shattered bone ground against one another and she screamed out in agony and fell back onto the dirt. As she lay panting, every breath painful. 
 
    She waited for what seemed like hours, allowing her enhanced healing factor to gradually repair her wounds, but every wheezing breath and arbitrary cough racked her body with such immense agony that she felt as though she’d pass out from the pain. 
 
    The periodic spurts of asthma and the subsequent jolts of acute pain, like a thousand hot needles slowly creeping out of her from the inside of her gut to the outer edge of her flesh, only sought to remind her of how bad her condition really was. She coughed up more blood and groaned out loud as she shifted her body to try and find a more comfortable position. But no matter what she tried, the droning pain wouldn’t abate. It was torture. 
 
    Another three hours crawled by and, with a bit of effort, Jegra finally managed to sit up. When she did, her copper satin dress practically slid off her body. Catching it with one hand, she pressed it to her chest and strained to look over her bare shoulder. A sudden surge of pain prevented her from much further movement and she fell back onto the slope of the crater, panting. 
 
    Her flesh was stained with dirt, burn marks, and smears of her own blood. She looked worse than after the most brutal pummeling she’d ever taken in the arena, but she was determined not to give up. She still had enough fight in her to kick this planet’s ass, if need be. 
 
    After catching her breath, she managed to sit up again. Still holding onto the dress, she realized that the impact of her fall had shredded the back of the garment to nothing. As such, she began to tear off pieces of it and tie them around her. It took two pieces fitted together to stretch around her chest, and the remaining large piece she tied off at her hips and made a loincloth. Of course, she hadn’t any underwear on, which made it a bit drafty. But at least she wasn’t entirely naked. 
 
    It wasn’t quite a two-piece bikini, but it would do. She grunted in satisfaction and slowly shifted her body weight onto her knees then finished tying off the piece at her waist. Looking around, Jegra searched for something she could fashion into a crutch and eventually settled on a metal rod, a piece of debris from the shuttle. She bent the top into a “Y” shape and then pulled herself up. Placing the crutch under her left armpit, she propped herself up and, for the first time since the crash, stood on her own two feet. 
 
    With the makeshift crutch firmly under arm, she took a deep breath of the smoggy air and grudgingly trudged up the inner wall of the crater. Arriving at the cusp, she looked back at the debris field that tarnished the mountainside and let out a defeated sigh. There wasn’t a salvageable piece of the ship anywhere. If anything had survived, it would be the black box, but since she didn’t even know where she was, that wouldn’t be of any use to her. Besides, she was in no condition to search for it. Right now, her priority was finding shelter and water. 
 
    She shambled down the small mound that encircled the lip of the crater and staggered through more wreckage. Her foot hit something that rattled hollow and she looked down to see what it was. Her eyes widened when she saw it was the shuttle’s first aid kit and, what’s more, it was still in one piece. 
 
    A surprised gasp escaped her lips and Jegra fell to her knees. Tossing the crutch aside, she dug at the dirt with her bare hands and freed the first aid kit. She fumbled excitedly at the latches of the tin box before finally managing to open it. Rummaging through its contents, she found a NeedleAir jet-injector and set the pain-killer setting to maximum. Pressing the jet-injector to her neck, she mashed the button with her thumb and let a hiss of compressed air discharge. She sighed out in relief as a dose of painkillers mixed with antibiotics flooded her system. 
 
    Before the effects had even fully taken hold, she jammed the jet-injector into her inner thigh and shot herself with another dose, then repeated the procedure on her other thigh. Still, it was barely enough to mask the thrumming pain that ran through every inch of her battered body. 
 
    Jegra sat in a daze as the drugs surged through her system. She was riding a high and didn’t feel like doing anything, lest it interrupt the bliss she was feeling. It wasn’t till the clap of thunder interrupted her nirvana that she decided to get moving again. 
 
    In the distance, Jegra heard the faint cry of an animal. From her position, it sounded the like the call of a hawk, but much bigger. Soon after the creature’s cry had abated, the green sky cracked with a discharge of electricity. This was odd since there weren’t any rain clouds–just a general green altostratus that stretched on in every direction with uniform consistency. A perpetual storm. 
 
    Another spark of lighting sent her scrambling to gather up her supplies. Tucking the kit under her left arm, she fished for her metal crutch and then rose back up onto her feet. The pain killers were obviously working because she didn’t feel but the slightest twinge of pain. 
 
    As the lightening began to flash with more regularity, Jegra knew she needed to get off this rocky bluff and find adequate shelter. Being fried by a lightning storm wasn’t her idea of a good time. As static bursts exploded pockets of earth wherever the lightning struck, Jegra double timed it down the side of the mountain. That’s when she noticed the cliff’s edge. 
 
    She planted her foot hard and began to skid to a halt. But before she could stop her forward momentum entirely, she heard a loud crack. Not the crack of thunder, but a bone shattering crack. 
 
    Her ankle snapped underneath her as a loose rock rolled away and she toppled to the ground. Tumbling head over heel, she rolled down the remainder of the slope and spilled over the ledge, arms flailing desperately as she tried to grab onto something. 
 
    Barely managing to grab the rocky edge as she went, she caught herself and pulled her body tight against the cliff face. She looked down the six-hundred-foot drop as her makeshift crutch and first aid kit shrank away into the distance. 
 
    “Balls,” she muttered to herself as her painkillers fell away with the sudden jolt and ensuing adrenaline. With a grunt, Jegra pulled herself back up onto the ledge of the cliff and flopped onto her back. As her knees hung over the ledge, her feet dangling in mid-air, she took a deep breath and then slid herself the rest of the way back onto the cliff. “That was cutting it rather close, hon,” she said aloud, addressing herself. 
 
    Without her crutches or painkillers to assist her, she slowly pushed off from her knees and stood up. Even then, she could only manage a hunched posture as the pain was already beginning to overtake her senses. 
 
    She was about to head back up the rockface when a sharp blast of wind hit her. She threw up her hands and shielded her eyes just in time to see what appeared to be a massive flying pteranodon with a thirty-foot wingspan, a giant beak, and leathery skin, land directly in front of her. Unlike the toothless dinosaur of the Cretaceous period back on Earth, however, this creature had dual rows of needle like teeth. 
 
    She thought it odd that a dinosaur should be so far from home, but, then again, she’d read of convergent evolution. And why not? Why couldn’t dinosaurs, which were just giant lizards, when you thought about it, evolve on other worlds? 
 
    The giant beast squawked at her and flapped its wings aggressively. Jegra made a hard right turn and tried to hobble along the cliff’s edge, but before she could even get more than a few feet she felt the creature’s mighty talons clutch her by the waist and hoist her into the air. 
 
    As the pteranodon’s wings beat around her, they climbed high into the murkiness of the primordial green sky, electric discharges flashing all around them. 
 
    “Balls!” she grunted, trying to pry herself out of the creature’s fierce grip. But her strength hadn’t returned yet and without clean air to breathe, her athleticism was hobbled by short asthmatic wheezing that didn’t allow her to fully recharge her oxygen content. Her body was drained and she was in no condition to fight, let alone fend off a gigantic meat-eating dinosaur. 
 
    After flying several kilometers, the creature swooped down and grazed the jagged branches of an outcropping of dead trees. Trees which had dried and withered to a vein like branching of thick hard protrusions, mere skeletal forms of their once fertile selves. And like everything else on this godforsaken planet, the slow decay of death had already consumed the last ounce of life force from them. 
 
    The creature came dangerously close to impaling Jegra on some of the branches, forcing her to take a chance to clasp one of the thicker limbs. She managed to snag a branch; it snapped off in her hand and she brought it up to inspect it. About the size of a longsword, she looked up and, holding the shard of dead wood in her hand like a javelin, she thrust it into the neck of the flying beast. 
 
    A squirt of blood shot out and splattered across the left side of her face and the beast screeched out in pain. 
 
    Not feeling that its prey was worth the trouble, the flying lizard relinquished its grip on Jegra and dropped her from about two hundred feet up. She fell away, branches snapping around her as she plummeted down through the deadwood forest. She watched the beast shake the splinter from its neck and flap away in an erratic pattern, more like that of a bat rather than a bird of prey. 
 
    The splintering of a rather large branch against Jegra’s back caused her to turn her head just in time to see a nasty tangle of thorny branches spread out beneath her. She gritted her teeth as she plowed through the fanning array of dead growth, most of it thick as elephant tusks and twice as sharp. 
 
    Each spear-like branch snapped under her weight until, finally, she hit a thick enough stalk that it halted her fall. The only problem was, one of its many protrusions had skewered her left thigh. The branch was sticking straight up out of the center of her leg. Gripping it with both hands, she snapped the stem and freed her leg. Without the branch anchoring her to the tree, she slid off on her own crimson slick, and crashed through several more ligneous appendages before meeting the cracked surface of the hardened ground. It was about as forgiving as asphalt. 
 
    Winded, all Jegra could do was let her blood-laced saliva dribble from the corners of her half-open mouth as she waited for her body to register the pain of having broken all her ribs along with the gaping hole in her left thigh. As her breath came back to her, she screamed out in a dry, raspy voice and then fell onto her back and stared up at the murky green sky. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with this planet?” she groaned as she lay on her back, looking up through the hole she’d left in the needle-like skeletons of the dead timber. 
 
    Jegra clasped her ribs like an invalid and sucked the sulfuric tasting air through her teeth as she rose to her feet for the umpteenth time today. Hobbling a few steps, she fell against the trunk of one of the trees and rested for a bit. 
 
    The high-pitch screech of the dino-bird cut through the air and prompted her to get moving again. He was obviously building up the courage for a second attempt at making her his dinner and she didn’t want to waste any more time out in the open. Although the dead trees could provide enough cover to keep her safe from aerial predation, they’d be pretty useless against one of those electrical storms. 
 
    She winced from the pain as she pushed her tired body off the tree trunk and limped along a downward slope. It wasn’t long until she found a greenish pool of liquid. 
 
    “Water,” she whispered through parched lips and knelt down beside the small pool that bubbled up from below the cracked surface of earth. 
 
    Sun baked and barren without a sign of life in any direction for as far as the eye could see, the terrain in this region reminded her of the salt flats outside of Salt Lake City back on Earth. Only, this particular valley had an endless forest of dead wood and numerous green puddles. 
 
    Jegra looked down at her reflection in the green pool which mirrored her battered and bruised image back up at her. She cringed at the sight of how broken she looked. As she stared at herself, she thought: I won’t be winning any beauty pageants any time soon, that’s for sure. 
 
    She cupped her hands and was about to dip them into the pool when she accidentally knocked a piece of deadwood into the pool. It sizzled and caught fire before sinking into the undrinkable spring of acid. 
 
    “Balls,” Jegra said out of the corner of her mouth as she drew her hands back away from the pond of death. 
 
    Sitting on her knees, Jegra slumped back on her heels, her arms hanging limply at her sides as though they were boneless bags of meat. Slowly scanning the horizon, she looked around for something she could use as shelter. But everywhere she looked she saw nothing but a wasteland. She knew if there was life enough to support a giant winged dinosaur, there must be drinkable water somewhere; she just had to keep pushing onward until she found it. 
 
    Jegra rose to her feet and snapped off a sharp branch. She balanced it in her palm, testing its weight and felt satisfied it was sturdy enough to use against the leathery skin of the reptile. Using the makeshift weapon as a walking-stick, she began to limp off in the direction the pteranodon had flown. If it had a nest or den, there may be eggs. And eggs meant dinner. Sustenance. More importantly, it would mean there’s water nearby. 
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    Pacing back and forth with worry, Danica unclasped her hands from behind her back and looked toward the sonic shower where Lianica was running through the cleanse cycles before heading out for her morning shift. She looked away and then muttered, “I’m perfectly fine.” 
 
    There was a touch of resentment tucked into her voice, due mostly to Lianica ordering her to take the day off and rest, something she was positive she couldn’t do. Not with the empress missing. Not with all the work that needed to be done. 
 
    “I know you’re strong, but you’ve been through a serious trauma,” Lianica said, stepping out of the shower. The steamy mist dripped down the curvature of her naked blue body as she had skipped the air-drying cycle. The cool air of the open room caused her dark purple nipples to stand erect and she placed her hands on her hips and shifted her stance which, unintentionally, gave her a seductive appeal. 
 
    Danica paused to admire Lianica’s youthful body thinking it odd how the younger generation chose to shave all their hair, but she quickly turned away again, having realized she was gawking, and resumed her pacing. “I’m bound to go mad if all I can do is wear a groove in the decking and lust after you.” 
 
    Lianica rolled her eyes and went over to her closet. Tapping a wall panel, it slid to the side and a rack of uniforms slid out. She picked one from the series of identical white and gray uniforms and began dressing. 
 
    “Look, I only ask you take it easy because I care about you. But if that’s too much to ask, then, feel free to disregard my overbearing protectiveness and do what you need to do.” 
 
    Danica stopped in her tracks and spun around to find Lianica perched on the arm of a lounger as she struggled to get her knee-high black patent boots on. “You mean that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” Lianica replied. Having finally zipped the boot over her right calf, she began the struggle with the other one. After finishing that boot, she stood up and made eye contact with Danica only to realize Danica was staring at her, mouth slightly open and with a partial smile frozen on her face. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Danica replied. 
 
    Lianica squinted suspiciously and then laughed. “All right, sweetie. Whatever you say. But, if you’re coming,” she added, waving a finger up and down Danica’s mostly exposed figure, “you’d better change out of that. You may give the crew the wrong idea.” 
 
    Danica looked down to discover that her nightgown had slipped open just enough to expose both areolas and more than enough breast to be on the scandalous side. She quickly wrapped back up and then sauntered over to the sonic shower. 
 
    Lianica fastened the golden shoulder tassels to her uniform along with the chain that connected them, her pins and stripes, and her various medals and commendations. It was the Dagon way to always present your accomplishments boldly at all times. Clasping the last ornament over her left breast, she made her way to the door, tossed her hair, and looked back over her shoulder. “Meet me in the astrometrics lab when you’re ready.” 
 
    With that she exited her quarters and left Danica alone in the shower. 
 
    The lingering silence was louder than the hum of the sonic shower, and Danica couldn’t help but resent herself for being unable to protect the empress, to protect Jegra. When a faint series of tonal chirps broke her nagging conscience and interrupted her cleansing, she checked the holographic vidcom to see who was calling. The incoming signature only read Unknown Caller. The computer’s voice informed [*Encoded communique for Danica Valencia. Will you accept the call?*] 
 
    “I’ll accept,” she replied, surprised that anyone had her private I.D. tag. Very few people even knew it, so whoever it was, she assumed it must be important. 
 
    Raven Nightguard’s indigo face appeared on the digital display on the curved inside of the glass shower stall. She brushed aside the white tuft of hair that blended into a purple ombre and smiled. There was a brief silence between them and then Raven asked, “Is it a bad time?” 
 
    “I’m just taking a shower,” Danica answered. Seeing the embarrassed look on Raven’s face, she quickly added, “But if you’re calling me, you must have heard the news.” 
 
    “Is it true?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. The empress is gone.” 
 
    “Do you have any leads?” 
 
    Danica raised her gaze again. “It’s true she was blasted out of the sky, but her actual disappearance seemed to be caused by one of those celestial squid entities. Otherwise, I’m at a loss.” 
 
    There was a long pause as Raven mulled over the best course of action. “All right. You keep searching for her on your end. I’ll put out some feelers and see if anyone in the Commonwealth has heard anything along the smuggling routes and the merchant hubs. At the moment, I’m afraid that’s the best I can do.” 
 
    “Every little bit helps,” Danica replied. Raven nodded. 
 
    As Raven leaned over to disconnect the call, Danica’s voice called out, “Wait.” She stopped her hand and looked back into the cam-recorder. 
 
    “I appreciate you doing this,” Danica said. “I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye, you and me, but this…just know it means a lot to me.” 
 
    Raven gave a subtle nod and then cut the feed. 
 
    Danica broke down in the shower and sobbed her eyes out. Once she’d gotten it all out of her system, she finished showering, dressed, and then headed to astrometrics. 
 
    When Danica strode into the room, Lianica practically choked on her own gulp. “That’s almost worse than the nightgown,” she teased. 
 
    Danica looked down at the banded top made of semi-translucent, white cloth which revealed almost everything, only slightly subdued by its wedding veil-like opacity. Not only that, but the various layers were cut in revealing ways. Violet bikini bottoms that practically matched her skin tone were only overshadowed by the garter that held chap-styled leggings. The leggings, of course, were skin-tight polyurethane, white, with a series of circular cutouts down the sides that spiraled in such a fashion that they formed a rather hypnotic pattern. 
 
    To complete the ensemble, she had bright red buckle strap ankle boots that fit perfectly over the white leggings and added a garish splash of color. 
 
    She looked back up and threw one hand on her hip. “You don’t like it?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Lianica replied. The outfit was distracting to say the least, and now it was Lianica who found herself gawking. 
 
    After having stared for a bit too long, she looked away and began reading some star charts. Unable to help herself, though, she snuck another peek as Danica went over to the table and leaned over to pick up a holovid tablet. 
 
    Loosely clenched fist to her mouth, the commander cleared her throat and said, “Getting back to the task at hand, I’ve plotted the least number of slipstream jumps it would take to cover the entire Commonwealth and the Outer Rim worlds.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “If we can manage eight different jumps a week, it will take us roughly thirty-seven odd years to cover every inch of charted space.” 
 
    Danica tilted her head slightly and looked up from her charts. Rubbing her chin contemplatively, she asked, “What if we just covered the Outer Rim planets and deep space ports first?” 
 
    Lianica looked down at her holovid pad and did a few quick calculations. “Assuming we find her out there, it would take about five years.” 
 
    “All right, let’s assume we get lucky within the first couple of those. Is that something you think this crew would be willing to undertake?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Lianica replied, her eyelids half lowered, her face deadly serious. “I am willing to undertake it. And this crew will obey my orders or get a free spacewalk courtesy of airlock eight.” 
 
    Danica knew that airlock eight was the airlock that jettisoned its refuge directly aft of the ship. In your last wheezing breath, as your lungs began to freeze shut and your heart grew so swollen that it’s about to burst in your chest, you see garbage floating around you and the ship sailing away from you. You die without hope. Without dignity. Without honor. 
 
    It’s a death reserved for traitors. And if Lianica was willing to threaten the crew with such a shameful demise, then Danica knew what she said was genuine. 
 
    However long it took—no matter what obstacles they ran into—the Shard would search every quadrant of the Commonwealth and beyond and would not stop until it found its empress, Jegra Alakandra of Thessalonica, Empress of Dagon. 
 
    It wasn’t until several minutes later that Lianica noticed a series of yellow dots show up on the astrometric holographic display of the Commonwealth. She looked over Danica’s shoulder to see what she was doing. 
 
    “What are these?” She pointed at the sporadic appearance of golden dots that hovered in a disordered cluster all around the system. 
 
    “I’m plotting all known sightings of the celestial squid entities. If there’s a pattern to their movement, then maybe we can use that as a springboard for launching the search for the empress.” 
 
    “Now, why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    “You would have. Eventually,” Danica reassured. 
 
    Lianica smiled. “I guess it’s true what they say: There’s no substitute for years of experience.” 
 
    As more dots appeared, Danica squinted at the coordinates and then gasped. She looked at Lianica with a pleased expression, eyes wide with the excitement of the revelation. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “There is a pattern. Look,” she said, pointing out the series of dots, tracing them down the curvature of an arc. Each of the dots followed a similar arc, and all the arms of each arcing branch met at a centralized point. “Here, here, and here.” 
 
    “It’s a spiral?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought at first, too. But take a look at this.” With a pinch, Danica shrank down the spiral then opened her fingers again and a duplicate spiral popped up. Moving the copy over the star chart, she repeated the process five more times. Each time she overlaid the outer stars over the mid-point stars of the previous map. “You see?” 
 
    “It’s a fractal.” 
 
    “Yes,” Danica said. “And if they travel in fractal patterns, large and small, we should be able to extrapolate their jump points.” 
 
    “Let’s increase their range by a factor of thirty. That way we can see all the jump points beyond the Outer Rim but that are within the creature’s reach. After all, we have them ranked at the same energy reading as the Dreadnaught class warships. So, assuming they’re folding hyperspace for instantaneous jumps along these coordinates, starting with where the empress disappeared…” 
 
    “We should be able to chart the squid’s possible jump points.” Danica snapped her fingers and then tapped the hologram of the fringe area just beyond charted space a few times. A series of yellow dots just beyond the Outer Rim turned orange and she said, “Here. These points are possible jump points of the creature, assuming babies can jump just as far as the adults.” 
 
    “That’s still roughly three-thousand light years we need to cover.” 
 
    “It beats thirty-thousand.” 
 
    “Even with the slipstream drive working around the clock, that’s still roughly five years.” 
 
    “Four point seven, to be exact,” Danica added, being her meticulous self. 
 
    “Yes,” Lianica smiled. Her smile was infectious as it spread to Danica. 
 
    “What is it?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Do you realize you just single handedly gave this mission a directive, a direction, and a detailed map all in one morning in the astrometric lab. I heard your genius was legendary on the battlefield. The way you devise strategies is studied at the academy. But I just never thought I’d see you working your magic up close and in person. It’s…well, it’s impressive.” 
 
    “Be careful, commander, if I didn’t know you any better, I’d say you were fishing to become teacher’s little pet.” 
 
    “How could I not?” Lianica replied. 
 
    Danica looked around the room. The dozen or so hours they’d worked had left them the only two people remaining in the astrometrics lab. Meaning they had the space all to themselves. 
 
    Danica started undressing and Lianica swallowed hard and looked around. “I’ll lock the door,” she said. 
 
    “No,” Danica replied, reaching out and grabbing Lianica’s wrist and stopping her. “It’s more exciting if there’s a risk of getting caught.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re naughty.” Lianica grinned and bit her bottom lip as she watched Danica reach behind her back and unfasten her bra. 
 
    Lianica only had time to unfasten her belt by the time Danica scooped her up and set her down on the projection table. The hologram of space danced around the shadows their bodies made as they lay back on the table. 
 
    Danica leaned in and kissed Lianica’s full lips and had reached down to help peel off her tight-fitting dress pants when, unexpectedly, the ship rattled with the concussive force of a blast. 
 
    “What in Helios was that?” Lianica said, sliding out from under Danica and getting dressed again. 
 
    Danica was doing the same; both women were dressed faster than it had taken to undress, an ability that years of service lent them in times just like this one. 
 
    Lianica went over and tapped the wall comm. “Report.” 
 
    “It’s the emperor, Commander. He’s found us.” 
 
    “Blast that man,” Danica mumbled off to the side. 
 
    Lianica shot her a sharp glance and then leaned into the comm. “Tell him he has got my attention and that I’ll take his call in my personal ready room.” 
 
    “Um…” the voice on the other end said hesitantly. 
 
    “Well, spit it out,” Lianica ordered. 
 
    “The emperor is on his way here.” 
 
    “He’s coming here, personally?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander. What are your orders?” 
 
    Lianica thought for a moment and then said, “We’d best greet His Majesty as he expects. Have everyone wearing their dress whites and we’ll convene in the hangar landing bay.” 
 
    A half hour later, the hull of the ship dissolved and Emperor Dakroth’s personal shuttle appeared. “Attention!” the XO shouted above the din of whispers and everyone snapped to attention as a fast silence settled across the crew. 
 
    Of course, the only one not in attendance was Danica, for obvious reasons. She couldn’t show her face–not after her little stunt back aboard Tamoran’s vessel. 
 
    The menacing black shuttle, with its folding wings, landed on the deck. Its wings, like the venomous flesh-eating butterflies of Skallek, rose up vertically and a hatch on the underbelly of the ship opened, revealing a massive loading elevator. The lift descended from the ship’s underbelly along with a spray of steam from the atmospheric regulators and then clanked onto the metal hangar deck with a resounding shudder that could be felt in the boots of all the crew who stood at attention as they awaited the emperor’s arrival. 
 
    As the steam cleared, Commander Lianica Blackstar took several steps forward and stopped halfway between the crew and the shuttle. Emperor Dakroth and the red-skinned woman, Ishtar Bantu, manifested out of the steam, as if they were specters, and met her in the middle of the flight deck. They stood sharing intense glances in silence and then, Lianica cavalierly clapped the heels of her boots and saluted. 
 
    “Lord Emperor Dakroth,” Commander Blackstar said, crossing her fist over her heart and taking a deep, ninety-degree bow. Rising back up, she added, “As ship’s commander, it is my great pleasure to welcome you aboard Her Majesty’s royal battle cruiser, the Shard.” 
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    Sweat glazed Jegra’s soiled skin as she stood panting under a hot, red sun. She wiped her neck with her hand, her fingers plowing through the grime and leaving trails of freshly exposed skin, and sighed, plucking out the wooden spear she’d fashioned from the deadwood. The head of the pteranodon hit the dirt with a resounding thud and a splatter of blood spurted out of the creature’s gaping neck wound.  
 
    A sharp pain surged through her and, leaning on the spear for support, Jegra moaned and then checked her side. “Balls,” she said, running her fingers along three large gashes in her torso where the reptile’s taloned foot had clawed her. 
 
    Her foot on the creature’s neck, she took ahold of its beak and, giving a hefty, twisting jerk, tore it off. Hobbling over to the acid pool, she dipped the beak in. Everything sizzled away except for the bone, and she drew up a small portion of the acid and splashed some of it on her wound. 
 
    Her subsequent scream cut into the night as deeply as the claw marks cut into her side. Her wound sizzled and smoked as her flesh burned away from the acid, and Jegra screamed again and then crashed to her knees. Hunched over, she gripped her side and whimpered from the pain. But at least the wound was disinfected now and sealed shut. Her healing factor, albeit slowed by this planet’s harsh conditions, would handle the rest. 
 
    A couple of hours later, Jegra sat perched in front of a giant spit she’d fashioned from the dead wood and roasted the giant pteranodon. The crackle of the fire was the only sound that filled the night, as there wasn’t much life on this barren world. What life she had come across was currently becoming her feast, its flesh sizzling tantalizingly. 
 
    The dinosaur-like bird, glazed in its own offspring’s yoke, looked like a giant, succulent chicken, the size of an Earth cow. Reaching across her lap, she fetched a half cracked eggshell the size of a beach volleyball, reached in, and pulled out the wet goop of the yoke and albumin left inside. Tossing the contents onto the pteranodon meat and smearing it around with her hand, she slowly spun the shaft of the spit until the dino-goose was golden brown. 
 
    Although the past couple of days had been a living hell, getting a fire going was easier than expected. All she did was dip a branch into the acid water and wait for it to catch on fire. Then she quickly reeled it out, walked over to her firepit, and ignited her bonfire. There was enough deadwood to keep it going indefinitely. 
 
    Once she cooked the meat to perfection. She picked up the branches she’d twiddled down into chopsticks using a jagged rock, and plucked a piece of sizzling meat off the bird’s body, blowing on it a few times before tossing it into her mouth. 
 
    “Hot, hot,” she said, chewing with her mouth open and sucking in as much air as possible to help cool the scalding, yet succulent, meat. Even as it burned her tongue, the meat’s juices dribbled down her chin and, overwrought with the savory deliciousness of it, tears welled up in her eyes. 
 
    It dawned on her that this was the first reprieve she’d been granted since she’d set foot on this savage alien world. And, for now, this was enough to give her the slightest shred of hope that she might survive being stranded in this godforsaken place long enough for a rescue mission to find her. But that could take days. Weeks. Months even. So she had to find water and shelter and prepare for the long haul. 
 
    Although she hadn’t very much survival training, she had read more than a fair share of prepper books during her globe-trotting daydream phase when she was all about backpacking across Europe, India, and other far-off exotic destinations. As a quaint librarian back on Earth, who wanted nothing more than to get away from her dusty collection of books and see the world, she had a fairly good idea of the survival basics. The rest would have to be relegated to guesswork and trial and error. 
 
    When she was still Jessica Hemsworth of Omaha, Nebraska, she’d dreamed of seeing Paris, Madrid, Rome, and Ankara. But her former self wasn’t the type of woman to simply uproot and boldly set out to chase her dreams. She had been timid, shy, and predisposed to worry more often than not. So, books were her only escape. They were wondrous, but above all, they were safe. 
 
    Of course, she had the annual camping trips with her father in which he’d taught her the basics of starting a camp fire using only sticks and dry moss for kindling, along with things such as how to gut a fish and skin a rabbit. But their camping excursions came to an abrupt end when her father ran out on her and her mother after her thirteenth birthday. She only saw him once, at her high school graduation, before he disappeared from her life for good. She carried a deep-seated resentment for him ever since. 
 
    She understood that sometimes people fell out of love. In fact, it didn’t bother her that he’d wanted distance from her mother, who could be overbearing at times. Nevertheless, what hurt her more than anything was that he had brushed her aside, too. She knew it wasn’t her fault, but he had merely discarded her as though she was somehow part of the problem, a source of his unhappiness. And this crushed her. 
 
    Jegra shook her head and took a deep breath of the evening air. Surprisingly, this planet cooled far more than she had expected. Even after having acclimated to the drastic desert temperature swings on Thessalonica, which could get as hot as one-forty during the day and drop up to around forty at night, she was starting to shiver. But that could also be due to her level of exhaustion and that fact that she hardly wore any clothes. 
 
    As she was about to take another helping of meat, a fierce roar cut through the night air and Jegra tensed up. It sounded like a mix between a lion and a howler monkey, but several decibels lower and much, much more vicious. 
 
    “That can’t be good,” Jegra said to herself as she scanned the perimeter of visible area before the firelight’s illumination was devoured by the darkness. It was that dim area, just on the cusp of her visibility, where she peered with bated breath, watching for any signs of movement. Something was out there. And it sounded hungry. 
 
    Slowly, she reached over and grabbed a long stick she had sharpened into a spear and which she had intended to use as a kabob skewer for the dino-bird’s dense thighs. Now, however, it was her only means of defense against whatever was breathing heavily in the seclusion of the shadows. 
 
    She could make out the beast’s breath rattling in its nostrils more clearly now as the sound grew incrementally nearer to her little barbecue. Obviously attracted by the scent of her cooking, Jegra kept crouched and slowly slunk back into the darkness and away from the glowing halo of the fire. Gripping her spear tightly as she gradually sunk away into the shadows, she squatted low and waited. 
 
    The soft, prowling footsteps picked up and erupted into a rumbling charge. Out of the darkness thundered a tyrannosaurus rex. Or, what appeared to be every bit as identical as the long extinct terrestrial dinosaur of her home world. 
 
    “What is this place, The Lost World?” she muttered under her breath as the T-Rex burst into view. Now she was beginning to think convergent evolution was a bit of a stretch. One winged creature, maybe. But two identical species? The odds were astronomical. Now, it seemed that she was stuck on some kind of preserve; maybe some alien zoo-keeper’s exotic, prehistoric menagerie. 
 
    After all, if poachers had picked her up and sold her off to the Intergalactic Gladiatorial Syndicate, it wasn’t that far of a stretch to imagine poachers having collected dinosaurs off Earth and sold them off as pets, spectacles, and perhaps even food to upper class patrons willing to dole out their credits for a chance to sample exotic wonders from other worlds. 
 
    The dinosaur whipped its tail around and arched, snout up, and roared at the moon. Then, without so much as a care for whose meal it was, it trampled her campfire, and gobbled up her only food. Snatching the pteranodon meat, it shook the dead bird just for good measure and, then, tossed it up into the air before gulping it down with three, jaw chomping bites. 
 
    Satisfied, its belly full, the tyrannosaurus huffed out from its nostrils and then stalked off into the night. 
 
    Jegra let out a pent-up breath, one she had been holding so as to avoid detection, and then walked over to the smoldering fire. A disappointed look came across her face when she realized there wasn’t a scrap of food left. And the three eggs she’d tried to preserved lay trampled, their contents mashed into the dirt. 
 
    She fiddled with her stick, stirring the broken egg yolk into the earth and making a mess when, all of a sudden, she got a phenomenal idea. Setting her mind to the task at hand, she used the mud to make molds of her breasts, shoulders, shins and forearms. 
 
    After mixing a batch of yoke laced mud, she set it out carefully and lay down close to the smoldering fire pit, and slept uneasily until day break. 
 
    The morning sun was subdued behind the dun colored sky and looked like a yellow faded stain on a brown carpet. Jegra couldn’t help but grin at the ugliness of this planet. It was the first world she’d been on in which the sunrise was as repulsive as the rest of the godforsaken wasteland. The only redeeming quality was that it had a breathable atmosphere. At least, breathable enough for her to stay alive. And that gave her hope that if she could tough it out long enough, help would come. 
 
    After stretching out her cold, aching muscles, she headed over to her molds and checked them. Once they were finished, she gathered together every bit of scrap metal she had collected on the long hike to find the pteranodon and, with the aid of a rock, she hammered it all with a smooth rock fastened to the end of a thigh bone till each and every piece of plating fit the molds. 
 
    Not letting what little remained of the creature go to waste, she tore out some of the finer teeth from the beak, the ones which were thin enough and sharp enough to fashion into needles, and used her own hair to thread the armor plating to the cloth of the leather bikini that she’d cut from a small piece of hide left from the quarter section of the dino-bird’s severed tail. Although only a bony morsel ignored by the tyrannosaur, it suited her needs perfectly. 
 
    Of course, she’d busted the first needle-tooth on the metal before realizing she needed to use the acid to etch holes into the metal plates. Dipping the end of the sewing needle into the acid, she then applied it to the metal. The tip of the acid-coated tooth burned its way through the metal plating. Although an agonizingly slow process, she had all the time in the world. 
 
    As for the strength of the thread, like the rest of her, her hair had been made ridiculously strong by the super-serum. It hung down her back to her butt, and though lightweight, the brown strands of hair had the tensile strength of slender steel wire. Plucking out a few strands, she whimpered slightly and then held up the fistful of hair above her. The strands crisscrossed against the dim dawn’s light and she whispered, “This’ll do.” 
 
    That afternoon, Jegra stretched what remained of the pteranodon’s hide over several branches, crafting a modest awning to keep the sun at bay while she added the finishing touches to her armor. 
 
    With a metal bikini, shoulder plates, and bracers for her shins and forearms, she had at least minimal protection against whatever else might be stalking her. She slipped on her newly fashioned body armor and tested it by karate chopping a nearby rock in half. 
 
    If that wasn’t enough, the long, forty-one-hour days of this strange world gave her more than enough time to fashion a crude blade, using the acid pool to temper and sharpen one of the ship’s ore cutter blades intended for asteroid mining. She’d happened luckily on the piece of debris a few clicks west of the encampment when she was looking for a water source. After all, she knew the dinosaurs had to be getting their water from somewhere. But, still, no sign of it. Not a spring. Not a creek. Just desert and deadwood as far as the eye could see in every direction. 
 
    Although extremely heavy, the ore cutter being about as long as a two-handed longsword and twice as thick, she’d managed to give it a bone handle and a Tsukamaki leather wrap, the same style that ancient Japanese samurai swords used. 
 
    She briefly inspected her work, then, satisfied it was the best she could do with what she had, tucked the blade under her leather sash. She then tied it off leaving enough length on the ends to use for making strips should she need to sew anything together using the needle tooth of the pteranodon in the future. 
 
    She fastened her armor plating to herself with thin strands of leather that she’d shredded, and by the end of the day, she looked like a barbarian woman with a gladiatrix pedigree. Even so, she was starting to feel like her old self again. A powerful warrioress, not just a survivor stranded on an alien world. 
 
    Jegra didn’t dare sleep that evening, for as tired as she was, she couldn’t shake the distinct feeling that the T-Rex was still out there, circling her for when it grew hungry enough to pay her a return visit. 
 
    Dehydrated and a bit delirious from the long day’s heat, she licked her chapped lips and then laughed out loud at nothing. Curling up next to the fire, she clutched the blade to her chest like a teddy bear, and gazed wearily into the flames. Their hypnotic dancing had brought her to the verge of slumber when she heard the roar off in the distance and sat upright. Eyes wide open, she held her blade at the ready and peered into the darkness. 
 
    After a few minutes of nail-biting anticipation, every muscle in her body wound tighter than bridge cable as a pair of them came into view. One male, one female, lumbering along the cracked landscape, dry branches snapping underfoot, as they bared down on her. 
 
    “Balls,” she muttered as she realized she was out matched by the tyrannosaur team. 
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    Emperor Dakroth Rhadamanthus returned Commander Blackstar’s salute and set her at ease. “Please, my dear, this visit is merely an informality. You see, I too saw the empress’s shuttle destroyed after that terrible pirate, Novac Tamoran, shamelessly attacked her.” Dakroth spat at the floor to make his ire known to all the crew. 
 
    Lianica nodded at her XO and she blew her whistle, calling everyone to attention. The entire deck clicked their heels, straightened into a formal posture, and saluted. Dakroth returned their salutes as he passed the long line of officers. 
 
    “This way, if you please, Your Grace.” Lianica motioned to the open doors of the shuttle bay and the emperor nodded. 
 
    They passed the rows of crew members, and every person lowered their salute once the emperor had passed. 
 
    In the corridor, Lianica turned and nodded at the XO, who waited for the doors to shut and then blew his digital whistle and shouted, “Dismissed.” 
 
    “Your Excellency,” Commander Blackstar began, “We have it on good authority that the empress’s ship was not destroyed, but rather transported out of the system.” 
 
    “Really? That’s excellent news,” he lied. “What system?” 
 
    “Well, it’s a bit complicated, you see—” 
 
    Emperor Dakroth raised a hand and stopped her. “Let me stop you there, commander. Either you know where she is or you don’t.” 
 
    Lianica looked at the red-skinned woman who stood in silence just behind the emperor and then back at Dakroth. She lowered her gaze. “I’m afraid we don’t know. Not with any certainty.” 
 
    “Then you agree with me,” he stated as they resumed strolling along up the corridor, “that until we have definitive proof of life, we must assume the worst.” 
 
    “Rescue operation protocols dictate that we—” 
 
    The emperor shot her a sharp glance. “What rescue operation? I wasn’t aware I had issued any such orders.” 
 
    “No, Your Excellency. I took it upon myself to issue the orders on your behalf. After all, I know how much the empress means to you. I know you’d want us doing our best to ensure the safe retrieval of—” 
 
    He raised his hand again, cutting her off for the third time in a row, something she was beginning to find more than a little bit aggravating. She clenched her jaw in annoyance at the constant interruptions and complete dismissal of her position but kept any further signs of protest to herself. 
 
    “Yes, and that’s all fine. We must search high and low for the empress. But there is a slightly more pressing matter I need you to help me with.” 
 
    They came around the bend to Blackstar’s personal ready room and she showed them in. Making himself at home, the emperor deliberately sat in her chair to remind her of his position over her. 
 
    “Would you like some tea?” she offered, motioning to the pot she had made before rushing down to the hangar deck to greet the Lord Emperor. He shook his head, declining her offer. 
 
    She took her seat across from him in one of two reception chairs and glanced behind herself, finding Ishtar Bantu standing just over her shoulder like an intimidating centurion. 
 
    “With all due respect, your excellency, what could be more pressing than retrieving the empress?” 
 
    Dakroth leaned back in her chair, steepled his fingers beneath his chin, and grinned. “In the coming days, Nyctan will declare war against the Dagon Empire,” he informed her. “My best intelligence officers say the Nyctans are already amassing their fleet along the border. I am promoting you to Captain and want you to lead the blockade, Commander Blackstar.” 
 
    “Me?” Lianica gasped. At once she felt under qualified, but at the same time had dreamed of this opportunity for so long that she couldn’t say no. Such chances only came once in a blue moon. She’d be a fool to decline the emperor’s offer. 
 
    “Is that a problem?” Dakroth asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “No,” she said, a smile spreading across her face. “I’d be honored, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Dakroth chirped. He waved his hand, a subtle gesture to Ishtar to back off, and she took a couple of steps back. 
 
    Lianica looked over her shoulder at the red-skinned woman, acknowledging that she was there to ensure Blackstar fell in line with the emperor’s wishes, one way or another. 
 
    The Lord Emperor pulled out a small wooden box made of beautiful Dagon cherry wood, and slid it across the table. “Open it,” he said, his grin holding firm on his mauve lips. 
 
    Lianica opened the box to find bars the rank of Captain. Pulling out the small brass pins, she admired them and began to fasten them to her uniform. 
 
    Dakroth stood up and walked around the table. Even though it was completely unnecessary, he helped her fasten the bars, and said, “I’ll expect your plan of attack in two weeks.” 
 
    Captain Lianica Blackstar stood up and turned toward him. She bowed her head reverently. 
 
    “Seeing as this is the most advanced ship in the fleet, I am giving you full command of the Shard.” The emperor turned to leave, but pausing in front of the door, he snapped his fingers as a thought occurred to him. “Oh, there’s one more thing. Whether you know it or not, you’re harboring a traitor aboard this ship.” 
 
    Lianica gulped and looked at Ishtar then back to Dakroth. Although he didn’t know that she was the one who had piloted the other fighter, he definitely knew Danica had been at the helm of one. She’d gone off the rails and tried to kill him herself, something Dakroth wasn’t likely to forgive anytime soon. 
 
    “A traitor?” she gasped, acting as though she had no clue. “Aboard the empress’s vessel?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Dakroth grinned viciously. “A woman by the name of Vice Admiral Cassera Van Danica Amelorak. Of course, she now goes by Danica Valencia.” 
 
    “The servant of the empress?!” Lianica balked, feigning surprise. “But she looks nothing like the vice admiral.” 
 
    “She’s had modifications. A fair warning, though, Captain, she’s ruthless and cunning and may be the most dangerous fugitive in the galaxy.” He pulled out a holovid tablet and held it out. Tapping it with his thumb, a picture of Danica, as she appeared now, popped up. “This image was recorded on Novac Tamoran’s vessel. The woman attacking me is the so-called servant you speak of. Now, I trust you will resolve the matter and help me apprehend this fugitive.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Lianica said. Even as she said it, she could feel her heart pounding inside. Her mind raced as she tried to figure out how she could warn Danica. But it didn’t seem like there was any way out of this. 
 
    “Lead the way, Captain, my Captain,” Dakroth said with a wave of his hand, gesturing her to go on ahead of him. 
 
    Both the red-skinned woman and Emperor Dakroth accompanied Lianica to the astrometrics lab where they happened upon Danica. 
 
    Caught up in her work, Danica didn’t even notice them come in. When she looked up from the star charts, a shocked expression came over her, one which quickly faded into one of profound disappointment. When her eyes fell onto Lianica’s, she noticed the shiny new bars signifying the rank of Captain. Lianica, realizing she’d betrayed Danica in the most unforgivable way, looked away in shame. 
 
    The truth was, she hadn’t planned for it to go down like this. But the emperor had swooped in and pressed the matter. She was caught off guard and had no good plan in place. Now, all she could do was offer up Danica as a scapegoat. 
 
    “Vice Admiral,” Emperor Dakroth sneered, the right-side of his lip knotting tightly in disgust. “It’s been too long.” 
 
    Before Danica could react, Ishtar raised a slender black stun-gun with a burnt chrome finish. “Please, don’t.” 
 
    Danica paused, looking between Lianica and Dakroth’s faces. She lunged at the emperor; there was a blast, and Ishtar zapped Danica, preventing her from laying hands on the Lord Emperor. 
 
    The stun bolt solicited a grunt and Danica crumpled to the ground and spasmed as the electric shock dropped her like a lead weight. Lingering tendrils of blue electricity crawled through her muscle sinews and caused her body to twitch uncontrollably. 
 
    Prostrate before the Lord Emperor, his assassin, and her back-stabbing ex-girlfriend, who all stood above her with condescending looks, silently judging her, caused Danica to feel a burning rage ignite inside her. Unable to move, though, all she could do was scream out in frustration. 
 
    “Excellent work, Captain Blackstar Van Scarion,” Dakroth said, clearly pleased. He nodded at Ishtar, who took the stun-gun from Lianica and stowed it. Smirking, Ishtar helped Lianica pick Danica up by her arms and dragged her limp body out of the lab, down the corridor, and back to Dakroth’s shuttle. 
 
    Lianica had never felt more conflicted in her life. Although it was true that she and Danica had started off as rivals, she liked to think they’d moved passed that. Over the course of the past couple of weeks, she’d gotten to know Danica well enough to know that this level of betrayal wasn’t something she’d likely forgive. And, yet, if Lianica didn’t do it, it wouldn’t take a clairvoyant to know what Dakroth would do if she went against the Lord Emperor’s wishes. 
 
    Once they had finished boarding, Lianica turned to leave when Dakroth’s blue hand landed upon her chest, stopping her. She was startled by the sudden contact; surprise became trepidation when he didn’t remove his hand, but let it linger there. 
 
    “I’m glad to have such a loyal officer as you on my side, Lianica. But, if I should ever find you harboring an enemy of the Empire aboard this ship again, I won’t be so forgiving the next time. Are we clear?” 
 
    Lianica gulped. She could already feel him projecting his fear-based telepathy her way. She tried to ignore it; it wasn’t the first time she had experienced his little mind games. But it was still unnerving. “Yes, my lord,” she answered timidly, her voice cracking. 
 
    His hand slowly slid inside the flap of her uniform and crept down her left breast until he was cupping it firmly in his palm. Giving her a gentle squeeze, his thumb massaging her nipple, he leaned in to her so that his lips hovered dangerously close to hers. “Do we have an understanding, Lianica?” 
 
    Lianica grabbed Dakroth by his neck and reeled him in. Their lips crashed together and she kissed him long and hard. At the same time, she grabbed his probing hand with hers and forced him to squeeze her breast even tighter. She had to make her submission look genuine, which meant she needed to hold back her gag reflex long enough to convince him she wanted his grubby hands all over her. This was the only way to ensure him of her sincerity. Her loyalty. 
 
    Finally, she relinquished her grip and, taking a deep breath, answered, “We have an understanding, your excellency.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, a crooked grin betraying the fact that he was secretly delighted by her acquiescence. 
 
    It was almost as though he’d expected her to resist him. But why? she wondered. Was it a test of loyalty? Lianica swallowed hard. Could he somehow know that she was part of the Pe’tharell, an ancient order devoted to the protection of the empress above all else? Could he possibly suspect that she’d die for the empress, even if it meant going against him? 
 
    In the end, she hadn’t any other choice. If she hadn’t given Danica up, Dakroth would have suspected something. He would have dug into her past until he uncovered the fact that she was a Pe’tharell, and he would have imprisoned her, or worse. At least for now, she had convinced him she was on his side. Even if it had meant destroying an ally’s trust, a person who she cared for a great deal. 
 
    With their business concluded, Lord Emperor Dakroth beamed at her with his trademark debonair grin and watched her stroll down the shuttle’s loading ramp. He admired the way her hips swiveled and how tight her ass looked in the white uniform. Perhaps the kiss had excited him more than he’d anticipated. Licking his lips, taking in her lingering flavor, he smiled and turned back into the shuttle. 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, Lianica found herself back in the astrometrics lab. Without warning, she began to hyperventilate and collapsed to the floor. Her hands trembling, she clutched the edge of the holographic display table, the same table she’d almost had Danica on earlier. She bowed her head between her arms and began sobbing. 
 
    “What have I done?” she whispered between gasps of air. Sniffling, a steady stream of tears ran down both her violet cheeks. Shaking her head, she rose to her feet and, slamming her fists on the holographic display table, she let out a gut-wrenching scream. Even if, by some miracle, Danica could one day come to forgive her, the fact was Lianica wouldn’t ever be able to forgive herself. 
 
    Angered by her own lack of resolve, her betrayal of Danica, and her utter failure to protect her girlfriend, Lianica tore the brass bars off her uniform and threw them across the room. They pinged off the surface of the wall and fell to the floor. Leaving them, she stormed out of the astrometrics lab and headed to the recreational lounge to hit up the bar and have a few drinks. 
 
    Maybe if I get drunk enough, she thought, she could forget about this terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day. 
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    Back aboard his private shuttle, Emperor Dakroth shackled Danica’s arms above her head, fastening them to the rear bulkhead with magnetic clamps. Opening a vial of smelling salts, he wafted its potent scent beneath her nose and revived her. 
 
    Danica snapped awake, the inside of her nose burning, and found herself shackled to the back of the emperor’s shuttle transport with unbreakable korridium alloy restraints. The same restraints used for transporting slave labor to the Outer Rim mining asteroids and for the extraterrestrial chattel bought and sold by the Intergalactic Gladiatorial Syndicate. 
 
    “Dani, is it?” Dakroth said in an amused tone. A slight smile formed on his Prussian lips as he eyed his former Vice Admiral up and down, taking in her new, augmented appearance. 
 
    “Only Jegra calls me that,” she snapped defensively. Her words had a sharper edge than she had intended, but her new name and persona was part and parcel of her attempt to redefine herself. To distance herself from the emperor and become something different. Something better. 
 
    Even so, it seemed her abrupt tone caught his attention because his eyes widened and his grin grew strained, as if the ire was bubbling up inside him but, then, he quickly forced it back again and found composure. 
 
    “I think I preferred Cassera, actually.” He locked his hands behind his back and smiled again. This time, his gaze drifted off to the side as though some nostalgic reminiscence from their past caught his attention. 
 
    “Cassera is dead,” she replied. 
 
    “Good,” Dakroth replied. “Because Cassera Van Danica Amelorak is a traitor to the empire. And as you well know, there’s only one fate for traitors.” 
 
    Danica merely gazed back at him with a blasé look that seemed to say she’d heard it all before. Nothing he could say would shock her. She knew him too well; she could tell exactly how all this would pan out. 
 
    But, if she was being completely honest, being called a traitor to her face did sting. She was many things, but a traitor wasn’t one of them. 
 
    Ever since she was a young girl all she wanted to do was serve a greater purpose. The greater purpose she’d found was expanding the empire, securing the future, and making Dagon great again. That’s why she joined the Imperial Navy. She wanted to be a part of something bigger than herself. She wanted to make a difference. 
 
    Then, one day, the Lord Emperor took notice of her and, for reasons unfathomable to her, decided to prime her for admiralship. And he took her under his wing and began her training. The unimaginable had happened, and she was caught up in the great expanse of the Dagon Empire. He was her noble leader and she his dutiful servant. Fulfilling the Emperor’s every command was her sole purpose in life. 
 
    Dakroth’s vision of a unified galaxy became her vision. And it consumed her. In her blind devotion, she did terrible things, despicable things, at his bequest. And never once did she question any of his orders. Not even when he ordered her to bomb countless colonies and decimate entire cities to get them to surrender to the will of the Lord Emperor. 
 
    In her zealotry, she did not question. She only obeyed. And it was because of this single-mindedness to serve her emperor at the cost of all else, that she had risen through the ranks faster than any Dagon officer before her. 
 
    She had been ruthless. Fearless. And she would have gladly continued to be so if it weren’t for the small fact that the most unexpected thing happened. She fell in love. 
 
    What’s more, she fell in love with a common slave. And although it wasn’t unheard of for nobles to raise slaves to the status of permanent courtesans or sometimes even wives, it was completely another to have to share the love of your life with the cruelest dictator the galaxy had ever known. 
 
    It was the events that transpired on the moon Cordova that had caused Danica to doubt Dakroth’s greatness. Dakroth’s betrayal of Jegra, their run-in with the Knight of Caelum, and the little fact that he had shot her to prevent her from saving Jegra, had shaken her faith. 
 
    In that moment, Dakroth had revealed his true colors. And the illusion of the great warrior emperor came tumbling down like a stack of Vorteshian playing cards. 
 
    It was when he ordered her to hunt Jegra down and kill her that Danica’s disillusionment was finally complete. Dakroth’s obsession with Jegra’s genome, his desire to weaponize her, and his single-minded drive to achieve galactic domination at any cost revealed a power-hungry madman willing to burn the whole bleeding galaxy to dust and ash just so long as he could continue to rule over its charred remains. 
 
    No matter how big or how powerful the empire became, no matter how many star systems folded under Dagon military might, the Lord Emperor was always thirsty for more. 
 
    Now, with the recent losses at the hands of the Nyctans, the Dagon Imperial Armada was stretched dangerously thin across every sector. The emperor’s lust for power was becoming detrimental to the wellbeing of the empire. Meanwhile, power struggles amongst the senatorial committee threatened to bring the Dagon Empire imploding in on itself. If that happened, the military heads would take sides and Dagon would collapse into all out civil war. 
 
    It was now Danica’s opinion that if things continued on this way, Emperor Dakroth would drag the Dagon Empire down along with him into his descent into madness. For too long had a tyrant reigned. And no longer could her métier of serving the empire go hand in hand with serving her emperor. In the end, she could only serve one. And the truth was, the empire was greater than just one man. 
 
    What Dagon direly needed was a change from war to diplomacy. And that was a skillset Dakroth sorely lacked. 
 
    Jegra, on the other hand, had caught the imagination of the people. Every sector of the empire knew her name. Her gladiatorial fights were that of legend. Her battle with a Knight of Caelum in hand to hand combat was a tale for the ages. And her ability to out maneuver even Dakroth himself made her the perfect candidate for leading the Dagon empire out of an age of war and into an age of peace and prosperity. 
 
    But if Danica was going to help Jegra usher in a new era of change for the empire, she’d first have to survive Dakroth’s anger and whatever twisted form of punishment he had in mind for her. 
 
    “Danica, then,” Dakroth said, nonchalantly waving off her acrimonious response. He rubbed his chin and gazed at her from half-sunken eyelids that suggested that he was no longer in the mood for sardonic banter. “It seems you and I have come to an impasse,” he continued, his voice shifting in tone from affable to hostile. “If I kill you, I make a martyr of you, enhancing your already legendary status throughout the system. The great war heroine turned traitor, turned rebel, turned hero again. No. I’m afraid I must permit you to live…for the time being. You see, I’m in somewhat of a bind; I have no choice but to grant you your miserable, traitorous life.” 
 
    She eyed him stiffly and then quipped, “How merciful of you.” As expected, he merely ignored her retort and continued on with his little tirade. 
 
    “Humiliation and torture are what you have to look forward to, Vice Admiral. And then, once I break you, and you will break, I will take your dignity by selling your worthless, impure flesh to whichever loathsome slaver will take you. Only then will you be free of me.” 
 
    “This little speech of yours is torture enough,” she said, sarcasm dripping off her every word like corrosive acid. “So feel free to consider us squared up and sell me to the next slave ship that comes our way.” 
 
    Unamused, his red eyes flared with rage. Pink wisps of Dagon energy seeped out like ethereal vapor. He pulled a knife from the back of his belt and held it to her throat. Leaning in, the knife drawing a dab of blood, he snarled, “You will learn your place, banjax!” 
 
    In the Dagoni language, the term “banjax” meant the lowest of the low. It was worse than slave, worse than whore, and the searing label was not used lightly. It meant “the defiled,” and if the emperor branded you such, it was a veritable curse. 
 
    Nobody would associate with a banjax. They were viewed as a black stain on society. They were impure, and they had to go, had to be eliminated. There was a threat of contamination by association, which no one dare risk. Therefore, anyone deemed a banjax was forthwith banished or killed. 
 
    Dakroth gripped Danica’s garments tightly in his left fist and began hacking at them with the blade in his right. He cut away her clothes piece by piece until she was naked before him, helpless to do anything but watch. 
 
    Once he’d finished stripping her bare, he spat on her body and returned to the front of the shuttle. 
 
    As his spittle dribbled down her chest and between her breasts, Danica’s rage swelled within her. “Defile me all you want. Hurt me. Dismiss me. Kill me, for all I care. Just know that there’s one woman you’ll never hold power over. And when she learns of what you’ve done to me, she’ll come for you. Do you hear me?!” Danica was practically shouting across the cabin at Dakroth, but he continued to ignore her. “Heed my words, oh great emperor. Jegra will have your head. And there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    Ishtar looked over her shoulder and glowered at Danica. “Does she ever shut up?” 
 
    Dakroth lowered himself into the pilot’s seat and let out a heavy sigh. After a short pause, he said, “You may begin.” 
 
    Ishtar’s scowl melted away and a malevolent grin spread across her burgundy lips. She slowly rose up and sauntered over to Danica. There was a light spring in her step, her demeanor almost child-like in its giddiness. 
 
    Pulling out a slender vial from the inside of her uniform, she held it up in front of Danica’s face. Inside was what appeared to be a ferocious looking centipede. It had a black armored body with hundreds of thorny red legs and giant mandibles that looked like they could bite through a korridium hull. 
 
    “Do you know what this is? It’s a Dagon demon-worm. They live only on the southern continent of Krylon; they are subterranean. Their contact with the Dagon species has been limited, but they have evolved in a way that has given them a most unique property.” 
 
    Danica looked at the worm and then at Ishtar’s black tattooed face. Defiant, she said nothing. 
 
    Noting Danica’s reticence, Ishtar smiled and continued. “You see, they have an affinity for burrowing under the flesh, and they make their way to the lower abdomen. There, they coil around the nerves of your umbilical cord, just beneath your belly button,” she informed Danica, touching her stomach and running her red finger along the radius of Danica’s navel. 
 
    “They pierce a feeding needle into your gut and then begin to feast on your reproductive organs, a delicacy, in their view. Once they’ve wreaked havoc on your insides, they proceed to lay their eggs. Three weeks later you give birth to a host of their offspring which burst from your abdomen. Dagon males, I’m afraid, die an excruciatingly painful death. But, luckily, a Dagon female will typically survive. You see, the creatures end up filling her uterus; this female attribute prevents her death in about half the reported cases–assuming she can get the medical attention she requires, that is.” 
 
    “Did anyone ever tell you that you talk too much?” Danica hissed in her most sarcastic tone. 
 
    Enraged, Ishtar sucker punched Danica in the gut. Unable to defend herself, she took the brunt of the blow like a punching bag and spat up blood. 
 
    Ishtar unscrewed the lid of the jaw and dumped the centipede onto Danica’s shoulder. It crawled around in figure eights, searching for an entrance point but couldn’t find one. As it slithered across her chest, Ishtar sucker punched Danica again. 
 
    “Gah!” Danica gasped for air and the creature climbed into her mouth. As it made its way down her throat, she began coughing and heaving. Then the heaving turned to screaming and she jerked and thrashed against her shackles as the creature burrowed its way deep into her body. 
 
    “Did I forget to mention that each slender leg of the creature releases a prick of venom as it bears down on your flesh? Venom which burns like acid as it scorches you from the inside out? Yeah, I think I forgot to mention that.” 
 
    Through gritted teeth, Danica snarled, “Go to hell, you duplicitous psycho-hag.” 
 
    “That’s the Cassera Van Danica I remember so fondly!” Dakroth said from the shuttle’s forward cabin. 
 
    Ishtar glanced down to see the rounded outline of the creature already coiling around Danica’s umbilical cord. Another punch to the gut, just above the creature’s nesting area, sent unfathomable pain throughout Danica’s entire body. 
 
    Ishtar, a wicked smile spreading clear across her face, was winding up to hit Danica again when Dakroth intervened. “That’s enough, my dear. We don’t want to spoil her before we get her home.” 
 
    Ishtar grabbed Danica by the chin and raised it. Looking into her golden eyes with her green ones, Ishtar leaned in and French kissed Danica. As she pulled away, her spittle stretched from her bottom lip to Danica’s. Once the strand of saliva broke, Ishtar shoved Danica’s face away, mumbling “Banjax,” and then let go of her. 
 
    Danica’s head slumped down in defeat and Ishtar laughed and returned to the co-pilot’s seat next to Dakroth, as commanded. The dutiful little assassin, Danica thought, like a dog. Always willing to do anything to please the master. 
 
    Danica’s head hung between her shoulders and it took everything she had not to scream out in agony as the poisonous creature burrowed into her tender flesh. She couldn’t let Dakroth win. No matter what he did to her. She had to stay strong. 
 
    As she struggled for composure, her thoughts sought out Jegra. As much as she had enjoyed her time with Lianica, it was Jegra that was her true love. Her soulmate. And it would be the thought of being reunited with her that would keep her going. No matter what Dakroth threw at her. At least she had the hope of being with Jegra again. 
 
    A sudden prick inside her pelvis caused her to scream out in agony. The burning sensation was so intense, she wanted to die. Then the creature drilled down into her ovaries and the real pain began. Hot, searing, unbearable pain. Then, only blackness. 
 
    When Danica came too, she felt an insatiable burning in her gut. It felt like the time when she was a little girl and had wandered into a fire-ant’s nest. She’d been stung so badly she thought she was going to die. It felt like that, but on the inside. 
 
    She raised her head, grunting from the effects of the venom which coursed through her entire body, even her neck, and looked around. She was no longer aboard the shuttle but found that she was tied to some kind of stone slab inside a large chamber. 
 
    A table just beyond her held a litany of surgical devices, some of them crude and ancient, some illegal, all meant for the gratification of her torturer. 
 
    Just beyond the shadows, Danica could make out a familiar figure. Stepping into view, the figure, dressed only in a white ceremonial loincloth and nothing else, stepped into the light. It was the empress. It was Jegra. 
 
    “Impossible,” Danica muttered. 
 
    “There’s no time,” Jegra said, grabbing a scalpel from the table. She ran over to Danica and began cutting the leather straps that bound her to the table. “I have to get you out of here before he finds out.” 
 
    “Dakroth?” Danica asked, her voice too weak to say any more. The creature’s venom had practically paralyzed her. When she did try to move, all she could feel was a searing pain coursing through every muscle fiber. 
 
    The leather strap snapped and Danica, using every ounce of strength she had left, began to undo the other wrist strap. Jegra knelt and freed Danica’s ankles and then helped her down off the table. 
 
    With Danica’s arm draped across Jegra’s shoulder, they began hobbling toward the exit. “I snuck away from the ceremony of consummation while the emperor was busy burning his face in the cunt of some Bre’lal servant girl. But he’ll know I’ve stepped out soon enough.” 
 
    “How?” Danica asked. “How’d you know where to find me?” 
 
    “Lianica told me that Dakroth had taken you,” Jegra answered hastily. 
 
    “It’s a miracle she found you at all.” Danica smiled. At least Lianica hadn’t let her down on that front. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, ladies,” a voice said from beyond the open entrance. Dakroth stepped into view, his finger already glowing. “And here I thought the time for traitorous back-stabbing was over. I must admit, I’m very disappointed in both of you.” 
 
    “Back off, dear husband,” Jegra growled. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Dakroth replied, aiming his glowing finger at them. “You see, you’ve both been very naughty and one of you must be punished.” 
 
    Before either of them could respond, Dakroth let the laser beam go and it hit Jegra right between the eyes. Danica watched in horror as Jegra’s head exploded, her blood and gray matter splattering all over her body. 
 
    “Nooo!” Danica screamed. The demon-worm’s venom surged with the added excitement and caused her to crumple to her knees. Jegra’s body fell to the ground next to her, the gaping neck wound bleeding out before her. And all she could do was watch. 
 
    Danica looked up in time to see the emperor standing over her. She growled, “I’ll kill you. If it’s the last thing I do in this life. I swear by the Gilded Master, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Sorry, my dear Vice Admiral, but you’re in no position to be making such threats. Empty as they are.” 
 
    With the bottom of his boot, Dakroth kicked Danica in the temple, knocking her unconscious. 
 
    A few hours later, Danica groaned and opened her eyes. She found herself back on the stone table again, her arms and legs bound. It was as though she’d never made it off the bloody slab in the first place. 
 
    She scanned the room and when her eyes settled upon the crimson pool of blood gelling in the corner of the chamber near the arch of the exit, she began to sob. Her sobbing sent searing pain coursing through her veins, but she fought through it. Jegra was dead and she was back where she started. Almost. Now she had a very singular-minded mission. Avenge Jegra by killing Dakroth. 
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    Massive jowls filled with razor sharp teeth encircled Jegra. Saliva dripped from between the four-inch teeth of both tyrannosaurs as they eyed their prey hungrily. 
 
    “Don’t you even think about it,” Jegra growled, clutching her blade in her left hand and the spear in her right. She shifted her feet and spun to maintain a steady eye contact with the female, glancing ever so slightly every so often to remind the male that she hadn’t forgotten about him either. 
 
    One of the dinos warbled in a deep, throaty manner that caused Jegra to tense up. 
 
    “I feel I ought to inform you,” she began, addressing the creatures, “that I’ve had myself a rotten two days and I’m not in any kind of mood to play around. So, let’s get this tango over with, shall we?” 
 
    She tossed the spear straight up into the air, got under it, caught it again, and, taking a javelin thrower’s stance, wound the weapon back as far as her arm would go. Just as she was about to launch the spear, however, she caught, like a flash out of the corner of her peripheral vision, the female’s leathery tail slicing through the air like a bullwhip. 
 
    It happened so fast that Jegra hardly had time to process it. The tail slapped so hard it sent her tumbling to the ground. She rolled four times and skidded to a halt in the dirt. In the summersault, she’d lost her spear but managed to hold on to her blade. She raised it up in front of her and sighed disappointedly when it came up bent at a ninety-degree angle. 
 
    “Balls,” she hissed, and tossed the useless piece of scrap metal aside. All that work for nothing. 
 
    The male T-Rex roared, asserting his dominance, but kept his distance. At the same time, the female, being the huntress, darted in for the kill. But Jegra was onto her; she took a lunging step forward and caught the beast by its upper and lower lips mid chomp. Jegra halted its snapping jaws and skidded backward in the hardened sand, the sunbaked ground beneath her feet flaking away like fish scales from a chef’s knife. 
 
    As she plowed backward through the cracked earth, she dug in her heels and brought the female T-Rex to a standstill. Its tongue slithered out of its mouth and licked her forearm; Jegra made a disgusted face as she watched the dinosaur’s drool ooze down her arm and drip off her elbow. 
 
    The great lizard almost seemed surprised that such a tiny creature as Jegra exhibited such great strength and wriggled her head free of Jegra’s grasp, sauntering back a few steps as she re-adjudicated her best course of action. 
 
    Jegra scooped up a rock roughly the size of a basketball and threw it at the female. It shattered against her side, but was enough of a hit to startle the beast. She hurried back, putting distance between herself and Jegra; it was unusual for dinner to fight back so. The male, on the other hand, grew bolder. 
 
    The male huffed impatiently and the female snapped at him in protest–a curt reprimand that conveyed the sentiment that this particular prey was proving harder to catch than it should be. He snorted again, to stress his impatience with how long this affair seemed to be taking, and they both began circling her again. 
 
    “You two are dizzying,” she said. Then, taking the initiative, she dug her toe into the ground and kicked up a blinding spray of sand. It must have stung, too, because the she-rex yowled and drew back. 
 
    Using what strength she could muster, Jegra charged the male T-Rex and slammed into him with her shoulder. He, too, wasn’t prepared for her impressive strength; his footing went out from under him and he toppled onto his side. Kicking and squirming to get up, he rolled across his back and, with a flick of his tail, sprang back up onto his hind quarters. 
 
    Both tyrannosaurs withdrew a safe distance away from Jegra who squatted, hands on knees, huffing rapidly to catch her breath. Seeing that the pair were about to come at her again, she struck a fierce pose to deter them, if not give them pause. She threw out her firsts and screamed at them with everything she had. 
 
    This seemed to do the trick, as it scared them off. They galloped heavily off into the thick of the dead forest, leaving the feisty hominid for another day. 
 
    Jegra, exhausted and days without sleep, collapsed to her knees and let out yet another sigh. Although she wanted desperately to hold on to consciousness, she could no longer resist the Sandman’s calling. Fatigue had set in and she collapsed onto her back and let the peaceful nothingness of deep sleep overtake her. 
 
    When Jegra awoke it was twilight, and she gazed up at the twin moons slowly rising from the east. 
 
    She spat dirt out past her chapped and peeling lips and pushed herself up off the ground. Once back on her feet, she tottered there for a bit, feeling lightheaded and knew that she needed to find water. And soon. 
 
    It had already been three days, and although she’d found some replenishment with the Pteranodon egg she had drunk right from the shell, it was the only sustenance she’d had since landing. Another day like this, and she feared she wouldn’t make it. 
 
    But, in all this, she had noticed one thing. The dinosaurs kept retreating to the southwest, which gave her an inkling of hope that she’d find water in that direction. So, she followed the trail of the tracks of the tyrannosaurs, confident that they must know exactly where to find water. 
 
    She stalked the beasts for fifteen kilometers from her camp when she finally came upon an oasis of fertile greenery. The verdant jungle growth, including ferns and vines and coconut-like trees, came right up to the edge of the dead forest. It was as though there, at that precise line, the desert of scorched earth met the Garden of Eden. 
 
    Jegra found an alien coconut and cracked it open on a rock. Although its juice was sour and tasted nothing like the tropical fruit she’d loved as a child, it was the only liquid she’d had since she crashed. She gulped it down thirstily, choking on its potent juices a couple of times. Then she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and continued into the lush jungle foliage. 
 
    After hiking for what felt like another five or six kilometers into the jungle, she felt the humidity spike. She also made out the distant sound of running water. 
 
    “A waterfall!” she said out loud, practically startling herself with the sound of her own voice. 
 
    Her pace quickened and she rushed the last four kilometers to a clearing where she found a waterfall feeding into a crystal-clear pool with two streams winding away from it into a fern covered bank. She scanned the trees to make sure the fang-toothed couple weren’t lurking about and then rushed to the water’s edge. She looked around again to spy an albino opossum-kind of creature on the other side of the lake taking a long drink and realized it was safe. 
 
    Jegra slid down onto her belly and dipped her whole face into the water, practically inhaling the liquid. 
 
    She drank until she choked herself and sat up hacking and coughing. Then she cupped her hands and brought up several more water-filled palms to her parched and cracked lips and drank until every ounce of thirst was quenched. 
 
    Finally satisfied, she let out a refreshed sigh and slumped her shoulders. Inside the forest, the air was rich with oxygen and didn’t stink like out in the sulfuric haze of the blistering desert. 
 
    A light breeze picked up and she caught a whiff of her own putrid stench, of sweat, blood, and dinosaur drool, and almost gagged. Dipping her right foot into the water, she wriggled her toes and then slowly waded out into the cool water until she was waist deep in the lagoon. Leaning back, she slipped down and let the water consume her. Coming up for air, she took a deep breath and wiped the water from her face. 
 
    The only light came from the twin moons above her as Jegra climbed out of the water and lay across a spring-side boulder and basked in the moonlight. The cool water and forest breeze felt like a soothing balm against her sunburned skin. 
 
    Jegra did her best to rub the soreness out of her weary muscles and bruised bones, but it wasn’t enough. Sliding off the boulder, she slipped back into the water and waded over to the water fall. She moved under the crushing shower, letting it cascade down her neck and back and moaned in pleasure as the pounding force massaged her body. That’s when she heard the rattling snort of the T-Rex just beyond the cluster of trees. 
 
    The foliage directly opposite her rustled with excited movement and Jegra watched in dead silence as the beast appeared out of the thicket. It was only the male. Alone. He hadn’t yet caught scent of her; he bent down and began to drink without so much as a care in the world. 
 
    Cautiously, Jegra slowly eased back into the waterfall, letting the curtain of water close around her. She slowly receded, slipping into a small alcove formed in the cliff face. Here she was safely hidden and out of sight. 
 
    She waited for several minutes, giving the giant lizard plenty of time to drink, and then slowly edged around the bend of the inlet and pressed her face into the veil of waterfall. As she poked her nose out, her face mashed up against something leathery. She opened her eyes to find the T-Rex’s nose pressed directly upon hers. 
 
    “Balls,” she muttered to herself. 
 
    The dinosaur snorted, sending a spray of water and foul smelling breathe into her face. 
 
    “Behave,” she said in a steady voice, throwing up a hand and easing her way out of the waterfall. The T-Rex slowly moved back, matching her stride for stride, and playfully wagged its tail. She raised an eyebrow as it backed up onto the shoreline. Somehow, it seemed smaller than the previous two she’d encountered, and much more playful and energetic. That’s when she realized she was dealing with an entirely new dinosaur. 
 
    Uncertain as to the creature’s intentions, she cautiously backed away and, with both hands raised defensively, she said, “Good boy. Now, just stay put while I slowly inch away.” 
 
    But as soon as she’d put a safe distance between herself and the creature, he bounded forward and landed directly in front of her. His eyes sparkled and he let out a playful snort. 
 
    “Oh, you’re just a pup, aren’t you?” she said, realizing she was dealing with a youngling. He wagged his tail and snorted excitedly again, then turned in a circle. 
 
    Jegra looked around for a boulder or something she could use as a weapon, but there was nothing in sight. So, she continued her backward retreat until she noticed another giant snout appear directly to her right. Her eyes widened as she gazed into the nostril of another T-Rex. It was the female. Mom. 
 
    Slowly, Jegra turned to find the female staring right at her with what Jegra could imagine was a concerned expression, and then she roared, letting Jegra know that she was treading on thin ice. 
 
    The female’s roar excited the young male and it reared up on its hind legs, mimicking its mother, roaring even louder than she had. 
 
    The female had obviously had enough of her males for one day and nipped at the pup’s neck. This irritated him, and he rammed into her, shoving her back in a show of dominance. As she stumbled blindly, Jegra had no recourse but to leap out of the way. 
 
    The ground smashed hard into Jegra’s side, but she rolled with the fall and sprang back up to her feet. She quickly darted away from the tussle and jumped over a tail, which whipped by at such a ferocious velocity it cut down two trees, leaving only splintered stumps in its wake. 
 
    “You two should seriously consider counseling,” Jegra yelled above their mutual grunts of disdain for one another. Before she could clear out of their radius, however, the male’s tail inadvertently clipped her and sent her skipping across the water. She sank into the lagoon and came up choking on a mouthful of fresh water kelp. 
 
    Swimming to the opposite shoreline, she crawled out and panted for a bit as she tried to catch her breath. Just then, a deafening roar shook the trees and Jegra felt the very ground shudder beneath her as mammoth footsteps stormed up to the shoreline. 
 
    The two smaller dinosaurs looked up in time to see dad appear, who let forth a displeased roar. He was, after all, the king of the lizards here. The youngling scampered off into the trees, not wanting to face the wrath of its parent. The mother roared back, as if she were scolding him, and then stalked to the other end of the lagoon. 
 
    Jegra stared in awe at the giant T-Rex, who was easily three times bigger than the largest specimen ever found on Earth. “My God,” she said in a hushed tone. “You’re one big mother fu—” 
 
    “Get down!” a voice called out. Jegra whirled around in time to see two blue plasma bolts scorch past her. 
 
    She lunged to the side, crashed into a fern, and rolled out of the way of the disruptor blasts. 
 
    The two blasts hit the giant T-Rex in his rib cage and the monster roared out in agony and then retreated into the foliage. Startled, the female scampered off, too, and soon enough all the tyrannosaurs had hightailed it out of there. 
 
    Jegra looked up to see a cloaked figure standing on top of a large boulder at the crest of the waterfall, her plasma rifle held at her side in a non-threatening manner. She squinted to try and make out the figure’s face, but it was concealed by a navy-blue wrap that matched the rest of the shawl. Probably to help combat the smog and the sweltering desert sun, she surmised. 
 
    Only a narrow slit allowed for two gorgeous emerald eyes to peer down at her from behind the muffler. Jegra’s mysterious savior’s eyes sparkled in the dim light cast by the twin moons and, after a brief silence, her rescuer spoke. “It’s best we clear out. They’ll be back soon.” The woman took out a canteen and, kneeling down next to the rushing water, filled it. She then stood up and tossed Jegra the canteen of water. “Here, you’ll need this. The walk through the jungle is a long one.” 
 
    Jegra slung the canteen’s strap over her shoulder and looked back the way the dinosaurs had fled and then back at the woman who was already turning to leave. Given her options, she’d rather join this stranger than get stomped into the ground by some pea-brained lizard with only food on its mind. 
 
    Plasma rifle clutched in both hands, the mysterious woman paused and looked over her shoulder. “Well? You coming or not?” 
 
    Jegra nodded in compliance and began scaling the slope of the rockface that wound its way up the waterfall. Once she’d made it to the top, she found the woman waiting for her at the edge of the tree line. Seeing that she’d made it, the figure stepped into the forest and Jegra quickly followed after her. 
 
    They hiked along a trail for the better half of an hour and then came out of the oasis to a bluff that overlooked a lush valley. Just beyond the valley was a mountain range peaked by jagged rock formations. 
 
    “There,” the woman said, aiming a finger at the mountains. “That’s home.” 
 
    “That is far,” Jegra sighed disappointedly. 
 
    “When I saw your shuttle crash, I set out right away. It took me three days to get to you.” 
 
    “Three days?” Jegra asked. “Is that all?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes flickered as they scanned Jegra’s face. Then she set out without so much as another word. 
 
    “All right, then,” Jegra said aloud. “Nice talk.” 
 
    Fifty-six hours later, they’d come to the foothills at the far end of the valley. Jegra finished the remainder of water in her canteen then tipped it back and tapped the side trying to get every last drop. Realizing it was no use, she huffed disappointedly and then twisted the lid back on. 
 
    “We’re here,” her travel companion finally said, as she stopped before a steep rockface. 
 
    Vines and moss clung to the rockface and climbed almost to the top. That’s when Jegra noticed it. At the very pinnacle were two giant rock faces that formed a narrow passage. And wedged in-between the mammoth cliff sides was a spaceship. 
 
    It wasn’t a big ship. Most likely a freighter or commercial hauler of some kind. But it was a ship, none-the-less. Completely intact. Apart from it being wedged three hundred feet above the ground, it looked salvageable. 
 
    “Is that yours?” Jegra asked the cloaked figure. 
 
    The emerald green eyes settled onto Jegra’s brown ones and then, without uttering a word, the woman slung her rifle over her shoulder and began scaling the vines that tendrilled their way up to the where the ship was. 
 
    Jegra shrugged, the sunburn on her shoulders stinging slightly as she did so. Without seeing any option but to place her trust in this complete stranger, she grabbed ahold of a thick vine and followed her up. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    14 
 
    A headless Jegra, straddled the emperor’s thighs and ground her pelvis into his. He reached up and squeezed her oversized breasts and groaned loudly as he coupled with her. After a few minutes, he climaxed and then let out a deep, breath-laden sigh. A twisted smile remained on his face as he looked up at the decapitated corpse that was settling into him, soaking him all up. 
 
    “It’s been three days of this morbid roleplaying fantasy, Rhadamanthus, and you still haven’t gotten sick of it?” the corpse asked in a dour tone. 
 
    “Don’t talk,” Dakroth said, “It ruins the illusion.” 
 
    Jegra’s hands reached up to her gaping neck wound and fumbled for an invisible pull. Unzipping the holographic suit, Ishtar peeled the garment down to her waist and looked at Dakroth. 
 
    “Maybe you’re not tired of fucking your dead ex, but I sure as hell am tired of pretending to be her just so you can get off.” 
 
    “Oh, quit your bellyaching,” Dakroth griped. “You were certainly into it the first several times.” 
 
    “Yeah, because it’s twisted as fuck. But doing it night after night…it kind of loses its morbid charm.” 
 
    “Fine then,” he grumbled, roughly pushing her off of him as if she were a common prostitute. “I was finished with you anyway.” 
 
    He clapped his hands and two green-skinned Bre’lal courtesans entered his bed chamber. He rose to his knees and wrapped his arms around their waists as they stood by his bed dressed in nothing but the translucent gossamer skirts and nothing else. Looking over at Ishtar with a mocking grin, he said, “Is there anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    Ishtar shot him a sharp glance then stormed out of the emperor’s personal chambers. If he wants to fuck green-skins, she thought bitterly, then he can fuck green-skins. If he wants to fuck blue-skins, then, by all means, fuck blue-skins. But if he thought he could fuck her over like this without consequences, he was dead wrong. She’d see to it that he remembered the exact moment the red-skin fucked him in return. 
 
    Angry, she tore at the damn holographic suit, its fake Jegra breasts jiggling as she peeled it off her body and discarded it in the hallway. Leaving the wrinkled husk in the middle of the floor, she marched past some maidservants who quickly scattered out of the way as she rushed past them. The black tribal tattoos running down her red, naked body, dripped with the residue of her lustful encounter with Dakroth. She marched into a lift and then hit the button for the fourteenth level basement. The doors slid shut and she tilted her hips and tapped her foot impatiently as she waited for the lift to sink deep beneath the royal palace. 
 
    When the doors opened again, Ishtar wasted no time and cut across the large chamber to the far end. The stone floor and walls hinted at the fact that it was an ancient part of the palace; the original stone slabs that made up the foundation were still intact after a thousand years. 
 
    Massive Doric styled marble columns, about twenty in all, supported the ceiling, which stood thirty feet tall. Candles, rather than lights, provided illumination to the sprawling chamber, giving it an ancient mystique, an almost temple-like quality. 
 
    Ishtar went over to a clothes rack set up along the back wall and found some black leather strips with a series of interlocking buckles hanging on them. She fiddled with the various strands of leather for a bit and then pieced together a dominatrix outfit. Slipping into the leather attire, she strode over to a large marble slab that stood upright at the center of the broad chamber. Bound to it by her wrists, waist, and ankles was Danica, fast asleep. Even at the vertical angle, she managed to sleep soundly. Even with the threat of parasitic life growing within her swollen abdomen. 
 
    Ishtar gently leaned in and kissed a sleeping Danica on the lips, urging her awake. “Rise and shine, my pet,” she whispered in a faintly melodic, singsong voice like that of a mother waking a sleeping child. 
 
    Ishtar ran her fingers along the bloated and bulbous abdomen of Danica, now ripe with the eggs of the demon worms. Danica’s belly was so swollen it looked as though she were eighteen weeks pregnant. Her purple veins could be seen under her thinly stretched blue skin; Ishtar’s fingers followed the branching vessels; it looked as though the slightest amount of extra pressure would cause her belly to burst, spilling demon worm eggs all over the place. 
 
    Danica slowly opened her eyes and looked up at the grinning red face staring back at her. Waking up from one nightmare into another caused her chest to seize with fear and she began hyperventilating. 
 
    For the past three weeks, she’d had plenty of time to become intimately familiar with the kinds of depravity Ishtar Bantu was willing to stoop to just to get that small hit of perverse gratification that only her twisted little mind could conjure up. 
 
    “What’s the matter, my pet? Aren’t you happy to see me?” Her voice was all cutesy, as though she were talking to a baby, which made it all the more disturbing. 
 
    Ishtar rubbed her hand over her bald head, her fingers tracing the lines of her tattoos, a kind of ceremonial war paint unique to her people. Caught in a moment of ecstasy, Ishtar’s eyelids fluttered and her eyes rolled back into her head so only the whites showed. It was like she was experiencing an orgasm, even though she’d only just arrived. 
 
    Danica’s eyes welled up with tears. If Ishtar was this excited before she’d actually begun her depraved session of playing doctor, she obviously had something truly twisted in mind. 
 
    Ishtar took a deep breath to calm herself and her face returned to normal. Her gaze hardened and settled on Danica; the corners of her mouth curled upward with a twisted sort of preoccupation. 
 
    “Shall we begin today’s session?” 
 
    Tears trickled from the corners of Danica’s eyes and slid down her cheeks, but she dared not respond. Any response, positive or negative, was only ever met with just one thing. Torture. If she didn’t respond, sometimes Ishtar would grow bored and leave her alone. Sometimes. 
 
    Ishtar went over to one of the pillars in the room and found a control panel. She flipped a switch and the table lowered and tilted back. It locked into place with a loud clunk and Danica raised her head and watched Ishtar make her way to a pristine white machine that looked like a high-end mobile medical lab unit. 
 
    The machine had a series of robotic arms, three on each side which, disturbingly enough, gave it a crab-like appearance. Each arm was fully automated and capable of performing multiple intricate surgeries simultaneously. 
 
    Ishtar wheeled the robotic device over and positioned it at the head of the marble slab. Danica strained against her restraints and thrashed her head in protest, but it was of little use. Ishtar locked the machine down and activated it. 
 
    Clamps rose up from under the stone table and pinched Danica’s head in a vice grip, holding it firmly in place. With a menacing mechanical whine, three of the machine’s arms swiveled around and curled downward. Blades at the end of each arm gleamed in the dim light and they came into position above Danica’s face. The blades retracted and were quickly replaced by a series of syringes. Each needle dripped with a reconditioning serum designed to make Danica submit to anything Ishtar wanted to do to her. 
 
    Ishtar tapped on the control pad and the needles slowly bore down onto Danica’s forehead and temples. 
 
    “Please,” Danica whispered. “Please…don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t?!” she snarled, her eyes wide with menacing rage. “How dare you tell me what to do.” She jammed her thumb onto the control pad and the needles penetrated Danica’s flesh and bone. She screamed out in agony, the tendons in her neck tensing so tightly they bulged under the skin as thick as piano wire. 
 
    “No, please, stop,” Danica pleaded in a barely audible voice. “Please, I can’t take it anymore.” Tears trickled out of the sides of her eyes. 
 
    Ishtar looked down at Danica and grinned. Again, it was that strange, child-like glee that Danica found so disturbing. Ishtar was a true psychopath. Other’s suffering caused her great pleasure. There was no way she would ever stop. A deep sadistic urge compelled her to go through with it till the end. Whether Danica would survive remained uncertain. 
 
    The only thing that could stop Danica’s suffering now would be to give up and just let herself fade away. Let herself die. But some nagging voice in the back of her mind told her not to give Ishtar the satisfaction. 
 
    “I’m afraid we’re just beginning, my dear Vice Admiral.” A vicious grin spreading across her face, Ishtar tapped another sequence of commands and the syringes hissed as they injected Danica with their mind-altering drugs. 
 
    At the same time, the remaining three robotic arms came alive. One was equipped with a scalpel, another with a bone cutter, and the third with a white-hot sealing torch. The servos whirred inside the retracted arms and they slowly extend toward Danica’s body. 
 
    “They say one of these machines can piece a body back together as quickly as it can tear it apart.” 
 
    The arms all repositioned themselves directly above Danica’s legs and then the cutting, searing, scorching pain of the automated arms simultaneously bit into her and she cried out in agony. 
 
    As the stress grew and the pain intensified, the narcotic serum kept her conscious. She began to bleed from her eyes and ears. But all she could do was watch as the terrible robotic limbs dismantled her body piece by piece from the feet up. At the same time, the very same device began mending her. Even so, without the proper anesthesia, it was enough violent trauma to cause even the soundest of minds to go mad. 
 
    Not even halfway through the procedure, Danica’s nervous system shut down and she passed out from the excoriating pain. In her mind, she was certain she had died, except, for some reason, her consciousness was still very much aware of her condition. She realized that she’d retreated so far into herself that she was observing everything going on as though she were an outside observer. A kind of out of body experience. Then, slowly, everything grew even more distant. The terrible sound of the mechanical arms, Ishtar’s voice urging her to wake up again, all slowly faded to a distant white noise. 
 
    She didn’t remember the exact moment she’d blacked out. All she remembered was waking up again and hearing unfamiliar voice. 
 
    “In here!” a man shouted. 
 
    His voice was filled with panic and dismay and for a brief moment Danica thought she had dreamed it. Slowly, she came back into her own body and opened her eyes. Awakening from the paranormal experience, she winced at the bright lights all around her. She blinked several times, giving them time to adjust, and then opened them again. Blurry faces wrapped in white medical masks swarmed her and she fought through hazy vision to try to make out what was going on. 
 
    She heard the faint sound of the same man’s voice speak again, but this time it drew nearer. She heard other murmured whispers and, then, the first voice gasped out in horror filled dismay. “Oh my Gilded Lord.” 
 
    Danica opened her eyes to see a doctor and several medics standing over her. She lay in some kind of warm muck, but was uncertain as to what it was. Slowly, she looked down to see her entrails sprawled out across the floor. Demon worm eggs mixed in with her blood and guts. Apparently, the machine had malfunctioned when it got to the worm larva in her body, not knowing how to deal with the foreign entity. 
 
    When the worm brood had exploded, so had most of her abdomen. And the worm’s lethal venom would have most certainly killed her if it wasn’t for the fact that it had literally all spilled out of her faster than it could affect her systems. 
 
    Ironically, being so near to death is precisely what prevented her from dying. 
 
    “Get her onto the gurney. We need to get her to the OR immediately if we’re going to have any chance of saving her,” the doctor shouted. The medics complied and reached under Danica’s arms and hoisted her onto the gurney. The hover coils hummed as they set her down onto the stretcher. 
 
    As they hauled what remained of her bloody body out of the chamber, one of the medics slipped an oxygen mask over her face. She turned her head to the side as she breathed in the cool flow of air and glimpsed Dakroth standing off to the side, his arms clasped behind his back, radiant pink energy streaming out of both eyes. A sign he was beyond enraged. 
 
    In the corner of the room cowered Ishtar. One of her arms had been complete vaporized, the nub of what remained smoldering white wisps of smoke that curled upward in the dimness. She clutched her side and looked absolutely pathetic, groveling at the emperor’s feet. She had gone too far and would certainly be punished for it. 
 
    As the medics ushered her out and rushed her to the operating room, Danica felt her heart stop inside her chest. As she flatlined, a smile settled onto her face. At last now, she thought, the pain has finally come to an end. 
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    High above the sprawling canopy of the jungle, Jegra looked out the ship’s view portal at the alien landscape below. It seemed that the dense patch of vegetation that enclosed them now was only the size of a small city. Beyond it only lay the dead forest ruins and a never-ending desert. 
 
    The stranger gradually unwrapped her shawl and revealed herself to be a Bre’lal woman who bared a striking similarity to that of one deceased Abethca Agnar, except that she had a beauty mark, was about four inches taller, and had slightly less muscle definition. 
 
    “Abethca?” Jegra gasped, thinking she was in the presence of a ghost. 
 
    “No, I’m her sister. Onelle Te’Legra Agnar.” 
 
    Jegra rushed over and snatched Onelle up in her arms and gave her a great big hug. Onelle laughed at the unexpectedness of it and Jegra gently set her back down again. 
 
    “Does the empress of Dagon greet all her subjects that way?” Onelle asked. 
 
    Jegra smiled but understood the question was rhetorical. “I knew your sister. I knew Abethca,” Jegra informed Onelle. 
 
    “Then you must know who killed her,” Onelle said. Her tone was cold and vicious and contained a menacing quality that hinted at the fact that Onelle was out to get revenge for her sister’s murder. 
 
    Jegra nodded solemnly. 
 
    Onelle’s voice came out rough and hard, the voice of a warrior on the battlefield, one who knew he was headed into a battle he couldn’t possibly win but who had been in a hundred other such battles and, miraculously, lived to tell about it. “Tell me,” she said. “Tell me who killed Abby.” 
 
    “An assassin named Ishtar Bantu killed her. I had left Abethca alone to bathe herself after a bout in the arena. If I had only returned sooner, I could have…” Jegra’s voice seized up and she choked on the sadness that the painful memory of Abethca’s death, her first great loss in or out of the arena, drudged up. 
 
    “Who hired this assassin?” Onelle followed up as she slowly removed the rifle from her back. She held it in her hands in a ready posture in case she needed to use it, but Jegra merely looked away. 
 
    “Emperor Dakroth,” she murmured under her breath. “He was getting back at me for having taken a liking to Abethca. Apparently, he isn’t too fond of competition.” 
 
    Onelle threw the disruptor rifle down onto a table with some other junk. It all rattled about and, without a care of how it ended up, she stalked off to a nearby control panel. She reached out and let her fingers glide across the surface as she looked over some technical schematics. 
 
    “How long have you been stranded here?” Jegra asked. 
 
    The Bre’lal woman brushed a lock of green hair out of her eyes and stared at the charts without responding for the longest time. Jegra almost thought she’d been so deep in concentration she hadn’t heard her, but then she spoke. “Three months, two weeks, and seven days.” Looking back up, she glanced out the main view portal at the valley below. “Luckily I crashed here. It seems this is the only spot that the nuclear winds don’t reach.” 
 
    “Nuclear winds?” Jegra asked in a startled voice. 
 
    “This valley is all that remains of a nuclear holocaust.” 
 
    “But I only saw dinosaurs down there. Are you saying there were other beings too?” 
 
    There are some ruins about seventy kilometers northeast of here. But I didn’t dare seek them out as it’s far too dangerous. Once I got the ship’s scanners back online, I did a preliminary survey of the topography of this place. Outside the reach of the oasis, it’s chaos. Nothing much survives for very long. Lucky for you that you crashed on the adjacent mountain range. If you had wandered off the back side, however, you would have seen a radiation spike and then nothing for days. Eventually, the radiation poisoning would have killed you. That’s why I was racing toward you. I needed to get to you before anything else did, including radiation sickness.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. I do.” Jegra looked over at Onelle’s green face and smiled. 
 
    “With your help, I can finally get this shuttle’s engines running again. And once we free this ship, we’ll be able to get off this hellish rock.” 
 
    “If you get me off of this rock,” Jegra added, “I’ll use my position as empress to see to it that you’ll never need for anything again.” She started unfastening the heavier parts of her armor and set it on a nearby console. Being as high as they were, with no way in or out except for the ship’s hatch, she knew they were safe. 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” Onelle, said, waving her hand as if to decline the offer. “Besides, I’m richer than you are.” 
 
    Jegra raised an eyebrow as she bent down and slid off her shin guards. “You’re kidding me?” 
 
    “No, I own two whole mining sectors and all the entertainment zones on Arkadia and Kree’alek. And unlike Dakroth’s tight-knit little empire, my trade is open to both Nyctans and Correlians alike.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Jegra said, eyeing Onelle Te’Legra Agnar up and down. She liked other strong women; their confidence allowed them to be unpretentious and straightforward, yet there was always more to them than met the eye. It was only the shallow ones, with their superficial aspirations, who pretended to be more than they were, yet they hoped for pathetically small rewards. 
 
    Jegra played with the ends of her hair and glanced down at the schematics that held Onelle’s attention. “What is it you need me to do?” she asked.  
 
    Onelle smiled. “The work can begin tomorrow. Tonight we eat and drink.” 
 
    Onelle walked over to the satchel she’d tossed to the side and opened the flap. Reaching in, she pulled out a teal, smooth-skinned lizard the size of a turkey and, holding it by its tail, plopped it down on a nearby console. On the same console was a portable gas stove, similar to those used for camping and outdoor barbecues. 
 
    A flint sparked and Onelle lit the gas stove. Reaching down, she withdrew a knife from the leather sheath on her thigh and twirled it in her hand, then began carving the animal. “I’m afraid it’s not much,” she said, pausing briefly to look over at Jegra, “but it beats starving to death.” 
 
    Half an hour later, the lizard meat was sizzling in a cast iron skillet with onion sauce and a side order of what seemed to be green-colored yams. “Here,” she said in a proud voice, handing Jegra a platter of the meal she’d prepared. 
 
    Jegra raised an eyebrow as she took the sizzling platter of lizard steak from Onelle. “Looks perfect. I’m famished.” 
 
    “Yeah. Me too.” Onelle looked at Jegra as though nothing were out of the ordinary, but seconds later she closed her eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose, and sighed. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Jegra asked. 
 
    “No. It’s just…” Onelle paused and waved her hand around the room as though she were trying to swat down a deviant fly. “This place. I can’t really explain it. It’s like being held under water and then brought up just long enough to catch your first breath, but not enough to replenish you. You know?” 
 
    “What doesn’t kill you only makes you stronger,” Jegra recited. A mantra she lived by when she was taking her licks as a rookie in the arena. 
 
    Onelle smiled. “I can see why my sister was so fascinated by you. You have an unwavering optimism about you. Some people might call it naïveté.” 
 
    “And which are you? Naive, or optimistic?” 
 
    Onelle squinted at Jegra, having gotten cornered by her own carelessness. She chose to ignore the question and changed the subject. “Did you know that she’d become so obsessed with you that she rejoined the IGS? The very organization she’d spent a decade trying to get away from. But for you, she freely signed herself up for a champion’s bout.” She held a piece of steak up on the end of her fork, bit down on it, and smiled at Jegra as she chewed. 
 
    “She was pretty intense, I’ll give you that much.” 
 
    “My entire family line is intense,” Onelle shared openly. She crossed her legs and looked at Jegra with a long, deliberate gaze, studying her every detail, then took another bite. 
 
    “Answer me this,” Jegra said, using her royal language to get a response out of Onelle, “what kind of woman, a woman who owns half of the trade route in the Commonwealth and is wealthier than the Empress of the Dagon Empire, ends up being a courtesan on the side?” 
 
    “The Dagons aren’t the only promiscuous species in the galaxy. Most species cannot afford to be as selective as yours. The harsh conditions they evolved under on their own worlds prohibits anything like monogamous marriage or partnership. My species fucks first and then decides later if they’re compatible with the other.” 
 
    “It seems you know an awful lot about my species,” Jegra said, stroking her chin suspiciously. 
 
    “After I got wind of Abethca’s death, I suspected you might be involved somehow. So, I did my research.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Jegra answered, taking it all in. 
 
    Onelle continued with her story about how she became to be the titan of two seemingly unrelated industries. “At first, being a courtesan was more lucrative than my trading business, but then I bought my first abandoned asteroid mine, hoping to transform it into a luxury resort and casino. We accidentally tapped a new vein of korridium during the refit, however, and I instantly made several billion credits. Subsequently, I bought every derelict mine on the market to try and replicate my success.” 
 
    “Did it work?” Jegra asked, having grown fully invested in Onelle Te’Legra Agnar’s story. 
 
    “Sometimes. When we could mine, we mined. When we couldn’t we converted the asteroids into luxury resorts and floating casinos all up and down the golden trade route. And business has been booming ever since. But somewhere down the line I felt that I’d spent all this time building an empire and had nothing to show for it but a fat bank account. My longing for companionship, something so ingrained in my species, never subsided. So, I decided to throw the gala of the century and invited my best clientele. I really don’t know what I was thinking at the time; perhaps that I’d meet that one elusive person; more likely I just thought that if I couldn’t be happy, perhaps I could make others happy. The party was a sensational success; one thing led to another and now, here I am. Entrepreneur, titan of industry, and head courtesan and mistress to the most successful entertainment and gambling venture this side of the Commonwealth.” 
 
    “So how exactly did you cross paths with Dakroth?” 
 
    “After I began investigating you, learning everything there was to know about you, I only turned up dead ends. I couldn’t understand why until I began investigating your husband. That’s when I hit the jackpot. I uncovered all kinds of secretive deals and projects, shady ventures he didn’t want anybody shedding light on. He sent his red-skinned assassin after me.” 
 
    “Ishtar,” Jegra growled as though her name was a dirty curse word. 
 
    “She ambushed me as I was returning to Arkadia. My shuttle had come under heavy fire when, out of nowhere, a whole fleet of those squids jumped into the sector. I nearly collided with one of them. It seemed perhaps our disruptor exchange startled them in return, for they jumped out of the system almost as quickly as they’d jumped in.” 
 
    “And they took you along with them.” 
 
    She nodded. “The next thing I know, my systems have shorted and I’m barreling down toward this cliff face. I’ve been marooned here ever since.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you survived the crash and in one piece.” Jegra took a seat at one of the science stations and used the darkened console as a makeshift table. Slowly cutting a chunk of steak off, she examined the meat, then took it with her teeth and began chewing, her mind still grappling with the fact that there was actually another survivor on this barren world. 
 
    Onelle settled in beside her, taking a seat on a cargo crate, and resumed eating, too. 
 
    They ate in silence, sharing a sideways glance now and again, assessing the other just to be sure they were in good company. Once they’d finished their food, Jegra let out a loud belch. The sound pierced the silence as it echoed up and down the length of the ship’s corridor. 
 
    Embarrassed, she instantly covered her mouth, and excused herself. “Pardon me, I’m so sorry,” She said into a closed fist which she held to her mouth just in case another burp tried to escape. Her cheeks flushed rosy pink as she looked over at Onelle apologetically. 
 
    “It’s quite all right,” Onelle replied. “It’s only natural.” She then let out an equally loud burp and both women looked at each other in a moment of shared shock and then began laughing. It was a nice way to break up the tension. 
 
    “I am feeling rather bushwhacked, so I think I’ll turn in for the evening,” Jegra said, looking around the ship’s bridge for a place to recline and sleep. 
 
    “The only available bed is in my personal quarters,” Onelle informed her guest. “But you’re the empress, so feel free to take it if you wish. I’ll be fine out here.” Onelle threw her feet up on the console and leaned back on the crate so her back pressed against the ship’s bulkhead, and locking her hands behind her head she closed her eyes. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Jegra said. “I’ll have you know I’m no prude. I’d be more than happy to share a bed with you.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Onelle asked. 
 
    “Perfectly,” Jegra replied. 
 
    “All right then,” Onelle said, rising to her feet. “Bedroom’s this way.” 
 
    The sleeping quarters were no bigger than a bathroom. A sonic shower, a small folding cot to one side, and a shelf with some old books on the wall opposite the cot filled the tight space. The two women both squeezed through the doorway together, and laughed as their bodies pressed tightly against one another, causing them to get wedged in the doorway. They laughed, finally tumbling into the confined space. 
 
    Jegra reclined on the bed, and Onelle climbed under one of Jegra’s raised legs and settled in on the opposite side of the cot. 
 
    “Comfortable?” Onelle asked, her legs tangling up with Jegra’s in a surprisingly intimate position that seemed more comfortable than it did weird. 
 
    “Surprisingly, yes,” Jegra laughed. 
 
    This solicited another round of laughter and they quickly looked away from one another when it became clear there was an undeniable physical attraction between them. 
 
    “Is this how you seduce all your clients? You bring them to a bedroom so small they have no choice but to mash themselves against you? Are you a masher, Mistress Onelle?” inquired Jegra with a dubious grin. 
 
    She laughed. “Let’s just say with the ship’s power supplying essential and emergency systems only, at least we won’t freeze to death.” She sat down on the bed and gestured for Jegra to get comfortable next to her. Jegra sat down beside her and Onelle reached around Jegra and, with some effort, slid the door shut. The room dimmed to near darkness except for the small emergency lamp above the door and Onelle leaned back into the bed. “Can I ask you something?” Onelle finally inquired. 
 
    “Sure, go ahead,” Jegra said, snuggling up against the Bre’lal woman. They spooned quite comfortably in the cramped quarters. “I’m an open book.” 
 
    “Do you love him? The emperor, I mean.” 
 
    “I used to think so, briefly. But what I saw in him as a glimmer of kindness was merely his attempt to manipulate me into sleeping with him. As embarrassing as it is to admit, I fell for it. And, now, because of his treachery and scheming, here I am.” 
 
    “So, you’d have no qualms if, say, a powerful woman like me decided to take Dakroth’s head and place it on a pike for all the Commonwealth to see?” Her voice grew cold and vicious. Almost sinister. 
 
    “Not only wouldn’t I have any qualms, I’d gladly help you do it.” 
 
    Onelle pulled Jegra’s arm down and wrapped it around her and squeezed it affectionately. “You know something, I just might be madly in love with you right now.” 
 
    Jegra laughed. “I’m literally speechless.” 
 
    It was Onelle’s turn to laugh, and she did so as if by habit. Talking to Jegra felt like talking to a long-lost sister, and she was a little surprised at how well they clicked. “Now, get some rest, Empress,” Onelle replied drowsily, “Tomorrow will be another long day. One of many to come.” 
 
    “Sweet dreams, Onelle Te’Legra Agnar,” Jegra said, relieved to have found someone she could trust in the back waters of an uncharted and overtly hostile planet. 
 
    Jegra chuckled lightly and then let herself drift off to sleep. Onelle studied the empress’s face, dwelling on her features for a while and, then, for the first time in what seemed like ages, fell asleep with the comfort of a warm body next to her. 
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    A luminous flash erupted instantaneously out of nothingness. In the blink of an eye, the Shard had manifested in the Galliforn system, home to the mighty Galliforn. This ancient race of highly advanced satyr beings had ventured into the stars and colonized three worlds: Qu’Mar, Veridion, and their homeworld, Galliforn.  
 
    These majestic worlds, along with their seven inhabitable moons, although not a part of the Commonwealth alliance, comprised the strongest independent united planetary system in charted space. 
 
    Unlike the Seyferrans, Nyctans, and Dagons, however, the satyr people of Galliforn kept primarily to themselves. Much like the Dragonian lizard race, they were highly wary of outsiders. Unlike the Dragonians, however, Emperor Dakroth’s father, Loki’Alloran Rhadamanthus Dakroth the Third, had failed in his attempt to conquer their noble race. 
 
    A never-ending sore spot for Dagon pride, the satyrs proved too cunning in their military strategy and too advanced in their technology to be so easily conquered. 
 
    Even so, the previous emperor’s campaigns had forced the satyr race to retreat from the territories of the Commonwealth, most of which was under the control of the Dagon Empire. And in the aftermath of the Loki’Alloran Dakroth’s unlawful campaigns against Galliforn, the satyrs took extra measures to safeguard their worlds from future attack, creating a vast orbital defense grid. 
 
    All three planets were protected by automated orbital platforms equipped with high-power laser cannons capable of shooting down most vessels that dared to intrude upon their system without welcome. If you didn’t have the proper authorization or access codes, the platforms would open fire and blow you clean out of the system. 
 
    Captain Lianica Blackstar clasped both hands behind her back and looked out at the painterly swaths of orange and green nebulae that made up much of the system. An orange alert chimed and began flashing on all visible monitors and view portals. 
 
    “Report,” she said, her voice rough from another long night of binge-drinking. 
 
    One of her bridge officers turned toward his captain with a nervous look and informed her, “Ma’am, the Galliforn Space Defense Front is requesting orbital access codes. We have three minutes and thirty seconds to comply or the orbital defense grid will open fire.” 
 
    There was a long silence in which the crew grew rather tense and shared uncertain looks as Lianica contemplated her best course of action. “Hold position,” she finally said. 
 
    “Ma’am, at current we are not armed with any offensive capabilities, nor are we in possession of the access codes. The orbital defense platforms will open fire on us in two minutes and sixty-eight seconds.” 
 
    “This ship is designed to deflect a heavy laser canon from a Dreadnaught class Dagon battlecruiser. Those orbital defense platforms only yield a fraction of that kind of power. Unless they have hyper-sonic Viper class missiles, they’re no threat to us. Their lasers will simply deflect off this ship like rain gliding off treated glass.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the officer replied in a hesitant tone. Not wanting to cause any further trouble, he acquiesced and followed her orders regardless of how reckless they seemed. 
 
    In the middle of explaining herself, the bridge doors whisked open and shut again, briefly distracting the captain and making her irritated. Lieutenant Brei’alas, keeping her head down and eyes to the floor, scuttled up to her post. 
 
    Without so much as looking over at the girl, Captain Blackstar chastised her in a low tone. “You’re late, Lieutenant Brei’alas. Don’t let it happen again.” 
 
    The young woman clicked her heels together and stood at attention. “It won’t, ma’am.” In her zest, she had practically yelled the words without meaning to. Taking a quieter approach, she humbly added, “You have my word.” 
 
    Lianica gave the girl a judgmental look, the dark rings under her eyes adding to the ominous nature of her gaze, and then said in a cool voice, “I should hope so.” 
 
    With a wave of her hand, Lianica gestured for the lieutenant to return to her post manning the science monitoring station. As science officer, Brei’alas would be vital in giving her a minute by minute update on what was transpiring outside. 
 
    The young lieutenant let out a deep sigh when she was let off the hook so easily and, not wasting another moment, rushed to her post as ordered. Catching herself up on the events currently in progress, she glanced at the monitors and, then, looked up in alarm. 
 
    “Ma’am,” she said, clearing her throat, “seven orbital defense platforms have come online and are training their laser cannons on the Shard.” 
 
    “Thank you, lieutenant,” Lianica answered curtly. “I’m well aware of the situation.” 
 
    “Yes. Of course, ma’am. Apologies.” Brei’alas tried to choke down her embarrassment and went back to monitoring the orbital platforms as ordered. 
 
    Right on time, as the countdown hit zero, the orbital defense platforms all opened fire. The cannons flashed with brief pulses of red laser discharges. Each blast lasted no more than two or three seconds. Once the cannons had all fired their initial volley, they gradually cooled and began to recharge. 
 
    Although the ship had barely shuddered at the blasts, deflected by the Shard’s hyper-polished korridium alloy hull that glistened like a silver tear drop, Lianica demanded a damage report, nonetheless. It was always better to be safe than to be sorry. 
 
    “Zero damage to the hull, ma’am,” Brei’alas said, swiping through the readout of her console’s green glowing holographic display panel. “Structural integrity is holding at maximum. Magnetic shielding within normal parameters. All fusion cores are online and remain unaffected by the low-yield lasers.” 
 
    “Good,” Lianica answered calmly. “Let them fire another round, and once the orbital platforms begin their recharging sequence, take us in past the defense network.” 
 
    “But Captain,” Brei’alas began, genuinely confused, “that would take us into the Galliforn atmosphere,” she said, shooting the captain a timid glance. 
 
    “That’s right,” Captain Blackstar replied without any further explanation on her part. She wasn’t in the habit of publicly announcing every little detail of her strategy to the whole crew. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Lieutenant Brei’alas replied. Diverting her eyes and looking out the forward portal, she watched the green and blue planet come onto the main viewscreen. A marbled overlay of white clouds slowly wafted over the greenish-brown continents of the fertile planet while a typhoon was forming in the lower southwestern hemisphere. 
 
    After a moment of intense silence, Lianica let out a disgruntled sigh. “I can practically hear you thinking, lieutenant,” she said, puffing out a blast of air that jostled a few strands of her hair that had escaped her extremely tight ponytail. “Do you have something to add?” 
 
    “Permission to speak freely, ma’am.” 
 
    “By all means,” Lianica said, waving her hand impatiently as if to say get on with it. 
 
    “The Galliforns will consider this an invasive act by the Dagon Empire. It seems an unnecessary way of provoking their attention. One that may potentially cause more harm than good.” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea, lieutenant?” 
 
    “Instead of adding fuel to the fire, why don’t we just contact them?” 
 
    “As you are well aware, Lieutenant Brei’alas, the Galliforn people do not respond to uninvited guests. Our hails will only land on deaf ears.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean we…” her voice trailed off as she cut her words short in order to reformulate what she wanted to communicate. “What I meant to say is, instead of hailing them directly, we make them come to us.” 
 
    Lianica raised an eyebrow. “How so?” 
 
    “We issue a distress call and ask for their help. After all, that’s actually why we’re here in the first place, is it not? To solicit the Galliforn people’s assistance in locating Empress Alakandra?” 
 
    “Indeed, it is. We need access to their long-distance hyperspace relay network to secure all possible jump coordinates in this system if we’re going to have any chance of rescuing the empress.” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Barrion, a physically fit Dagon officer with a chiseled jawline who’d remained quiet until now, interjected, “But the moment they realize we’re not in any true need of assistance, they’ll consider it a trap.” 
 
    “Not if we’re up front with our intentions,” Brei’alas quickly added, making sure to tack on a deferential, “ma’am,” at the end. 
 
    Captain Lianica Blackstar looked to Barrion, sending him an appreciative nod for pitching in and then turned back to Brei’alas and gave the girl a contemplative look. Lianica turned back toward the view portal and looked out at the planet coming into view. Galliforn. 
 
    She wasn’t wrong. Stoking the flames of the already unbearable tension between the Dagon Empire and Galliforn was a risky gambit. No doubt a gentler touch was required. 
 
    And Lieutenant Brei’alas’s plan might just be the best way to establish a dialogue without all the puffed-up chests and unnecessary genital wagging that inevitably follows such aggressive stances, Lianica thought. 
 
    “All right, lieutenant. Have it your way. Issue an S.O.S. But if this plan should fail, I will hold you personally responsible and dole out the fifty lashes myself.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Brei’alas said, an unabashed smile spreading across her Prussian blue lips. She stole a quick glance at Lt. Commander Barrion and stuck out her pink tongue at him. He just grinned and swiveled around in his chair, ignoring her schoolgirl antics. 
 
    Not that her little flirtatious jest was much of a snub, since Barrion and she were currently enjoying a secret tryst. She’d be sure to let him ravish her later. Right now, though, she merely wanted to make her captain proud. 
 
    As an amber alert echoed throughout the ship, she turned to Captain Lianica Blackstar, her grin still plastered on her youthful face. 
 
    “Are we good, lieutenant?” 
 
    “Emergency distress call sent, ma’am.” 
 
    Lianica sat back in the captain’s chair and looked back out across the glowing vista of distant nebula and the swirling white and blue orb that cut in front of it. She crossed her legs loosely, balancing her right calf on her left knee, and waited for the next orbital defense platform circling high above the planet to come into view. 
 
    Fully recharged, the defense platforms trained their laser cannons on the Shard, readying for a second volley. 
 
    The glistening hull of the vessel hung in low orbit. A seemingly innocuous spec of white light hanging in the shadow of a lush and thriving planet. A planet that didn’t take kindly to interlopers. 
 
    “Now we wait and see,” Lianica whispered to herself. 
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    It was twilight when Danica awoke to the distant sounds of cheering. Still groggy and uncertain as to where she was, she slowly sat up in a concrete cell and looked around. It appeared she was in some kind of holding cell. But why, or for what purpose, she couldn’t guess. Glancing down, she discovered that she had on a tan leather bikini top and matching loincloth and nothing else. A slave’s outfit. 
 
    To her surprise, her terrible wounds were completely mended, suggesting she’d been out for quite a while. Days, if not longer. In fact, the laser suture had barely left a scar across her lower abdomen where she’d been welded back together. 
 
    She ran her fingers over the scar, reflecting on the fact that it was a stark reminder of what she had endured. That it wasn’t all just a figment of her imagination, but rather it had happened. All of it  
 
    “Good. You’re awake,” a soothing voice said. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Danica asked, scanning the small room. Of course, she was alone. Her eyes fixed themselves on the barred entrance to her cell. She tensed when she saw the outline of a dark figure standing just beyond the light of her room. A figure keeping to the shadows. 
 
    Slowly stepping into the light was a curled-horned satyr distinguished only by his burgundy waistcoat and the fancy antique pocket watch which he checked and then neatly tucked back into his breast pocket. 
 
    “Do I know you?” Danica asked, swinging her legs over the edge of the concrete slab that was her bed and eyeing the satyr suspiciously. 
 
    “No, my dear. But I know everything about you. The Great Vice Admiral Cassera Van Danica Amelorak. High ranking officer turned traitor turned freedom fighter.” 
 
    “That was by necessity…not choice,” she added sternly, making sure the satyr knew she was not entirely without honor. She rose to her feet, groaning from the pain, as her stiff body ached and creaked from the left-over effects of her violent trauma. 
 
    “I’m sure it was.” He grinned at her amusedly, his slatted eyes scanning her up and down. 
 
    His undivided attention caused her to grow slightly self-conscious; she wrapped her arms around her mostly naked body. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “How long for what?” he asked, stroking his white beard contemplatively as he tried to guess her meaning. 
 
    “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Let me see…” He looked up and to the left as he mulled over the amount of time she’d been indisposed. “The Medica on Dagon Prime held you for three months.” 
 
    Danica gasped. “Three months?” 
 
    “Yes, well, I hear they needed to induce a coma. The amount of damage your body had sustained was quite extensive, you see. But the Lord Emperor Dakroth ordered his best doctors to mend you and repair your condition so that you were as good as new.” 
 
    Unconsciously, Danica ran her finger along the scar where the medical laser had mended her. 
 
    “Well, almost as good as new,” he added, correcting his prior statement as he watched her trace out the evidence of her old wounds. 
 
    “Why am I here?” she asked after a long silence. She gestured at the cell, which looked as though it were part of an ancient dungeon right out of Dagon antiquity. 
 
    He cleared his throat and gave her a solemn look. “Because I bought you.” He tugged at the bottom of his burgundy vest and waited for her inevitable follow up question. 
 
    “Sold, then?” 
 
    “Into the gladiatorial games, yes,” he said, a sparkle in his bovine eye. “I got an excellent deal too, as nobody wanted a worthless banjax.” 
 
    “Dakroth,” she growled. “That scheming, double-crossing, no good—” 
 
    “Let me stop you right there, Danica Valencia,” Grendok said, treating her with a certain amount of dignity by calling her by her new name. He glanced to either side cautiously and then slowly turned to face her. “The walls have ears in this place, so I suggest you bite your tongue lest the emperor’s spies hear your treasonous slanders.” 
 
    “I don’t care if they hear me,” she replied obstinately. She spat at the floor in disgust. “The emperor can burn in Helios for all I care.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” he said, taking another step closer to the bars. His face was now practically wedged between them as he talked to her. 
 
    “Let me ask you something,” Danica said, walking up to the bars of her cell and looking down at the short creature. “How much did I go for?” 
 
    “Two hundred thousand credits,” the satyr answered. His voice was proud. “I won out in a bidding war to acquire the famed insurrectionist.” 
 
    “Lucky me,” she quipped dryly. But she supposed being sold into the gladiatorial games was better than ending up in a brothel for some loathsome space pirates. 
 
    “The other one went for much less.” 
 
    “What other one?” she inquired. 
 
    “The red-skin,” he answered. 
 
    Danica took a step back and began breathing faster. Her heart raced through her chest as it tried to catch up with her thoughts. 
 
    “Red skin?” she echoed, her breathing already dangerously shallow and rapid. 
 
    “Yes,” Grendok grinned. This time he bared his yellow goat teeth and the face he made was downright sinister. “The one they call The Assassin.” 
 
    “Ishtar Bantu?” Danica whispered to herself. She suddenly found herself petrified. She didn’t know how to respond to such information. She was the property of the satyr now, but apparently so was her sworn enemy and torturer. “Why?” she asked, her heart pounding so furiously she was certain it would leap up out of her throat. “Why would you buy us both?” 
 
    “My dear Vice Admiral,” the satyr said, his mannerisms concise and his tone controlled, “The answer is simple. People will pay good credits to see a revenge bout. The fallen hero versus her vicious rival and tormentor. Two titans of the Dagon Empire facing off in the arena…it’ll be legendary. I’ll have you know, tickets have completely sold out since going online just yesterday. Until the event, however, get some rest. You’ll need it.” 
 
    With that he turned and disappeared back into the shadows. 
 
    “Wait!” Danica called out, slamming her body into the bars and gripping the metal rungs tightly in her hands. “I beg of you, put me in the arena with anyone else but her. Please!” 
 
    But her words faded into the empty tunnel, for the satyr had already left the holding facility. 
 
    Danica sank to her knees and tried to catch her breath. Her panic had caused her to grow sickeningly lightheaded and now she sat on the cold concrete, the fearful revelation lingering in her mind. 
 
    Another half hour passed when a large Dragonian in leather armor replete with steel-tipped spikes, stepped up to her cage. Pulling out a jangling set of keys, he fished for the right one and then slid it into the keyhole. With a click, Danica’s cell door unlocked and slowly swung open. 
 
    “It’s time,” the Dragonian enforcer announced. 
 
    Dragonian security was standard throughout the Commonwealth. They were rough, tough, and they loved a good rumble. Most security outfits sought them out and placed them as enforcers, guards, and hired muscle throughout the seven systems. In fact, the common folk had a saying: The only thing more certain than the treachery of the Dagon Empire was the likelihood of finding a Dragonian fork-tongue at a security checkpoint. 
 
    “Get up!” the Dragonian hissed impatiently, entering Danica’s cell and scooping her up by her right arm. 
 
    “Unhand me, fork-tongue!” she growled, eyeing the lizard with contempt. He ignored her sharp looks and shoved her out of the cell and into the dimly lit corridor. “Do you know who I am?” she said, intending it more of a statement about her race’s class than who she was personally. Neither seemed to impress the Dragonians much. 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” he said, a faint smile forming on his narrow lips. “You’re a blue skin slave about to die in the arena.” He smiled at her then gave her a fearsome shove forward. 
 
    Danica stumbled toward the entrance and then swatted his hands away from her, which had been slowly easing up to give her another push. 
 
    “Move it,” he grumbled. His voice was course, like the crunch of gravel under heavy footsteps. Of course, his commands were met with a sharp glance over the shoulder and a scowl from Danica, but it did little to deter him and he gave her another strong push forward. 
 
    “Fine!” she said, raising her hands. “I’m going.” 
 
    Stepping up to the opening that led into the arena, the Dragonian placed his massive clawed hand on her shoulder. She looked up, ready to chastise him for mishandling a Dagon woman of high pedigree, when she noticed a strange calm settle over his features. When he spoke, he wasn’t even looking at her. His voice was smooth and calm and his eyes were transfixed on the center of the arena sands. 
 
    “Good luck, Vice Admiral. There are many of us rooting for you.” 
 
    Whatever she was about to say, along with the rage that quickly boiled to the surface, swiftly evaporated away. She bit her lower lip in deliberation. She wasn’t quite sure of what else to say, but she knew her situation was more complicated than it had first appeared. “Thanks,” she finally added as he gave her a gentle nudge forward, letting her know it was time. 
 
    Danica looked back over her shoulder at him as she stepped out into the sunbaked sands of the amphitheater. He merely nodded, as if to impart a vote of confidence in her. 
 
    The roar of the audience erupted all around her as she emerged from the corridor and into the stadium. At the same time, the announcer’s voice acknowledged her arrival and several televid drones swooped down, their red, insectoid eyes zooming in and out as they focused in on her. 
 
    Danica raised her hand, blotting out the brilliant sun above. First, the throng came into view and then the giant blue and green orb hanging over her. Dagon. 
 
    There was no doubt about it, she was on Thessalonica. Arena City, no less. The same city Jegra had risen to fame in and had become the empress of. Now, she was destined to fight as a gladiatrix in the very same arena that Jegra had. And, for the first time in a long while, she felt a newfound respect for Jegra. Because the truth was, Danica was terrified. Whereas, Jegra, it had seemed, reveled in the glory of each bout. 
 
    A young Dagon lad wearing only a toga and leather sandals raced out onto the field carrying a wooden shield and a spear. He handed it off to Danica and then raced back off the field just as fast as he’d come onto it. 
 
    Danica, holding the tools in either hand, looked up at the emperor’s personal viewing booth only to find it empty. Typical, she thought. She wasn’t even important enough to him for him to come watch her death. 
 
    And even though she was expecting it, she still seized with fear when she heard the announcer speak that hideous name. 
 
    “Ladies and germs from all corners of the Commonwealth! I am pleased to announce the Vice Admiral’s one and only foe–the vicious, blood lusting, red-skinned assassin…Ishtar Bantu!” 
 
    The crowd erupted with applause and screams of elation. One woman’s squeal was so piercing it cut through the white noise and made it to Danica’s ears, causing her to cringe. She looked over in time to see a topless Bre’lal woman swoon and faint. Nobody seemed to care though, as they let her fall at their feet while they all continued cheering for Ishtar Bantu. 
 
    Danica spun around, gazing at the exit she’d just come out of, only to find two Dragonian lizard guards, wearing their trademark red and black IGS armor, watching her from afar. She frowned, realizing she wouldn’t be getting out of this any time soon, and then turned back again only to find Ishtar Bantu standing fifty meters off, staring at her with a sinister look on her face. 
 
    Her left arm was a slightly paler red than the rest of her body, suggesting she had it replaced with a synthetic. A thin, purplish scar, where her shoulder met her sternum, was evidence of the procedure. As the new skin of the synthetic arm grew thicker, it would eventually darken to match the surrounding color, since synthetic parts were always grown from one’s own stem cells. 
 
    The young boy raced out and handed Ishtar two scimitar blades and then disappeared again. Once he was gone, she held the swords high above her and crossed them over her head. The crowd went wild. 
 
    Ishtar was wearing an armor-plated leather bikini, not so dissimilar from the kind Jegra was fond of wearing. She sauntered over to where Danica stood. 
 
    “Did you miss me?” Ishtar asked, shooting Danica a wink and a taunting kiss. 
 
    Danica realized she was trembling and, her nostrils flaring with rage, gripped her shield and spear tightly in her hands, clamping down on her jittery nerves. 
 
    “Spare me the small talk, assassin. Let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    Ishtar smiled and then cracked her neck. She hopped a few times, pumping blood into her meaty thighs, and then rotated her shoulders and stretched each arm behind her back as she limbered herself up. 
 
    Danica just stood poised, trying her best to hold it together. In her current condition, she was no match for Ishtar. In fact, she was positive the woman would make quick work of her. Most likely carve her up like one of Jegra’s famed roasted beef turkey things she was so fond of reminiscing about. 
 
    Before the bout could begin, though, the announcer unexpectedly made a surprise announcement. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, this just in. Today’s revenge bout has been changed.” 
 
    A flurry of boos and hisses made their way down the rows of the disappointed throng. 
 
    “Hear me out!” the announcer cried out over the din. “This revenge battle has turned into a survival match. In order to live to fight another day, mortal enemies must team up to face a powerful enemy.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Ishtar said, lowering her blades as she turned to the announcer’s booth, a look of bewilderment settling across her face. 
 
    “You’re shitting on me,” Danica said, trying to use one of Jegra’s phrases she’d heard her say a thousand times before but feeling, somehow, she hadn’t quite gotten it right. She shrugged it off and looked up at the televid drone that buzzed noisily above their heads. Its myriad of cameras zoomed in on their terrified faces, plastering their dread across millions of televid monitors in every system from here to the Outer Rim of the Empire. 
 
    Ishtar shot Danica a disgusted and slightly perplexed look out of the corner of her eye, but for the most part did her best to ignore her. 
 
    The thunderous clank and rumble of the heavy gate being ratcheted upward filled their ears and they turned, along with several televid drones, toward the monster’s pen. They watched in silence as the steel toothed portcullis slowly climbed upward revealing a dark, gaping hole filled with unfathomable terrors. 
 
    Emerging from the dark holding cell came a massive insect-like machine with six legs, and a full battery of weapons, including a saw blade arm attachment, and a shoulder mounted laser canon. Alongside this armament was a Heliosfire missiles mount, each containing five hundred micro-darts equipped with high yield explosives. Upon recognizing the machine, the pits of their stomachs sank; a sense of dread slowly coiled around each of them, making their chests grow tight and their breathing difficult as it seized them. 
 
    It was a Seyferrian Centurion. A deadly war robot designed to kill any living thing standing in its path. A war machine that had long since been outlawed, and which was banned and ordered dismantled after the joint peace treaty between the Seyferrian Republic and the Dagon Empire was signed. 
 
    “I thought those things had all been destroyed,” Ishtar said under her breath. 
 
    “Apparently, not,” Danica muttered in response. 
 
    They hadn’t ever faced off against one of the machines themselves, seeing as they’d been decommissioned more than six hundred years ago, but they’d both seen the war footage during their school and military training. Entire battalions of Dagon soldiers, the fiercest warriors in the galaxy, single-handedly obliterated by just one of these machines. It was because of this advanced and undefeatable technology that Emperor Loki’Alloran Dakroth had agreed to the peace accords. The ferocity of this machine had given rise to the Commonwealth, and led to an era of never before seen peace among the alien worlds brought into the fold by two great warring empires. 
 
    And although tensions continued to run high, and there was a general distrust amongst most species of anything outside their own race, it was the first time in history that the galaxy had grown stable. 
 
    It was the Seyfferian Republic, which held independent treaties with both Nyctan and Dagon Prime, that provided the basis for the Commonwealth and the great trade route. Although three independently governed empires, each realm agreed not to encroach upon the other’s territory. Any territorial disputes were to be taken up by the High Council, which resided at Correll, the only neutral planet in the entire Commonwealth. 
 
    The war machine buzzed and hummed as it scuttled onto the field. It flared its metal plating and showed off its menacing weaponry, a display that sent the throng of spectators into a frenzy. Its three red eyes, contained beneath an insect-like hood, swiveled around and locked onto the two women standing mere meters away. Its whining buzz grew louder and louder until the sound became unbearable. 
 
    Without warning, the painful sound ceased and the war machine reared up on its hind legs and let out a mechanical growl, its chainsaw buzzing wildly and its metal pinchers opening and clamping shut with bone-crushing force. 
 
    Rattled by the startling appearance of a Centurion war machine, both women glanced at each other and then gulped nervously. And as much as they despised one another, the announcer hadn’t been wrong. There was no way either of them could single handedly take down a Centurion. Even with all the luck in the world, it was still going to be an uphill battle every step of the way. And that’s assuming they figured out how to put their grudges aside and join forces. 
 
    If they wanted to come out of this with their tits intact, they’d have to learn how to work together–and fast–or they would both surely pay the ultimate price. 
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    “Take my hand!” Onelle Ta’Legra shouted as she lunged for Jegra. A split second later, she would have missed her chance to rescue the empress completely. 
 
    Jegra’s fingers brushed Onelle’s but came up empty. She quickly flattened her palms and flipped herself onto her back, the soles of her boots scraping as she dug her heels in. 
 
    Unable to get a good foothold, slowing down wasn’t exactly easy, and as she skidded down the side of the vessel’s hull, the edge was careening toward her fast. Beyond that, there was nothing but a thousand foot drop all the way down to the bottom of a very rocky crag. 
 
    Time running out, she quickly gauged whether she could leap across the divide and latch on to the distant cliff face, but it was seemingly impossible. This side of the ship was the end that jutted out into open air, and the cliff’s edges were too far away to make it in one jump. She’d only end up plummeting to her death. 
 
    “Gradack!” Jegra grumbled as she came quickly up to the cusp of the ship. Nearly out of time, she noticed a sharp groove at the edge of the ship that faded into the hull further up. The sharpness of the edge stuck out just enough for her to grip a split second before she slipped over the edge. 
 
    Onelle’s heart pounded in her chest as she witnessed Jegra disappear over the edge of the ship. Quickly, she loosened her harness and rappelled down to where she saw Jegra go over. Easing up to the ledge, she looked over, dreading the sight of Jegra’s body crushed to pulp against the jagged rocks below. 
 
    “Just figured I’d hang out here for a while,” Jegra jested, looking up at Onelle’s panicked face as she hung onto the edge of the ship by one arm. Onelle let out a huge sigh of relief and then bent down and clasped Jegra’s forearm with both hands and began to hoist her up. 
 
    “Thank the Gilded One you’re all right!” 
 
    As Onelle pulled her up, Jegra looked down at the unfathomably long drop and the narrowly escaped fate of having to relive another terrible plummet. The first one she had experienced, crashing on the far mountain range, had caused her more than enough pain. Even with her hyper-active healing factor, it had taken her three agonizing days to mend–something she wasn’t looking forward to experiencing again anytime soon. 
 
    A green sky stretched into the distance above the canopy of rainforest down below. According to the ship’s scanners, there were only five oases left on the entire planet. Everything else had burned up in a nuclear fallout roughly a thousand years ago. 
 
    With nowhere to go, it was imperative that they got the ship up and running again. And it had taken a little over three months of working together to get it to the point where it could run under its own power. Now, all they had to do was free it from the crevice that it was currently wedged within, which was proving easier said than done. 
 
    “You need to be more careful!” Onelle chastised, her heart still racing in her chest and her face turning dark green with frustration. 
 
    She wasn’t wrong, of course. It was a stupid mistake and one Jegra didn’t intend to make again. 
 
    Reaching out, Jegra reeled Onelle into her arms and squeezed her tight, picking her up off the ground in the process. “Thanks,” she said, “I owe you one.” 
 
    Barely able to breathe, Onelle wheezed, “No problem.” 
 
    Jegra finally let go of the Bre’lal woman and gently set her back on her feet. Then, she glanced one more time over the edge and shook her head in disbelief at the thought of how narrow her escape had truly been. Turning around, she followed Onelle back up to a more secure section of the ship’s outer hull and then raced forward when she saw Onelle sink to her knees. 
 
    “Onelle!” Jegra shouted. She raced over to the woman and knelt down beside her, one hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Out of breath, Onelle fanned herself to keep cool. “After all this excitement, I think maybe we should take a break. Besides, we’ve been working non-stop since dawn.” She then slid off her heels and sat down on the ship. Throwing out an arm, she leaned back and unzipped her yellow laborer’s coveralls with the orange-red stripe down the side, exposing her green cleavage. 
 
    The cool breeze lapped at her glistening chest, and she took in a deep breath and slowly exhaled. The thought of losing Jegra and being alone again, stranded on this nightmare world, was too much to bear. 
 
    “Nice idea,” Jegra said, taking a seat next to her. She, too, wore coveralls, but hers were army green with a gray stripe. Copying Onelle’s methods of free air conditioning, she, too, unzipped her jumpsuit, but the zipper got jammed up less than halfway as it reached the bulge of her giant chest. “Not again,” she lamented, puffing out a blast of air disappointedly. 
 
    “Happens a lot does it?” Onelle asked, a thin black eyebrow rising to the top of her forehead. She watched with great amusement as Jegra struggled to get the zipper free. 
 
    “More than you could possibly imagine,” Jegra lamented, fiddling with the zipper, but it wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “I can imagine it happens quite a lot, actually.” 
 
    “Every damn time,” Jegra immediately responded. 
 
    “Here…” Onelle said, reaching over and taking the zipper in between her index finger and thumb. “Let me try.” She gave a vigorous jiggle, then, another. But it was no use. The zipper was beyond stuck. “Maybe if I…” she tried another strategy and gripped the opening near Jegra’s neck with one hand and pressed against Jegra’s right breast with the palm of her other hand, trying to squeeze the massive boob back into the outfit, perchance to free up some room. 
 
    Jegra looked down and just watched Onelle grope and squeeze her in multiple ways as she struggled epically against physics to try and help fix the wardrobe malfunction. Unable to get it to budge, Onelle paused, her hands mid-squeeze, her tongue sticking out of the corner of her mouth in deep concentration, as she weighed an alternative course of action. 
 
    In the midst of deliberating on the situation, however, she suddenly realized what her hands were doing. Her cheeks flushing with embarrassment, she quickly withdrew her hands and apologized. “I’m so sorry,” she said, abruptly looking away. All of a sudden, she felt flustered. “I didn’t realize I was…” 
 
    “Here,” Jegra said, grabbing the neckline and tearing it apart as though she were Supergirl ripping open a pristine blouse top in a back alleyway somewhere. The metal zipper pull flew off from the work clothes and shot out into the air. It pinged vigorously off the hull of the ship and then deflected overboard. Just before it vanished out of sight, it glinted in the dimming sunlight as if winking goodbye, and then it was gone. 
 
    Jegra stood up and tied the coveralls around her waist, her bikini clad top finally free of its oppressive confinement. 
 
    She reached down and offered a hand to Onelle who smiled up at her and took it. Helping her to her feet, Jegra said, “I’ll finish fastening the vines and then we can hoist the ship onto the grooves we carved into the rockface.” 
 
    “I’ll double check the rollers we welded to the hull to make sure they’re all in working order. With any luck, we’ll get off this sorry excuse for a planet sometime tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    A series of faint pops sounded as Jegra arched her back and cracked her spine. She then turned, hands on her hips, and looked out at the setting sun. Even though this barren planet was a veritable death trap, it sure did present a beautiful sunset. 
 
    Onelle drew up beside Jegra and watched it along with her. After another moment, she finally said, “Come, we’d better finish up before we lose the light.” 
 
    Jegra nodded then fetched the nearest vine and began threading it through a series of already linked vines which she then proceeded to tie off. At the same time, Onelle ran her final checks on the rollers which would, if their measurements were correct, allow the hull to settle onto the grooves they’d carved into the cliff. Momentum would then drop the ship at a forty-five-degree angle before curving back up and launching the vessel into the air at the precise trajectory then all they had to do was ignite a thruster burn and hightail it off this accursed rock. 
 
    Of course, the ship only had enough thruster fuel to get one pass at it. So, should they be off by even one micron in their calculations, they’d be doomed to die and rot on this miserable planet. 
 
    “There,” Jegra said, dusting off her hands and standing upright. She’d completed tying the harness to the shuttle and fastened it to the pulley system that they’d rigged up. They used giant bamboo stalks, as thick as her body, and massive vines to hold everything together. 
 
    The shuttle craft was about the size of a large fishing trawler, eighty feet long and half as wide. The vines were thick enough and strong enough to lift twice that weight. And the alien stalk was like bamboo on steroids. Back on earth, bamboo bridges had been known to take the weight of fully loaded lorry trucks. So, really, what it came down to was their engineering skills; success hinged on them. 
 
    Jegra hopped off the shuttle and onto the cliff’s edge, a length of vine tied around her waist. She then scaled the wall for about thirty feet and pulled herself up onto the bluff. Heading over to a massive boulder on the top of the cliff, she undid the vine and then secured it to the rock. 
 
    The vine was tethered to a larger strand of woven vines which formed a kind of knitted elastic. This elastic quality was vital in ensuring the vines didn’t just snap with the weight or force of the tension. They only had one boulder to use, after all, and there was no other way to hoist a rock that size up to the top of a thousand-foot cliff. 
 
    It just happened to be serendipity that Onelle, having trained as a professional courtesan, knew how to weave as well as she did. With Jegra’s help, they’d spent the nights weaving and talking and getting to know one another. And over the course of three months, their friendship had blossomed. Which was why when she heard Onelle’s footsteps approaching from behind, she was utterly shocked to turn and find a blaster pointed at her. 
 
    “I’m afraid this is where we part ways, empress,” Onelle said, her eyelids hanging heavy as she gazed at Jegra with nothing but malice. 
 
    Jegra laughed, thinking Onelle was having her on, then grew deathly silent when it became clear to her that it was no joke. “Et tu, Brute?” Jegra said, her face growing stern. 
 
    Onelle raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know that language,” she informed. 
 
    “It’s an ancient saying from my world. There’s a story about a great leader who was betrayed by one of his most trusted friends and advisors. After being stabbed in the back by a lethal dagger, he turns to find the one he had trusted most had murdered him.” 
 
    Onelle shrugged. “The problem is, Your Majesty,” she snarled. “It was because of you my sister threw away her life. It was because of you she got tangled up in the emperor’s twisted scheming. And it was because of your inability to rein in your emotional feelings for her that in his jealousy, Dakroth sent his assassin to slay Abethca. I’m afraid, Jegra Alakandra, this is goodbye. Who knows?” she shrugged before continuing on. “Maybe in a decade or two I’ll come check on you. See how you’re doing.” 
 
    “Revenge, then? That’s it?” 
 
    “What?” Onelle scoffed. “Were you expecting a more civil send off? Sorry, to disappoint, empress. But I got from you want I needed. Your brawn and strength. Too bad you’re not half as smart as you are strong.” 
 
    Jegra had to think about that last insult for a moment. Then she shook her head. “It is too bad.” 
 
    “What is?” Onelle asked, confused by the vagueness of Jegra’s response. 
 
    “I was going to help you kill Lord Emperor Dakroth. Now, you’re all on your own.” 
 
    “Oh, I guarantee you I’m not alone. Who do you think hired those bounty hunters that caught up with you at Mardok?” 
 
    “But…” Jegra announced, confused, “they said that the Nyctans had hired them.” 
 
    “I instructed them to say as much. As long as Dakroth thought that the Nyctans were actively hunting him, then he’d react just the way I expected he would. By using you to save his neck and then lead me right to his secret shipyard.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Jegra said, taking a cautious step toward Onelle. “You didn’t cross paths with Ishtar Bantu on a mundane return trip home. You stuck your nose where it didn’t belong and he sicked his dog on you.” 
 
    “Very good, Your Majesty,” she quipped sarcastically. 
 
    “I found where he was building his fleet and I decided to cripple him. I was midway through planting the explosives when his pet assassin found me.” 
 
    “You’re lucky to still be alive.” 
 
    “I’m not as innocent as I look. A stun grenade took her down and I made it out alive. However, I only managed to destroy a small section of the facility at Cordova. But, you know, you count your blessings.” 
 
    “This whole time you were playing his mistrust of the Nyctans against him.” 
 
    “Of course, I was. Dakroth is a fool. All he cares about is power and prestige. And the might of the Nyctan Empire threatens that. Once I’m off this rock, I’ll be able to finish what I started.” 
 
    “That’s all fine and well,” Jegra said, rubbing her chin inquisitively. “But aren’t you forgetting something?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like who’s going to push this rock off the cliff.” She eyed Onelle’s petite frame as if to suggest it wasn’t likely that the compact Bre’lal woman had the necessary strength to accomplish the feat. 
 
    Onelle grinned and pulled out a small remote control. She then aimed it toward an unassuming patch of smooth rock on the top of the bluff and hit the button. The air wavered like a mirage, and suddenly a large container appeared. 
 
    “On one of our salvage hunts, I found this.” She tapped the button again and, with a few flashing lights and a mechanical click, the crate automatically opened. Inside was Jegra’s Knight armor. 
 
    “That’s my power armor,” Jegra said, taking another step closer. 
 
    Onelle stiffened and trained the blaster on Jegra and shot her a look that warned her not even to try it. “I think you mean my power armor,” she corrected. “I decided it was probably best to keep my discovery a secret until I had a use for it. Now, as you can clearly see, I have a use for it. What I no longer have a use for is you, empress.” 
 
    The blaster fixed on Jegra, Onelle began to squeeze down on the trigger. 
 
    Jegra’s fighting demeanor came on and took her over as if by instinct. She dug her toe into the rough dirt and shot a spray of sand and pebbles into the air, momentarily blinding Onelle. 
 
    Without pausing for Onelle to react, Jegra made a mad dash toward the edge of the cliff. Some of the rigging extended beyond the cliff’s edge and she took a desperate leap, reaching out for a loose vine. 
 
    The instant she leapt into the air, a blast scorched her right shoulder. She screamed out as she felt her flesh sizzle and blacken just as her hands made contact with the vine. Gripping tight, she swung out and back around. A second blast severed the vine and she began to plummet towards the cliff’s edge. Luckily, her   momentum flung her across the gulf. 
 
    Jegra clenched her jaw as she smashed into the rockface about fifty feet below the bluff’s edge. Gripping tight to the contours, she stuck the landing. But her impact was forceful; pieces of rock broke off and she began to fall, skidding roughly down the surface. About another fifty feet, she managed to clasp onto a large fragment of rock jutting out from the side of the cliff. 
 
    Dangling in the air, she clutched the overhang by one arm and looked up to see Onelle peering over the ledge at her. The green skinned woman aimed her blaster downward and let off several shots. 
 
    Jegra cringed, her eyes squinting shut, as she fully expected the laser bolts to hit her. Being under the overhang, however, provided enough protection to safeguard her from the blasts. A couple of shots impacted the rock but did little damage while several other shots just buzzed by her. 
 
    Opening her eyes, Jegra looked around and let out a big sigh of relief when she realized the shots had missed their mark. She reached up with her other arm, gripped the overhang with both hands, and then started to swing. Once she had her momentum going, she swung her feet up toward a fissure in the rockface. 
 
    Although it was difficult, she managed to wedge her left foot into a crack in the cliffside. With a grunt, she pulled herself toward the wall and rested there for a moment. 
 
    There was no way that Jegra would be able to climb the hundred odd feet back up to the top of the cliff before Onelle suited up and kicked the boulder free. Looking down, Jegra ran through every possible action; none of them ended with her getting off this rock. 
 
    Stuck on the side of a cliff, betrayed by someone she thought was her friend, she let out an annoyed huff. That’s when she heard the cry of the pteranodon and looked down to see the winged dinosaur circling about a hundred feet below. 
 
    “Not you again,” she lamented. But even as she gazed apprehensively down at the winged lizard, an idea came to her. An idea that might just allow her to get off this godforsaken rock after all. 
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    The fighters of the Galliforn Space Defense Front thronged the Shard like a swarm of killer bees. The long cylindrical vessels had ram-shaped bows; their curling horns wrapping around and flowing into the robust architecture of the vessels gave them a distinctly phallic appearance. 
 
    Aboard the command deck of the Shard, Captain Lianica Blackstar tensed, arms clasped tightly behind her back, as she waited for a response from the Galliforn fleet leader. After what seemed an unnecessarily long time, the comm system crackled and the communiqué came through. 
 
    “You’re in restricted space,” a gruff voice came from the other end. “You have precisely sixty seconds to explain yourself.” 
 
    “This is Empress Alakandra’s personal cruiser and we are in need of your assistance.” 
 
    The other end went silent for a moment and Lianica watched from over Lieutenant Brei’alas’s shoulder as the numbers of the digital clockface on the lieutenant’s console incrementally ticked down. 
 
    When it came down to the last five seconds, Brei’alas looked up at the captain and shot her a panicked look. If this didn’t work, it’d be her head on a platter. Then the clock struck zero. A hush fell over the bridge, and after another few moments of uncertainty, the comm crackled, startling Brei’alas. 
 
    The same gruff voice as before grumbled, “What seems to be the problem?” 
 
    Brei’alas let out a pent-up sigh and whispered, “See, I told you it’d work.” 
 
    Lianica nodded approvingly, and then shook her arms and wiggled her fingers to loosen up and help relieve the tension she’d built in anticipation. Once she got her blood flowing again, she replied to the leader of the Galliforn fighter squad. “I feel it’s my duty to be up front with the Galliforn High Command. Although our ship is in working condition, we’re a bit rudderless at the moment, so to speak.” 
 
    Another long paused seemed to signify he was relaying orders directly to his superiors before responding. But, eventually, the disgruntled voice returned. “Explain what you mean.” 
 
    “We’re headed to the rift that verges on the Outer Rim, an area known only as Dark Space. I’m afraid we do not have an up to date navigation chart for this region, and since we’re on a rescue mission and we are in desperate need of your noble assistance, I thought maybe, if you would be so inclined, you might—” 
 
    “Denied,” the voice abruptly replied, cutting her off before she had finished making the request. 
 
    Shocked by the abrupt dismissal, Lianica looked out across the faces of the bridge crew and then back at the display of fighters taking formation outside. “Then, may we at least—” 
 
    “No,” the voice barked before she had even finished the question. Then there was a static crackle as the comm was cut and all communications were promptly severed. 
 
    Lianica huffed in annoyance but reined in her temper. She opened her mouth to try another approach when a warning shot flashed and the ship rattled. 
 
    The comm channel opened up again and the lead fighter announced, “You have exactly one hour to make your repairs and leave the system. If you do not leave Galliforn space once the allotted time is up, we will destroy your vessel.” 
 
    With that, the small swarm of ships pulled back, giving the Shard some breathing room. 
 
    “So much for diplomacy,” Lianica mumbled to herself. 
 
    “Captain,” Brei’alas finally spoke, taking a little bit longer than usual to build up her nerve to address the captain. “What are your orders, ma’am?” 
 
    Lianica thought about it for several moments and then said, “Spool up the slipstream drive. They may deny us access to their hyperspace navigation charts, but I guarantee you they don’t have a ship in their fleet faster than this one.” 
 
    “Ma’am, if we cut through their system blind, we could risk colliding with a cargo vessel, a heavy cruiser, or an asteroid field in hyperspace transit. The Shard is tough, but not tough enough to survive a head on collision with objects of that density,” Lt. Commander Barrion informed his captain. Lianica nodded and paced the floor as she mulled over the new information. 
 
    As the highest-ranking officer on the bridge after the captain, it was his duty to provide the captain with alternative options. He looked over at Brei’alas who seemed to have garnered the confidence of the captain with her quick thinking and quirky, albeit enduring, personality. 
 
    Never mind her tepid demeanor and diminutive voice, a trait not so common among the Dagon people, who prided themselves in posturing and word games, demonstrating their dominance in any given occasion. Brei’alas was different. 
 
    But Lt. Commander Barrion knew one thing, her way wasn’t to be confused with weakness. She was anything but weak. She was bold and assertive herself, even if it took her a few minutes to build up to it. And she never gave up. That was what made him so attracted to her. 
 
    “That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Lianica finally said, stopping in her tracks. Noticing the expressions on the faces of the crew, she cleared her throat and added, “Need I remind you that the empress’s life is at stake?” 
 
    Brei’alas shook her head. “No, ma’am,” she replied almost by habit. “We’re with you. One-hundred percent. Besides, the odds of a collision are astronomical. Right?” She turned to Barrion for support. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Uh, right. Astronomical.” 
 
    Brei’alas’s reassurance did little to assuage the hesitancy of the crew making a blind jump through Galliforn space. But when she caught the captain smiling at her and giving her a single nod of gratitude, her entire soul filled to the brim with happiness. 
 
    They had two options. Make many short jumps, using long-range scanners to map the sector themselves, always knowing that the Galliforn armada would be hunting them, or they could just take the risk of traveling blind. 
 
    Neither option was optimal, but Lianica knew the sector was desolate enough that long range scans hadn’t shown any signs of star-faring species. As such, flying blind should, technically, be no problem. 
 
    At the same time, however, there was the off chance that they could bounce into an asteroid belt or get too close to a super-nova, and that’d end their trip real quick. 
 
    “Set course to the Outer Rim,” Lianica ordered, finally having made up her mind. “Maximum speed.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the navigations officer called out, and he carried out his order. Once he typed in the coordinates, he let the computer crunch the numbers and then nodded, giving her the okay. 
 
    “Engage slipstream drive.” 
 
    A loud reverberation sounded, like a massive hydro-electric coil running down, and then the ship gradually stretched and time slowed. The silver vessel went from the shape of an elongated raindrop to the shape of a needle and, then, in a flash of light it vanished from space. 
 
    The sudden disappearance of the gleaming vessel sent the Galliforn fighters scrambling about as they took evasive action, half expecting a new cloaking technology or some other classified weapon. By the time they realized what had happened, it was too late. 
 
    The Shard was not only gone, but was tearing through Galliforn space at three times the speed of light. And it was, most certainly, faster than any ship currently in the Commonwealth could go. All but for, perhaps, the Skywend, of which the specs were classified. 
 
    Although the faint possibility of a collision weighed on her mind, it wasn’t enough to deter her from the mission. 
 
    Lianica knew from her training at the Academy that if a ship collided with something in hyperspace, it would merely result in falling out of hyperspace as a collection of fiery wreckage. 
 
    But traveling through the Stream, as they called it, was like becoming a supercharged particle in a particle accelerator. A collision in the Stream with something traveling at roughly the same speed and energy, or that had an immense density, would ultimately yield enough explosive energy to collapse space and form a black hole. Not exactly an ideal way to go out, albeit painless, but, also so unlikely as to be virtually impossible. At least, that was the gamble, at any rate. 
 
    Anything else that got in their path, small fragments, rogue meteors, derelict ships and the like would be vaporized with minimal damage to the vessel. With the new self-healing microphase korridium hull, the Shard could quite literally brush up against a small moon and come out the other side unscathed. 
 
    The moon, however, would be pulverized. It’d be like firing a rail gun through a watermelon. There’d be very little left except a sticky pink residue creating one massive mess. 
 
    The interesting thing about slipstream technology was that it was so aptly named. The Stream naturally flowed around high-density objects, so, planets, stars, black holes, and, yes, even large moons could be easily avoided. Any massive gravity wells were automatically diverted. 
 
    It was like water slipping past a large rock in a creek. As such, colliding with any heavy celestial bodies was highly unlikely. And colliding with large asteroids or ships was even less likely still, simply due to the vast distances in space. 
 
    If the Shard really were the size of a needle, it would be like flying the needle through the whole of the ocean without hitting a single plankton. Meanwhile, large fish like sharks, giant squids, and whales were avoided simply by their mass. 
 
    Everything else could potentially get in their way. But then again, they weren’t traversing the whole of the intergalactic medium. They were merely navigating a small part of it, making it even more unlikely that they’d collide with anything at all. 
 
    In the end, Lianica figured if she steered clear of any of Galliforn’s main worlds and populated moons, they’d be safe. If she was wrong, then so be it. But whenever her gut instinct and statistical data aligned, she knew the risk was nominal. And what she knew now was that they would make it to the Outer Rim in just a matter of hours. Jegra’s life depended on it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three hours later, as Brei’alas finished her shift for the day, she waited in the lift for Barrion. When the captain stepped in instead of her lover, her giddiness immediately faded and she stepped to the side. “Captain.” 
 
    “Lieutenant.” 
 
    As the lift started, they tried not to look at each other but eventually caved in and gave one another glances. Catching a look simultaneously, they both looked away again, embarrassed. 
 
    “I just wanted to say, good work today,” Captain Blackstar said. 
 
    Brei’alas smiled. “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    The awkward silence returned and they rode in tense quiet until the lift finally lurched to a halt and the doors opened. 
 
    “Well, this is me,” Brei’alas informed Lianica. 
 
    Lianica merely nodded and made room for Brei’alas to step off comfortably. Just as the doors began to shut, Brei’alas turned to say something, but it was too late. 
 
    “Never mind,” she murmured to herself as the doors clamped shut before her. 
 
    Turning back around, she headed to the rec-lounge where she found Barrion waiting for her. He had already ordered dinner and drinks. Blue Targadian Lobster boiled in saltwater and then saturated with butter, a tossed salad with a nice red wine vinaigrette dressing, and a side of Dagoni honey spread for a basket of freshly baked rolls. 
 
    “You remembered!” Brei’alas said, leaping up into Barrion’s arms and kissing him. They quickly pulled away and glanced around the room to see if anyone had seen their little display of affection. Safe, he turned back to her and said, “You bet. Happy Birthday, Brei.” 
 
    Unable to wait, she sat down and began digging into her meal. Every bite was accompanied by a moan of pleasure. It got to the point that Barrion was forced to put down his utensils and laugh. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “I’m more than all right. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because every mouthful sounds like an orgasm,” he laughed. 
 
    “It’s just sooo good,” Brei’alas said, her mouth full of lobster meat. 
 
    Desert was chocolate cake with chocolate frosting and Brei’alas could hardly move. Seeing that she had a smidgeon of frosting on the corner of her mouth, Barrion leaned in and brushed it off onto his thumb. Sucking it off, he smiled at her as she gazed dreamily into his eyes. 
 
    “You wanna go back to my room or yours?” she asked. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to have sex right now?” he asked. “With the amount you just ate…” 
 
    Brei laughed. “What are you afraid of?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that cake might pop back out of you in a different configuration.” 
 
    She laughed. Then, reaching across the table she took his hand, stood up, and towed him behind her. “I guess there’s just one way to find out.” 
 
    As they were leaving the lounge, the doors slid open and Captain Lianica Blackstar entered, went over to the bar, and took a stool. 
 
    “This is the third week she’s been coming here after her shift.” 
 
    “So what?” Barrion said. “The captain likes her liquor.” 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s just…ever since she handed Danica over to the emperor, she’s been wallowing in misery. It’s not healthy.” 
 
    “The captain’s a big girl. She can handle it.” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” Lianica said, turning back to Barrion. “I don’t think she can.” 
 
    He shrugged, and then, throwing his arm across her shoulder, he walked with her back to her quarters, leaving the captain to be alone at the barstool so she could drown her sorrows in yet another Dragonian ale. 
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    Heliosfire missiles exploded in a daisy chain of fiery orange plumes overhead. Extending her hands above her, Danica deflected the barrage with a blue umbrella-shaped energy shield. The rapid succession of explosions was too much for her, though, and the shield quickly faltered under the brunt of the relentless volley. A rush of hot air came swooping into the dissolving energy bubble, picked Danica up off the ground, and tossed her back twenty feet. 
 
    The air rushed out of her lungs as she hit the ground hard and tumbled to a stop in the coarse sand. Ignoring the sting of fresh scrapes, she looked up in time to see Ishtar Bantu dart past a weapons rack in time to snatch a korridium spear off it. 
 
    A series of miniature missiles exploded behind the red-skinned assassin as she evaded each micro-explosion by running up the side of the arena wall. 
 
    Explosions ignited at her heels, and with a vociferous grunt, she kicked off and did a back flip over the series of fiery orange plumes. She landed in a squatting position as debris, including smoldering concrete chunks of the wall, rained down around her. Glancing over her shoulder, she quickly located the Centurion which had shifted its attention onto her. 
 
    The machine chased after Ishtar, scuttling across the sands like a menacing scorpion, and quickly pinned her into the corner of the stadium, just beneath the senatorial booth. Her back to the arena wall, she took a defensive position as the scorpion-like machine brought its whirring saw blade down, the buzzing cutter crying out for a taste of her blood. 
 
    Almost reflexively, Ishtar managed to block the Centurion’s attack with the korridium spear. The machine’s saw blade grated into the korridium alloy shaft with an ear ringing squeal, sending up a spray of hot white sparks in the process. 
 
    But with her back pinned against the arena wall, and all six of the machine’s armored legs dug into the ground for traction, there was no easy way out. And if the blistering spray of white-hot sparks cascading down her body was any indication, unless her rival-cum-teammate, Danica, found a way to get her out of this mess, the Centurion would make quick work of her. 
 
    Across the battlefield, Danica bristled at the thought of having to help her captor and tormentor, a woman who had literally put her through a living hell. A woman who didn’t deserve the spit from Danica’s mouth. But, at the same time, she knew that if she was going to get out of this mess alive, she needed to check her emotions and suck it up. 
 
    And as much as she despised Ishtar Bantu, as much as her skin crawled every time she was near her, in this instant, they needed each other. Because, the truth was, Danica wouldn’t stand a chance alone against that thing. Let alone whatever else the GGS could think up to throw at her. Hate it or love it, they were stuck together. And that’s something she’d just have to live with. 
 
    “Gradack!” Danica growled as she pushed herself to her feet. Charging the robot, she formed a half shield, the bulb glowing bright blue as the edges that wrapped part way around her remained jagged, like a cracked egg. Doubling the shield’s forward strength for ramming speed, she roared out her most fearsome battle cry and charged full speed ahead. 
 
    The machine’s triangular head, with three menacing red eyes, swiveled around at the sound of the oncoming threat. Even as it honed in on her, it didn’t have time to react. She had gotten the jump on it and smashed into the machine with the full force of her weight. 
 
    Upon colliding with it, she instantly expanded her energy bubble so that it expanded outward, like a rapidly rising cake, and along with her forward momentum, forced the robot up onto its hind quarters. It teetered in the air, trying its best to balance itself, and was only overturned when Danica let down her forcefield and slammed into its underbelly with her shoulder. 
 
    The robotic scorpion toppled onto its backside, its legs groping aimlessly at the air, its metal body squirming as it tried to flip itself upright and regain its footing. 
 
    “Thanks,” Ishtar grumbled somewhat reluctantly. 
 
    Danica shot her a stern look, as if to reprimand her for her recklessness, and then asked, “Can you fight?” 
 
    Ishtar nodded in the affirmative and twirled her staff. 
 
    “Good,” Danica said, turning back toward the machine which was now jerking like a fish out of water as it tried to flip itself back onto its feet. “Because we’re going to need to hit that thing with everything we’ve got if we’re going to have any hope of defeating it.” 
 
    Almost as soon as she’d finished her little pep talk, the Centurion managed to right itself using its scorpion tail. It scuttled back briefly, re-evaluating the level of threat its opponents posed, fanned its legs, crouching slightly, then reared back up and roared out like a razorback lion of Scallios Prime. 
 
    “I’ll take out its eyes,” Ishtar said, ducking a swipe of the Centurion’s protracted saw blade. 
 
    At the same time, Danica leapt to the right, curling into a ball mid-air, and then rolled beyond the reach of the pincer arm that came crashing down on her previous position. The metal prongs of the pincers clanked down behind her as she sprang back to her feet. Not waiting for it to lock onto her, she quickly circled around to the back of the hideous machine, keeping it preoccupied with her evasive dance long enough to give Ishtar a chance to mount her offensive. 
 
    “I’ll try to keep him off balance long enough for you to do that.” Danica threw out her palms and released what appeared to be a bunch of small bubbles. Each bubble, was, of course, a small energy sphere piling up like sea foam. 
 
    The machine got caught in the stickiness of the multiplying energy bubbles. And even as it helped slow the Centurion down, it wasn’t enough to stop it entirely. But Danica didn’t need to stop it. Just prevent it from striking them down before they could decommission its censors. 
 
    Ishtar tucked, ducked, and rolled between the machine’s front legs and then sprang up directly beneath its chest plating. Thrusting her spear upward with full force, she jammed the pointed tip straight into the red lens of one of the Centurion’s eyes. 
 
    A crunching of glass fracturing from the blow was heard and Ishtar sprang away, retreating to a safe distance. The Centurion’s primary eye exploded with a hiss of sparks, and fragments of red glass crumbled away to reveal the mangled censors inside. The crowd erupted with elated cheers as the machine backed away from Ishtar who, not wanting to lose the offensive, swung her spear wide and raced in for another attack. 
 
    The two women continued to dance around the machine, taking turns attacking it, never staying in one place long enough for it to get a good fix on them. 
 
    The dizzying pirouette continued until, at last, a window of opportunity presented itself. Striking fast, Danica and Ishtar successfully knocked out another eye in tag-team fashion. Again, the throng of spectators erupted with cheers for the underdogs. But by the third round, the Centurion had analyzed their strategy and, instead of evading, it growled and bull-rushed Ishtar. 
 
    With bone crushing force, Ishtar rebounded off the Centurion’s metal chassis and crashed onto her back. Stunned, she didn’t have time to scurry out of its way before it was already bearing down on top of her. Pinchers clanging, saw blade arm buzzing, it pinned her down with its front legs and growled at her like a wounded beast. 
 
    Ishtar threw up her left arm to attempt to block its attack, but screamed out as the jagged metal teeth of the saw blade bit into her flesh. 
 
    Thick dabs of dark purple blood along with shreds of red flesh splattered her face and chest as her arm, mid-bicep, flew away from her body. 
 
    Ishtar’s scream pierced the uproarious cheers of the crowd which grew into an excited frenzy at the sight of freshly spilt blood. The red-skinned assassin, the only one who had consistently seemed to be able to hold her own in a fight, was badly wounded. This would make the remaining bout all the more exciting and the crowd let the contestants know it with their renewed zeal. 
 
    Violet blood gushed from her severed limb and, fighting through the shock, she rolled out of the way just in time to avoid another swipe of the saw blade. The teeth dug into the sand, missing their mark, but the machine quickly tore the blade out again and searched for its prey. 
 
    The moment she had made it into the clear, her nemesis was right there again–on top of her, blade buzzing, pinchers clanking viciously as it came for her. She screamed out in pain-laced frustration, “Gahhh!” Scurrying backward, her bloody stump gushing blood, she looked up and prepared herself for the impending deathblow of the buzzing saw. 
 
    This time the bloodthirsty war machine aimed for Ishtar’s neck, hoping to sever her head. And it would have surely decapitated her, too, if it wasn’t for the energy shield that abruptly formed around her. 
 
    Blue energy rippled as it absorbed the brunt of the attack. The saw blade stopped mere centimeters away from Ishtar’s face. She scrambled backward to get away from the threatening robot. 
 
    “Leave…her…alone!” Danica roared. Her voice rattled with fury and, with all the strength she could muster, she erected a giant energy wall that plowed into the distracted Centurion. 
 
    Her energy sphere expanded forcefully so that it propelled the death machine straight into the concrete wall of the arena. There was a loud crunch as the wall fractured and the robot was embedded part way into it, the forcefield crumpling its legs like empty beer cans. 
 
    Still shaking with adrenaline, Danica screamed out even louder, her cries rising above those of the roaring crowd. She expanded the energy bubble again, smashing the Centurion further into the wall. The machine’s servos groaned against the compressive force of the energy shield, but even so, the machine proved relentless and began clawing at the concrete wall with its mangled limbs, trying to pull itself free. 
 
    “No you don’t,” Danica growled, and with a wave of her hands, the energy bubble popped, an assortment of patchwork fragments hanging in the air momentarily as if caught in slow motion. The tiny fragments solidified into a myriad of raindrop sized energy balls and, with the speed of a machine gun, they shot into the Centurion. Sparks flew as the energy projectiles, as powerful as disruptor blasts, tore into the armored beast. 
 
    If that wasn’t enough to destroy the Centurion, each of the individual energy pellets, now imbedded inside the machine, dissolved again and began to mend themselves back together like liquid mercury, spreading across the surface of the Centurion, filling in every seam and coating the machine with a uniform glaze of blue glowing energy. Danica held up her open hand and growled, “DIE!” 
 
    In a last-minute hail Mary attempt to put the machine out of commission, she used every ounce of remaining energy, clasped her hands into tight fists, and gritted her teeth. The energy bubble instantly contracted, constricting the machine with it, causing it to crumple inward from the added force. 
 
    The Centurion squealed like a pig being taken to slaughter and tried to break free, but Danica held on tight. By now her entire body was shaking with adrenaline; the veins in her neck bulged from the physical stress exerted on herself. She screamed one last time and a deafening boom rang out as the machine imploded under the weight of the forcefield. 
 
    A flash of blinding light dazed the onlookers and the vid-drones pulled back to avoid the backdraft of the explosion as the Centurion’s main power cells ignited. This time an even larger blast followed, blowing everyone’s hair back with a rush of hot wind, and smoke flooded the arena floor, engulfing everything in a black haze. 
 
    Moments later, emerging from the billowing strands of smoke was a bowling ball sized chunk of metal. The metal ball sparked briefly and then went silent. 
 
    A hush fell over the stunned faces of the stadium patrons as events took an unexpected left turn. Even the two-headed serpentine announcer watched on in stunned silence as he grappled with what had just happened. 
 
    Never before in the history of the arena had anyone gone up against a Centurion war robot and won. But they’d done it. Ishtar and Danica had actually done it. 
 
    It was just as Grendok had foretold. In their moment of peril, two mortal enemies had come together and survived. It was a match for the ages. 
 
    An eerie silence permeated the amphitheater as the smoke settled. Barely able to stand, Danica staggered back a step. Her arms limp at her sides, she did her best to gather herself and stand poised. She stood looking up at the countless faces looking down at her, both sharing an equal dismay for the outcome of this bout. 
 
    Before the announcer could declare the women as the triumphant victors, however, Danica’s eyes rolled back in her head and she collapsed to the ground. 
 
    A few feet off to the side of where Danica lay, amid a scattering of carbon fiber and steel wreckage, was the Centurion’s last remaining eye. Cables dangled behind the red device, which miraculously survived the implosion. It pulsed with one final angry red flare then faded to black. 
 
    Barely able to believe her eyes and still reeling with shock, Ishtar Bantu struggled to her knees and let out a heavy sigh, her head slumping between her shoulders. 
 
    Numb from it all, she clutched her bloody appendage and stared out across the hot arena sands at Danica’s unconscious body. For the life of her, she couldn’t figure out why this woman–a woman whom she had tortured to within an inch of her life, whom she had violated, and who had every reason to despise her–had, against all odds, fought with all her strength to save her life. 
 
    Maybe, Ishtar thought, she had misjudged Danica. Maybe beneath that pale blue skin was the makings of a real warrior. Not just a soldier who took orders. But a woman who could defeat any enemy and emerge victorious. 
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    The setting sun cast a sickly lime green light across the primordial valley. The lush basin was the only strip of fertile land as far as the eye could see in any direction from Jegra’s rocky perch of the eastern cliff face. Everything beyond the small patch of green was a barren wasteland, burnt and decaying. 
 
    The harsh electrical storms which came out of the thick green stratus that engulfed the planet never seemed to touch down on the oasis. Jegra guessed it had something to do with the electromagnetic atmosphere of the planet. A naturally occurring protective barrier that gave shelter to the small amount of life that endured on this unforgiving surface. 
 
    But, as she had quickly learned after having arrived in this hellhole, natural selection had guaranteed that everything that had endured down here was the fiercest and most dangerous of its kind. Only the fittest could survive the harsh conditions of this inhospitable planet. Everything else was relegated to the food chain for the predators that thrived and preyed on the weaker animals. Which was precisely why she wanted off this rock. 
 
    High up on the cliff, far above the green canopy, the wind snarled like a beast and the gathering of charcoal gray stratus that hung so low it seemed as if she could reach up and touch it, crackled with blue tendrils of electricity that curled down from the dark gray clouds like the throbbing veins of some invisible monstrosity. As the cloud front slowly rolled in, she knew the electrical storm would cause too much interference for the shuttle’s navigation system and any attempt at takeoff would be compromised. 
 
    Thankfully, this approaching storm front worked in Jegra’s favor. This way, Onelle would be grounded long enough for Jegra to either talk some sense into her or pound it into her. Either way, she wasn’t about to be left behind on this godforsaken rock all alone. 
 
    A hot flash of blue lightning seared the nearby rockface, brining all of Jegra’s senses into the present. Still clutching the side of the cliff, she turned her face to avoid the spray of sparks that blew her way and looked down to find the pteranodon still circling below. 
 
    She only had one chance at this. If she missed, she’d be back to square one and without a ride off this rock. But, if she timed it just right, she would have a fighting chance. 
 
    Determined not to be marooned on this hostile world, she took in a deep breath and then, without any further hesitation, kicked off the side of the cliff and entered into a freefall. 
 
    Vaporous wisps of fog rushed passed her as she plummeted past the blurred rockface. Cutting through another thin layer of white, the green, scaly back of a pteranodon abruptly manifested beneath her and she crashed landed on its back. Startled by the sudden interloper, the dino-bird squawked noisily and frantically flapped its wings about as it zigged and zagged in a random pattern of course changes. Yet no matter how hard it tried to lose the uninvited rider clinging to its back, it could not shake her. 
 
    Jegra held on tight, settling onto the dino-bird like a cowboy settles onto a bucking bronco. “Calm…the frack…down!” she yelled, bringing a pointed elbow down onto the creature’s backbone. The dinosaur’s spine cracked as her elbow drilled into it hard and the beast reluctantly conceded the struggle and began a more normal rhythm of flight. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” Jegra whispered with a victorious smile curling onto her mouth. 
 
    For as much trouble as this bird had been for her from the moment she’d set foot on this barren world, she had decided it could make it all up to her. All it needed to do was get her back to the top of the cliff before Onelle initiated the launch sequence. 
 
    Her hands found the elongated crest of the bird’s skull and she jerked its head back. It squawked in protest and ignored her tug as it kept to its holding pattern around the cliff. When she did it again, it seemed to catch the hint and rose up a few meters. Jegra repeated this until they broke the cloud cover that hung just off the cliff’s edge. 
 
    Together, they flew up and over the shuttlecraft wedged between its rocky walls and slowly circled overhead. “Thanks for the lift,” Jegra said, scooting up to the edge of the monster’s neck. 
 
    As they rose higher and higher into the sky, she gauged her trajectory and waited for the precise moment to jump. Deciding it was now or never, she leapt off, falling away like a skydiver entering a freefall. 
 
    The beast, finally free of its burden, flapped frantically away as fast as its leathery wings could carry it, putting as much distance between itself and the savage rider as possible. It squawked loudly and shook its bone plated head as it shrank away into the distance. 
 
    Onelle was running through the final launch sequence check when out of the blue a shadow blanketed her console. She looked up in time to see a large object crash onto her windshield. She barely had time to flinch; she screamed and drew back as a stress fracture grew out from the impact point on the glass. Looking up, she saw a series of fracture lines leading back to the foreign object that had struck her windshield. Jegra’s knee. 
 
    “Are you insane?!” she screamed when she realized what had happened. “If you break the glass then neither of us will be getting off this rock!” 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare…” Jegra snarled with a flair of her nostrils. She pulled her fist back and smashed the glass. The stress fractures grew a few centimeters more, threatening to crumble under the unrelenting strength of the gladiatrix. 
 
    “Stop!” Onelle insisted, throwing up her hands. 
 
    “I’ll stop when you let me in.” Jegra’s fist cracked against the glass again. And again the small cobweb-like array of fractures grew outward, inching their way to the furthest ends of the shuttle’s windshield. 
 
    In the near distance there was a clap of thunder followed by the crackle of the approaching lightning storm. It would be upon them in a matter of minutes. All Jegra needed to do was keep hammering away at the windshield until it either caved in or until Onelle did, forced to give up and let her in. 
 
    Jegra slowly raised her fist, ready to strike again, and held it in the air long enough to gaze at Onelle with wild eyes. She smiled, letting Onelle know she wouldn’t stop till she got her way and brought down her fist with a final, glass shattering force. 
 
    “Wait!” Onelle shrieked at the last possible instant and threw up her hands in surrender. 
 
    Jegra’s fist stopped a fraction of a centimeter away from the glass and hovered there, every muscle strand in her arm rippling with tension. Glowering at Onelle through the fractured glass, she waited for her response. 
 
    “Wait! Just wait a second. I’ll let you in,” she grudgingly said, flipping a switch and popping the hatch on the roof of the ship. 
 
    The hiss of the shuttle’s emergency hatch decompressing sounded above her and Jegra looked up to see the square hatch rise up automatically. Looking back down at the woman behind the glass, she slowly rose to her feet and placed both hands on her hips. Although her knuckles were bloodied from smashing them on virtually indestructible glass, she ignored the pain. “That’s better,” she said. 
 
    She strolled up to the opening and looked back over her shoulder at the electrical storm. The dark clouds slowly engulfed the ship; flashes of blue light lit up the dark vapor like giant angry blue fireflies. It was finally here. 
 
    Not wasting any more time topside, Jegra quickly slipped through the opening and into the ship. She scrambled down the ladder and pulled the hatch closed behind her. Just in time, too, by the sounds of it, she thought. The sound of static discharges crackling and popping as lighting struck the shuttle’s hull could be heard up and down the length of the hull. There was no way they were capable of taking off now. Not in this. 
 
    “I can explain,” Onelle squeaked as Jegra stepped onto the bridge. The Bre’lal woman had on a form-fitting white jumpsuit and was cowering in the corner of the cockpit when Jegra arrived. Hands raised defensively, she could barely force herself to make eye contact. “Just hear me out,” she pleaded, stealing a quick glimpse at Jegra to be sure she wasn’t going to attack her. 
 
    Hands on her hips, Jegra paused in the center of the bridge and growled, “You have thirty seconds to explain yourself or I punch you in your self-serving little cunt so hard that your future children will be born disabled.” 
 
    Onelle Te’Legra Agnar gulped nervously. “The truth is, there’s only enough fuel to get only one of us off this rock. With our combined weight, we’ll never break free of this planet’s gravity.” 
 
    “So, your grand idea was to ditch me here and leave me to die? I thought we were becoming friends.” 
 
    “Let’s make one thing clear,” Onelle said, straightening up. “You’re the woman who got my baby sister killed. And there’s no forgiving that.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to forgive me,” Jegra sighed out in frustration. She strode up to where Onelle stood, wedged between the seat and the console panel. “I’m just asking you give me a chance.” 
 
    When Jegra reached out toward her, she flinched and cried out in a panicked voice, “What are you going to do?” 
 
    The wrenching of steel caused her to open her eyes in time to see Jegra rip the co-pilot’s chair right off the floor. The bolts snapped like dry pretzels. 
 
    “Exactly what it looks like. I’m going to lighten the load,” she answered. Turning around, Jegra went over to the aft of the ship and opened the main loading platform. A gust of wind crashed into her and she staggered back a step. Regaining her footing, she edged up to the lip and looked out at the black wash of clouds that encircled the entire ship. 
 
    With a grunt, she tossed the chair out into the violently swirling air and watched it twirl away as though it were sucked up into a cyclone. A streak of lighting followed after it, trailing it down into the cloud cover and Jegra watched as a subdued glow, like a dim lamp, lit up and then faded again, like a firefly flaring briefly before disappearing back into a shroud of darkness. 
 
    The loading bay open behind her, Jegra turned around to face Onelle as blue arcs of electricity danced outside like those inside a plasma globe. Jegra’s smoldering brown eyes locked onto the Bre’lal woman and her brow grew heavy and sank into a scowl. 
 
    “Look, I’m leaving with you whether you like it or not. So you can either just stand there doing nothing or you can help me. Your choice.” 
 
    Onelle quickly looked around and then found a large crate wedged into a corner. She went over and picked it up, grunting from the unexpected weight of it. Trudging over to the opening, she dropped the crate and watched as its corner nicked the edge of the ship and then spiraled away, spare parts spilling out into the open. 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so hard,” Jegra said, drawing close to Onelle’s ear. Onelle pulled back in surprise and gave Jegra a wary look. 
 
    “You’re not going to throw me out too, are you?’ 
 
    “It would serve you right,” she said, drawing even closer, her brow furrowed as she stared disparagingly at the duplicitous woman. Jegra was beginning to understand Onelle’s way of thinking. When it came to revenge, there was no moral high ground. It was a dark and dirty business. And she’d done what she felt had to be done to right a perceived wrong. Only, in Jegra’s estimation, Onelle had blamed the wrong woman for her sister’s murder. 
 
    It wasn’t Jegra, after all, who’d killed Abethca. That dishonor fell upon Ishtar Bantu’s shoulders. Of course, Onelle wasn’t entirely wrong, either. It was Jegra’s actions that had somehow made Abethca obsessed with her. But, how was she supposed to have predicted Abethca’s unhealthy preoccupation with her and what the consequences of that passion would be? That was entirely out of her control, and it was less than fair for Onelle to hold that against her. 
 
    Onelle took a step sideways to avoid stepping out of the opening of the ship and then glanced back up at Jegra’s eyes, looking for any sign that she might show mercy. 
 
    Jegra’s fist came up and smashed the control panel and the cargo bay doors slowly clamped shut. “Now, what do you say we put the past in the past and focus on working together to get off this rock?” 
 
    “We’ll have to wait till the storm passes before we can…” Onelle stopped when she noticed Jegra still inching closer to her, the empress’s arm boxing her into the corner of the rear cargo hold. Her back up against the wall, she stiffened, growing incrementally nervous. “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice wavering with unease. 
 
    Practically nose to nose, Onelle had to look away lest their lips unintentionally come together. Or, maybe, it was intentional? Maybe, that’s what made it so exciting. The danger of it. Of being intimate with someone who was inexplicably attractive but, at the same time, undeniably dangerous. How could these feelings even exist? Were they worth exploring, or should she ignore them and exercise caution? It was a tough call. All she knew was that after months of being stranded on this ridiculous planet, a vigorous fuck would do her good. 
 
    She tensed up even more when she felt Jegra’s breath pass gently across her right ear. A tingle ran down her spine and she could feel the heat intensify between her already warm thighs. 
 
    “I have half a mind to punish you right here and now for your crimes,” Jegra whispered. 
 
    Onelle closed her eyes and swallowed. Hard. Without warning, Jegra’s other hand reached up and brushed Onelle’s forest green hair out of her eyes in a sensuous fashion. “Punish me how?” she asked, glancing down as she watched the empresses slide her thick, tanned thigh between her slender green ones. Their bodies came together in the tight space and Jegra leaned in, her massive breasts entrapping Onelle. 
 
    Without expecting it, Onelle’s heart began fluttering inside her chest and she felt a yearning ignite deep within her. She’d underestimated Jegra’s resolve, and now the Empress of the Dagon Empire breathed down her neck, contemplating whether to snap it or dapple it with kisses. 
 
    Onelle bit her bottom lip and let the empress brush her nose against her cheek. A strange sexual energy; hate mingled with raw attraction, surged between them. If anything were to happen, it would be rough, wet, and painful in all the right sorts of ways. 
 
    But, to Onelle’s surprise, Jegra took a deep breath and pulled away. In their excitement, they found themselves staring at each other, both caught off guard by the unexpectedness and depth of their attraction for one another. 
 
    The women shared a look of astonishment as they tried to quell the abrupt swell of lustful desire that had, unexpectedly, risen up between them. 
 
    “I apologize,” Jegra said, shifting her gaze and taking a step back. 
 
    No longer trapped against the wall, Onelle moved to the center of the shuttle and took a deep breath to try and calm her racing heart. “I admit,” she said with a wave of her hand, “I acted rather impetuously. I guess my resentment toward you went deeper than I had realized and I took it out on you in the worst, most selfish way possible. And, having had a moment to reflect on it, I realize that wasn’t fair. I was out of line.” 
 
    Unfair was one way of putting it. Jegra much preferred the more accurate terms of arrogant and imprudent. But she didn’t want to get into another row, not after it seemed like she was about to mend things with Onelle. 
 
    She looked over at the Bre’lal woman but held her tongue. Even though she was dying to lash out at Onelle for her petty act of selfishness and set her straight, she knew that what Onelle needed the most was resolution for her sister’s death. And biting her head off now with a strict reprimand wouldn’t help ease matters between them, nor would it lift the shuttle from the planet. So, she went with the softer touch, listening to the woman instead. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to forget your role in my sister’s death,” she finally said, “but given enough time, perhaps I can learn to forgive you. Regardless of my personal feelings, I shouldn’t have tried to abandon you here on this planet. That was beyond cruel.” She turned toward Jegra and looked her straight in the eyes. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Apology accepted,” replied Jegra. After a long pause, she added a whimsical, “Just don’t let it happen again.” 
 
    Onelle chortled lightly then cleared her throat. “I won’t. I mean…you know…” 
 
    Jegra folded her arms and gave the green skinned woman a droll look. “No. I don’t know.” 
 
    “You know…” Onelle insisted, cocking her slightly head and biting her bottom lip. She took another small step toward the empress, making sure her swagger had that extra hint of seduction to it. 
 
    Jegra shook her head and forced herself to suppress a grin. Onelle took another step forward and batted her baby-blue eyes at Jegra. Her arms locked behind her back, she swiveled her hips and leaned into the empress, letting her breasts gently brush Jegra’s arm. 
 
    Jegra grinned as Onelle playfully swayed next to her as though she were about to give her an erotic lap dance. 
 
    CRACK! Jegra moved so fast that Onelle didn’t even have time to see it coming. Onelle’s head jerked back from the brunt of Jegra’s headbutt and suddenly everything went dark. 
 
    Onelle went out like a light and collapsed to the ground, landing in a heap at the empress’s feet. The stun gun she had been concealing behind her back tumbled out of her hand and skidded across the floor before scraping to a halt next to Jegra’s feet. 
 
    A disappointed look settled across Jegra’s face as she bent down and picked up the device. She would have preferred to have been the other way, with her sprawled out on her back with Onelle’s head between her thighs. As nice as the thought was, it wasn’t like she hadn’t seen it coming. Onelle had proved herself to be a compulsive liar and a duplicitous snake. And the moment she’d gone from fearful of Jegra to practically throwing herself at her, Jegra knew something was up. 
 
    Jegra hung her head and sighed. “Nice try, bitch,” she said to the unconscious woman. “But you’re dealing with the Empress of the Dagon Empire, not some slave girl who was born yesterday. 
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    “Evasive maneuvers,” Lianica shouted above the noise of the collision alarm. She leaned forward in her seat and stared out the main viewscreen as the Shard came out of hyperspace only to emerge in the middle of a massive debris field. Taking evasive action, the ship arced and then dipped again, narrowly avoiding a large spiraling section of a derelict cruiser’s hull. The Shard shuddered as another massive piece of debris collided and scraped along its hull. The grating metal sounded as if a giant can opener was busy trying to wrench the hull in two. 
 
    The ship corrected course only to suffer a violent jolt that shook the bridge crew and almost sent Lianica tumbling out of her seat. Lurching forward, she gripped tightly to both arms of the command chair with white knuckled tension. As she gazed out the viewscreen in jaw-gaping shock, the wreckage of numerous vessels drifted in the dead of space directly in front of her. It was a ship graveyard. 
 
    Another vessel sized piece of flotsam appeared above the Shard’s bow, jostled loose, no doubt, from the pinball like effect of the Shard’s having agitated the dormant debris field. The collision alarm, which had died down briefly, began to wail again and Lianica gripped tight and leaned back as the ship dove down and veered right, its hull rotating counter-clockwise as it narrowly avoided the massive saucer section of an ancient warship that spiraled in a clockwise fashion. NCC17-something-or-other was written in bold navy-blue letters across the top of the saucer, but the final letters were too battered and worn off from relentless collisions to make out. 
 
    Long after they were clear of the larger pieces, smaller fragments bounced and pinged off the vessel’s hull. It sounded as though they were traveling through a rogue meteor storm. Emerging from the thick of it, the Shard slowly course corrected and came back to its original trajectory. 
 
    Pitted with dents and dings, the slender silver teardrop hull of the Shard looked blistered with boils and pock marks. But the liquid-hull technology quickly went to work healing the ship’s surface. Soon enough, there wasn’t a single hint of damage anywhere across the surface of the ship’s hull. 
 
    “Structural integrity report,” Lianica barked. 
 
    An ensign off to her left swiveled around in his chair and said, “Structural integrity ninety-eight percent and holding.” 
 
    “Good,” she replied. “Keep me updated on the damage reports for each deck as they come in.” 
 
    The ensign nodded and then turned back around and brought up a cut-away view of the Shard’s eighteen decks and began checking the damage reports for each level. 
 
    “What’s a ship graveyard doing way out here?” asked Brei’alas, looking over at Captain Blackstar with a perplexed expression on her face. 
 
    “Good question, lieutenant,” Lianica replied. Then, turning toward the crew, she glanced toward a young male Dagon officer of lavender complexion and said, “Ensign Dree’alek, scan for any distress signals or emergency beacons.” 
 
    He ran the scan as ordered and then shook his head. “It seems that whatever battle this was, it happened a long time ago, ma’am. It’s dead silent out there.” 
 
    “Scan the hull signatures. I want to know who it was that fought out here.” 
 
    “That’s odd,” Dree’alek said. The captain shot him an inquisitive look, urging him to come out with it. “They read Galliforn and Dagon in origin.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware that Galliforn and Dagon Prime were ever at war with one another,” Brei’alas said, looking out of the view portal at the debris. 
 
    “They weren’t,” Lianica said, rising to her feet. She had a bad feeling about all this, but if her intuition was correct, this wreckage might just be the key they needed to finding Jegra. “If you need me, I’ll be in my ready room.” 
 
    Lianica turned and left the bridge, leaving Dree’alek and Brei’alas to give each other a confused look. 
 
    Once in her personal office, Lianica sat down at her desk and brought up the holographic console. 
 
    “Computer,” she said, “Locate and bring up file 8472.” 
 
    [*There is a video file attached. Would you like me to play it?*] 
 
    “Yes,” Lianica replied. A blue line traced out the edge of a viewing screen. Soon the blue rectangle filled in with high definition color. A disheveled Dagon captain appeared on the monitor and he looked into the camera. 
 
    “This is captain Regnarwald of the Enmity. We were responding to a border infraction by the Galliforns when both fleets encountered a strange celestial entity. I don’t know how to explain it except to be in awe of its destructive power. These glowing, squid-like creatures the size of starships have already destroyed half the Galliforn fleet and are now approaching our position.” 
 
    The captain glanced off screen for a moment, as though he was analyzing a chart, and then looked back again. “It seems they are protecting some kind of spatial anomaly. A rift between dimensions. Our readings are inconclusive, but it appears as though a pocket universe has formed. For whatever reason, these celestial entities are determined to protect this location at all costs. I don’t believe they…” 
 
    A sudden spray of sparks along with several electrical explosions erupted in the background. An officer’s voice came from somewhere in the background and frantically relayed, “Sir, they’re attaching themselves to the hull of the ship.” 
 
    The captain looked back at the camera and static interference caused the image to distort and flicker. His worried expression came back into view for just a moment and then the video feed cut out. 
 
    Lianica leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers under her chin as she thought. She had vaguely remembered hearing stories of the first encounter with the squidies, but she hadn’t thought to make anything of it until now. With the reappearance of the celestial entities, she knew that something was coming. Something big. 
 
    If the squids could jump through hyperspace, they might be able to jump into other-dimensional space, too. If so, it was possible that Jegra had been taken to the Dark Zone, the mysterious rift that Captain Regnarwald spoke of. Every attempt to send a probe in had been met with silence. It was as though the region were a black hole, but without the destructive forces of a singularity. It was just a tear in space that swallowed unsuspecting ships whole. 
 
    If Jegra was stuck inside the rift, there’d be no way to get her out except to use the Shard’s slipstream technology. Theoretically, the vessel could pierce multi-dimensional space. And it was the only vessel that could do so. Even if Jegra wasn’t stuck in the void of multidimensional nothingness, Lianica could at least gather some intel. Maybe even chart the other dimension. Something nobody else had managed to do in three hundred years, and not for a lack of trying. 
 
    The bustle on the bridge died to a calm murmur as Lianica strode back in. “Lieutenant Brei’alas, scan for any spatial anomalies that coincide with the rift.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “I have a gut instinct that Jegra is somewhere on the other side of that rift.” She pointed at the starry backdrop on the viewscreen. Only a faint shimmer of gravitational lensing denoted anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    “It’s my duty to inform the captain that every attempt to penetrate and retrieve information from the rift has failed. No ships have ever returned from it. And there’s no guarantee anything can survive what’s on the other side.” 
 
    “I understand the risks, lieutenant,” Lianica said, her voice controlled and calm. “But it’s a risk I’m willing to take, if it means rescuing the empress.” 
 
    “With all due respect, ma’am, what makes you so sure that Empress Alakandra is stuck on the other side of the rift?” Dree’alek asked. 
 
    The captain shot him a fierce look that made him cast his eyes downward. She then eased up and replied, “Like I said, it’s only a hunch. But this ship is the only vessel in the Commonwealth capable of piercing the alternate dimensional fold. And if my intuition is correct, we’ll find the empress on the other side.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?” Brei’alas asked. 
 
    “Then we take readings, gather data, and use the slipstream drive to re-enter normal space.” 
 
    “That is, if we survive the initial trip,” Dree’alek replied. This time when she shot him a disapproving stare, he didn’t look away. 
 
    Lianica scanned the faces of the bridge crew and took note of their worried expressions. “Look, I understand what I’m asking you to do is dangerous. But I wouldn’t be asking you to do this if I wasn’t so certain.” 
 
    “You yourself said it was just a feeling,” Brei’alas reminded her. “So, explain to us why we should risk our lives on a mere feeling?” 
 
    “Have you ever been in love?” Lianica asked, gazing right at the lieutenant. 
 
    “Not that I can say, sir.” 
 
    “Well, when you do fall in love, you’ll know it. There’ll be no explanation for it, but the feeling will be unmistakable. Undeniable. It will consume you. And that’s how you’ll know it’s real. It’s a lot like that.” 
 
    Brei’alas looked over at the other officers who merely nodded in agreement. She then turned back to Captain Lianica Blackstar and smiled. “We’re with you, captain. No matter what.” 
 
    “Good,” she replied. Slowly, she removed her hand from the blaster that sat in its holster at her hip. She was afraid she’d have to make an example of someone if things took a wrong turn. 
 
    “Ensign, the moment you have the heading, set a course into the rift. Hyperstream velocity.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Dree’alek replied as he swiveled in his chair and began typing the coordinates into his console. 
 
    The Shard slowly eased toward the wavelike ripple marked by the gravitational lensing that denoted the edge of the anomaly. Gradually, the ship stretched and distorted and then, in a flash, it leapt into the rift. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Brei’alas awoke in her quarters. Not realizing how she’d got there, she slowly sat up. She was in bed. She had on her finest Kreelack needle spider silk pajamas and the korridium bracelet her mother had given her after she graduated from the academy. 
 
    She slipped out of bed and slowly rose to her feet. She steadied herself as an intense wave of vertigo washed across her. Once it passed, she looked toward the portal of her room and saw a frightening backdrop. It appeared as though space itself was on fire. 
 
    It didn’t make any sense. In order for flames to exist there had to be atmosphere. Gases to ignite. And although she’d heard of nebulas that burned, she’d never seen anything quite like this before. 
 
    She crept up to the window and reached up with an open hand. She was afraid it might be hot, but when she touched the glass, she found it cold. As cold as the dead of outer space. 
 
    In the lower right corner of her view she could make out a green and brown swirling sphere. A planet, she thought. An ugly planet, but a planet, nonetheless. 
 
    An abrupt flare shot up from the planet and Brei’alas startled. When she looked again, she saw what appeared to be a shuttle launch. Her eyes followed the white trail of exhaust through the atmosphere until the tiny object broke into orbit. Eyes fixed on the glimmering object, she heard the comm in her room chime. 
 
    “Lieutenant Brei’alas, you’re exactly thirty-eight minutes late for duty. Please report to the bridge, asap.” 
 
    Late? Brei thought. But I just woke up. 
 
    That was assuming a lot, considering she didn’t remember going to sleep. Or, for that matter, returning to her quarters after her shift. “Computer, what is the date and time?” 
 
    [*It is 8:38 in the morning, currently the 48th revolution of the seventeenth era, Dagon standard time.*] 
 
    Forty-eighth revolution? She’d lost more than a whole day. But how? And had anyone else experienced the strange time lapse? 
 
    By the time she arrived on the bridge, there was an energy and excitement uncommon to the usually calm and collected Dagon crew. 
 
    “Glad you could finally join us,” Captain Blackstar said. 
 
    “Has anyone else been experiencing strange time warps?” she asked, looking around at the blank faces. Only Dree’alek responded. “No. I mean, I don’t think so.” He glanced around to see several nodding faces confirming his answer. “Why? What kind of time distortion?” 
 
    “Never mind,” she replied, pinning it for a more appropriate time. Returning her attention to the task at hand, she went and sat down at her station. 
 
    “Report,” the captain said, a touch of impatience tucked into her voice. 
 
    Brei’alas scoured her console, studying multiple readouts all at once. “It appears to be a mid-sized transport. It has just broken into a decaying orbit and is now requesting emergency assistance.” 
 
    “Put it on screen,” Lianica said, motioning for her to play the emergency broadcast. 
 
    “I’m afraid there’s only audio.” 
 
    “Then play it,” Lianica said, shooting her lieutenant a sharp look. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Right away, ma’am.” 
 
    There was a static crackle and pop and then a voice came through. “This is Empress Jegra Alakandra of the Dagon Empire requesting an immediate pickup. I repeat, our vessel is in distress and our scanners are down. If you are receiving this, we are in need of immediate assistance.” 
 
    “It’s her!” Dree’alek said. 
 
    Lianica rose out of her command chair and walked up to the view portal. “Lieutenant, get us within grappling distance of that ship.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Brei replied, her voice filled with the first bit of optimism since they’d taken this mission. 
 
    The Shard moved in over the small vessel and the shuttle bay wall melted away. Magnetic grappling hooks shot out and latched onto the vessel and began reeling it in. 
 
    Without warning, Brei’alas felt lightheaded. There was a strange distortion and everything and everyone on the bridge began to wobble and distort. She felt extremely woozy, as though she’d been out drinking all night, and had to fight to prevent herself from keeling over and vomiting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t move!” a Bre’lal woman said, holding a blaster to Empress Jegra Alakandra’s head. 
 
    The woman had on knight’s armor and used the empress as a body shield. 
 
    Brei’alas crouched behind a large crate and looked over at Captain Blackstar who held her abdomen. She’d been shot with a low yield disrupter blast and was lying on her side, writhing with pain. 
 
    Looking down, Brei’alas realized she had a blaster of her own in her hands. Without even thinking it through, she abruptly stood up and, raising her hands in surrender, held out her gun which dangled on her pinky finger. “Don’t shoot. I surrender.” 
 
    “Throw the blaster on the ground and kick it to me,” the green-skinned woman ordered. 
 
    Brei’alas complied with the demands and kicked the blaster to the woman. She made sure that it skidded to a stop just beyond her reach, though. When the woman saw this, she rolled her eyes. “Do you think I’m stupid?” she barked angrily. 
 
    “No, I don’t think that…what I mean is…I wouldn’t ever dream of accusing you of…it’s just that…” As the lieutenant stalled by playing it dumb, she glanced over at the captain and then to the empress. 
 
    If she could get close enough to the Bre’lal, she could use herself as a battering ram and smash into the armored aggressor and break her hold on Jegra. That would give the empress time to fetch her discarded blaster and then use it on the crazed woman. 
 
    Relying on the element of surprise, Brei’alas screamed out and lunged at the woman. Before she had made it even half the distance she heard the shot of the blaster and stopped dead in her tracks. 
 
    She suddenly found it difficult to breath and looked down at the wound only to cringe at the sight of a gaping hole in her abdomen. She looked back up in time to meet the empress’s eyes and tottered on her feet. She mouthed the words “I’m sorry,” and swaying gently to the left then the right, she collapsed under her own weight and fell in a heap on the floor. 
 
    As she felt herself bleeding out, time began to distort again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Brei’alas awoke in her quarters. Not realizing how she’d got there, she slowly sat up and slipped out of bed. Fetching a fine silk gown, she wrapped herself up and tied the sash loosely around her slender waist and headed over to the view portal of her room. 
 
    She stood before the large oval window and peered out at a frightening backdrop. It appeared as though space itself was on fire. 
 
    Although she’d heard of nebulas that burned, this was something different. This was primordial, like the infinite plasma at the dawn of time. She shook her head and pinched the bridge of her nose as an overwhelming sense of déjà vu came over her. “What in the world?” 
 
    That’s when she remembered the ship rising up from the green planet’s atmosphere. She peered out the window at the swirling globe of khaki and sage green. She sighed out in relief when there was no sign of the shuttle. Just then, her morning alarm went off, startling her. 
 
    She hurried and got dressed, made herself a cup of coffee from the food synthesizer, took only a couple of sips of it before setting it back down, and then rushed to the bridge to report for duty. 
 
    As she arrived at the bridge, there was an excited commotion atypical of Dagon officers. “What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    “A ship just launched off the planet,” Dree’alek informed her. 
 
    She looked at the viewscreen and, sure enough, it was the exact same ship as before. 
 
    She slowly settled into her station, not once taking her eyes off the vessel. 
 
    “Lieutenant?” Lianica barked, her voice filled with concern. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    Brei’alas put it out of her mind and replied, “It’s nothing, ma’am.” 
 
    Captain Blackstar nodded and then said, “Report.” 
 
    Lieutenant Brei’alas checked her console, reading each graph and readout that scrolled past her display. “It appears to be a mid-sized transport vessel. Badly damaged. And we’re getting an audio only distress call.” 
 
    Again, the overwhelming sense of déjà vu came over her, but she quickly shook it off. 
 
    “Play it,” the captain ordered. 
 
    The lieutenant did as told and brought the message onto the ship’s comm. After the static crackle died down, a voice said,  
 
    “This is Empress Jegra Alakandra of the Dagon Empire requesting an immediate pickup. I repeat, our vessel is in distress and our scanners are down. If you are receiving this, we are in need of immediate assistance.” 
 
    “It’s her!” Dree’alek chirped excitedly. 
 
    Lianica rose out of her command chair and walked up to the view portal. “Lieutenant, get us within grappling distance of that ship.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Brei replied, her voice filled with the first bit of optimism since they’d taken this mission. 
 
    The Shard moved in over the small vessel and the shuttle bay wall melted away. Magnetic grappling hooks shot out and latched onto the vessel and began reeling it in. 
 
    “Ensign, you’re with me,” the captain said, as she turned to head to the shuttle bay to meet the empress. 
 
    “With all due respect, ma’am,” Brei’alas interjected. “Maybe I should accompany you two. After all, we don’t know what condition she is in and she may need immediate medical assistance.” 
 
    Lianica nodded and then said, “Grab a med-kit and meet us down there.” 
 
    Brei’alas hopped to her feet and quickly followed the captain and the ensign off the bridge as they all three made their way to the shuttle bay landing pad. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Due to the fact that Brei’alas stopped off at the med lab to grab a medical kit, she arrived a few minutes after the others. When she arrived on the scene, she found the captain lying on the floor behind some containers and Dree’alek lying in the very same spot she somehow remembered dying in herself, just before the second time jump. 
 
    The Bre’lal woman, who once again held the empress hostage, trained her blaster on Brei’alas when she entered the room. Brei’alas froze in her spot and held up the med-kit. “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    “Stop right there!” the green-skin growled, brandishing her weapon and motioning for Brei’alas to set the case on the floor. “Just set the case down and slowly back away.” 
 
    Instead of doing as requested, however, she boldly charged forward, using the metal case of the first-aid kit as a shield. The green-skin pulled the trigger and let off a blast, but Brei’alas managed to deflect the shot with the med-kit. Its polished surface was heat resistant, and the plasma bolt deflected off of it and ricocheted across the room. It hit a light fixture above the empress and the Bre’lal woman and sent down a smattering of sparks and fine glass. 
 
    This caused the Bre’lal woman to flinch and duck out of the way of the debris, giving Brei’alas the chance to strike. Bringing the med-kit down across the woman’s temple, she clocked her as hard as she could. 
 
    With a skull fracturing crack, the green-skin crumpled to one knee and, dazed, tried to push herself back up. That’s when a second, even more devastating blow hit her in the exact same spot as before. 
 
    Out cold, the green-skin hit the metal deck plating, face first. The blaster flew out of her grasp and skidded across the floor where it scraped to a halt several feet away. 
 
    When Brei’alas turned to Jegra, she noticed that she had an immobilizer fastened to her back. It kept a steady electrical charge running through a prisoner’s body, seizing up their motor functions and freezing their muscles. Reaching up, she plucked it off, a small static discharge popping as she tore it from the empress’s back. 
 
    Brei’alas dropped the device to the floor and immediately got under Jegra’s arm to help steady her. Using her boot, she squashed the immobilizer and it crackled and sparked under duress then fizzled out. 
 
    “I’ve got you, Your Majesty,” Brei’alas said, hefting the empress back to her feet. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jegra said. Then, looking down at the Bre’lal woman, she added, “That woman is relentless. You can’t turn your back on her for an instant.” 
 
    Brei simply nodded and glanced over at the unconscious Bre’lal woman. 
 
    Standing up straight, Jegra held Brei’s shoulder with one hand and got her bearings. Once she was oriented, she thanked the lieutenant. “I’m fine, now. Thanks to you.” 
 
    The empress hurried over to where Lianica lay on the floor curled into a tight ball, clutching her singed abdomen. Jegra glanced back to ask for the med-kit but Brei’alas was already standing beside her, offering it to her. 
 
    She smiled and took the med-kit and set it down next to Lianica. “Hang on, my friend,” she said opening the box. “You saved me, now let me save you.” 
 
    Lianica grinned painfully through gritted teeth. “I’m not dead yet,” she said. 
 
    “That’s the Dagon spirit,” Jegra said, smiling as she worked to mend Lianica’s wounds. 
 
    While the empress attended to the commander, Brei wandered over to where Dree’alek lay. She crouched down and checked for any signs of a pulse. Nothing. She gently ran her fingers across his face and closed his eyes. “I’m so sorry, my friend,” she whispered. 
 
    A single tear trickled down the side of her face as she realized it was her fault he was dead. She had put him in this position, suspecting what was about to happen; even if she hadn’t known for certain, the vague recollection of events, a kind of premonition if you will, made her aware enough to strategically sidestep her own death. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for the strange time jump, she would have been the one lying dead on the floor. Instead, ensign Dree’alek paid the ultimate price while Brei had narrowly escaped, and saved the empress. 
 
    She didn’t know how or why she was the only one experiencing the strange time shifts, just that she was. Regardless, she decided to keep it to herself until such information absolutely needed to be conveyed. 
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    In the dark barracks beneath the arena, a mysterious figure crept through the shadows and stepped cautiously between the piles of sleeping gladiators all sprawled about the shared communal room. Creeping daintily across the sandstone floor with bare feet, moving as stealthily as a Lafor’allenthal indigo panther, the prowling shadow came to a standstill above the sleeping red-skin, Ishtar Bantu, who lay sound asleep on a cement shelf against the farthest back wall. 
 
    A pair of hands reached down and carefully coiled their way around Ishtar’s throat, slowly tightening like the giant boa constrictor of Thermicron 5–the moon of the Snake King, Niddak Najara. Delicate hands squeezed tighter and tighter, clamping down with white-knuckled determination. Almost instantaneously, Ishtar’s golden eyes snapped wide open and her hands flew to the wrists of her attacker. 
 
    When she saw Danica’s hate-filled eyes staring down at her, she mustered a hoarse growl from her clamped air pipes. “Do it,” she wheezed. To test Danica’s resolve, she let go of her wrists and gave no further protest. 
 
    Danica’s amber eyes glowed hot with rage and her clasp tightened, her slender blue fingers sinking into the red flesh of Ishtar’s neck. On the battlefield, she’d killed lots of enemy soldiers. This would be no different, she told herself. 
 
    “Kill…me…” Ishtar managed to say with whatever remaining breath she had left, then, unable to get her breath back, her eyelids began to flutter and her eyes rolled back in her head. 
 
    Just to be sure the deceitful wench wasn’t playing tricks on her, Danica leaned forward, applying her full weight on Ishtar’s throat, and snarled, “Die you unholy succubus.” 
 
    From behind her, a vicious shock hit Danica between the shoulder blades and she stiffened into a board and, motor functions completely frozen by the immobilizing bite of raw electricity, she tottered to one side and fell to the floor beside Ishtar’s unconscious body. 
 
    The blue sparking tip of the stun-rod crackled and hissed like an angry electric knifefish from the sulfuric swamps of Skallek. It hovered above her menacingly, warning her to stay still. When she tried to move, the stun-rod rammed her squarely in the lower back, directly above her right kidney, hitting her a second time with another paralyzing volt. She groaned from the burning, pain-laced current that surged through her and convulsed on the floor. 
 
    “Save it for the arena, sweetheart,” a large Dragonian said, his forked tongue flicking on the air as he gauged her resolve to continue on with this misconduct. 
 
    Danica rolled onto her side and gazed up at the guard who held the flickering baton at his side. She recognized the lizard man as the same one who’d given her a vote of confidence before ushering her out onto the battlefield early yesterday. 
 
    “Don’t you ever sleep?” she grunted through the pain. The sharp twinge of clamped muscles now began to burn as though scorched by fire. Electrocution sucked. 
 
    “Double shift,” he said with a friendly nod. “Now am I going to have to tase you again and drag your sorry ass to a detention cell, or are you going to behave?” 
 
    Danica nodded. “I’ll behave,” she grumbled defiantly. The Dragonian grinned at her and then sauntered off, twirling the stun-baton as he went. 
 
    Every muscle ached and Danica let out a heavy groan as she sat up. She rolled her neck across her stiff shoulders and tried to loosen up. But it was like trying to bend planks of oak. Groaning again, she gave up and just lay back on the cool cement wall. 
 
    “You should have slit my throat with a knife,” Ishtar said, her voice rougher than gravel. She reached up and massaged her bruised neck. “It would have been quicker and quieter.” 
 
    Danica scowled at Ishtar, her hate still burning intensely behind the veil of her amber eyes. “I didn’t have a knife,” she informed acerbically. “Otherwise I would have.” 
 
    Ishtar stared at her for a moment and then let out a quaint chuckle. 
 
    “What?” Danica snapped. 
 
    “We make a good team, you and I,” Ishtar finally said with a raspy voice, and gave Danica a half smile. 
 
    Danica shot her a disgusted look and smacked her teeth in annoyance at even the mere suggestion. Then, refusing even to entertain the idea, she rose to her feet and stalked off. 
 
    Ishtar couldn’t help but smile to herself. Reaching down to her loincloth, she slid her hand across her left thigh and the brought up a small shank she’d crafted from some twine and a piece of broken glass from one of the beer bottles she had found at the dining hall earlier. It was curved like an eagle’s talon and gleamed in the dim rays of light that came from the edges of the room. 
 
    She twirled the makeshift blade in her hands and then lay back down. Sure, she could have taken Danica out at any moment. But she was more than a little bit curious to see if the blue-skin had what it took to kill her. More importantly, however, she knew that tomorrow’s match would be even tougher than the one they had faced today. And that meant she would have to rely on the banjax for a little while longer, whether she liked it or not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Danica returned to her quarters, she found an unfamiliar green-skin sleeping on her cot. The woman’s avocado colored leg hung limply off the bed, poking out from a heather brown cotton blanket, as she snored lightly. 
 
    Danica nudge the woman’s leg with her foot to jostle her awake, but she was a sound sleeper. So, Danica kicked her. Hard. 
 
    “Ow!” the woman yelped, recoiling her leg and sitting up. She rubbed her bleary eyes and let out a tired yawn, which she proceeded to speak through groggily. “What was that for?” 
 
    “Because…you’re in my space, stranger,” Danica informed the squatter. 
 
    “Then how come you ain’t sleepin’ in it?” 
 
    “I had some affairs to settle.” Danica stopped herself as she realized she didn’t owe this woman an explanation. Growing terse, she barked, “It’s none of your business. Now move it, sister.” 
 
    The Bre’lal woman sat up and threw off the blanket and stretched her arms behind her head, locking her elbows and staring back at Danica with a seductive smile. “You sure? After all, nights are cold in this Helios hole.” 
 
    Diverting her gaze, Danica looked away. “My Gilded God, you’re not wearing any clothes.” 
 
    “I never do when I sleep,” said the girl as if sleeping in the nude was a requisite for a good slumber. “Except, you know, when there’s a dozen raunchy gladiators who’d gladly take advantage of you while you slept. But sometimes a girl just needs a break from it all, you know?” 
 
    Danica slowly craned her neck back around and met the girl’s gaze. “So, let me guess, you’re the hired comfort woman.” 
 
    “One of about a dozen full-time sex workers who work in the hypogeum under the amphitheater. Mostly we attend to the victors’ needs, and are paid handsomely for it. But sometimes we will steal away to other contestants…the ones who catch our fancy…if you get my meaning.” 
 
    She winked and tossed her wavy forest green hair over her avocado colored shoulder and then leaned back onto the cool wall of the cell. Her dark green nipples stood erect on her ample breasts and her teal eyes seemed to have an unnatural depth to them. 
 
    “You seem uncommonly comfortable for a slave girl,” Danica said, putting one hand on her tilted hip as she studied the Bre’lal woman. 
 
    The girl laughed and sat up. Leaning forward she gave Danica a peculiar look, one eye squinting at her with scrutiny. “I’m no slave. This is my profession. Like all sex workers, I’m contracted by IGS to work the arenas. The better you do your job, the better the arena you're assigned. Unlike you, however, gladiatrix, I can come and go as I please.” 
 
    All of a sudden Danica’s interest piqued and she took a step closer. If what the green-skin was saying was true, then she might just have her key out of this place. 
 
    The Bre’lal girl smiled, batted her teal eyes, and spread her bare legs apart, inviting Danica to come closer. 
 
    “I know this is a lot to ask, but can you get a message out for me? I’ll pay you handsomely, of course.” 
 
    “Well, that sort of depends,” she replied, cocking her chin as she looked vacantly up at the corner of the room mulling it over. “I might be able to help you…under one condition.” 
 
    “Anything. Just name it,” Danica said, her eyes wide with anticipation. For the first time in what seemed like ages, she felt things were going her way. If she could get a message to Lianica, she’d be saved. 
 
    The green-skin slid to the edge of the cot and arched her pelvis forward. At the same time, she grabbed her knees and pulled them apart even more, spreading her nether regions as far as she could as she put herself on full display. Sliding her hand across her thigh, she reached between her legs and spread the tender folds of her labia to show Danica how wet she already was. 
 
    Danica had heard that Bre’lal women had exceptional control over their libido. Not only could they turn it on and off at will, but they could dial it up to eleven in less time than it took for a crooked senator to get it up. Which made them the perfect species to monopolize the sex trade in the galaxy. Which they did. There wasn’t a planet, moon, or backwater asteroid mining belt that didn’t employ Bre’lal women. And they weren’t just a part of the empire, they were a necessary part of it. 
 
    Without their services, violence and chaos would run rampant. They served a vital function in society, and although some condemned them as wanton whores and unclean harlots, Danica knew there was more to them than that. Like her, they were people. And like her, they were just doing what they needed to get by in this harsh end of the galaxy. 
 
    “You get me to orgasm and I’ll gladly help you out,” she answered, a faint smile forming on her lips. “But, if you don’t get me off, then I’m afraid the deal will also be off.” 
 
    Danica raised an eyebrow. “Let me get this straight. All you want is to have an orgasm?” 
 
    “Look, lady,” the Bre’lal woman said in an exasperated tone, she clamped her legs shut and raised a finger as though she were making an important point, “I work all day and sometimes all night long and it’s all the same thing. Wham, bam, thank you ma’am. It’s fun, sure. Rough and tumble. Sometimes even pleasurable. But I can’t even remember the last time I came. So, help me to help you. I think that’s only fair, don’t you?” 
 
    Danica didn’t need to think twice. She got down on her knees and scooted up to the edge. Resting her hands on the Bre’lal woman’s soft thighs, she got into position. “You have yourself a deal,” Danica mumbled. 
 
    The Bre’lal woman smiled and then reached down and grabbed the back of Danica’s head and guided the Dagon’s blue lips to her labia. She moaned as she felt the spongey softness of Danica’s pink tongue slip inside her and slide up through the folds of her labia until it found the small nub of her clitoris. 
 
    “By the way,” the green skinned woman said in a haughty voice, “my name is Algaia Octavia Zhan.” 
 
    Danica attempted to pull away to introduce herself, as awkward as the timing was, but Algaia merely reeled her back in and forced her to keep going down on her. 
 
    “No, don’t stop,” she said between pants. “Everyone…knows…who…you are.” 
 
    Danica ran two fingers up under her moist chin and then shoved them into Algaia with extreme force. She let out a surprised chirp and clamped her thighs together tightly around Danica’s face. Massaging with both her fingers and tongue, Danica licked and fingered her partner for several minutes. Unable to it hold back any longer, Algaia gasped loudly and orgasmed. 
 
    “Don’t…stop…” she said, her chest heaving as her heart pounded with ecstasy. This invigorated Danica and she doubled down on pleasing the green-skin whose legs were currently wrapped around her head. 
 
    The fact remained, she needed Algaia’s help. And even though her jaw felt like cramping, she wasn’t going to quit until the girl had made good on her promise. 
 
    It was only another minute or so before Algaia covered her mouth and screamed a muffled cry into her cupped hands. At the same time, a spray of ejaculation erupted from her and soaked Danica quite thoroughly, but she did not shy away from the thick, sweet scented shower. Rather, she realized that she, too, had grown rather excited in the carnal act and wanted to keep going until both participants were completely satisfied. 
 
    “Thanks,” Algaia huffed, gently stroking her own skin in a euphoric daze. She allowed her fingers to fondle her nipples, as though they had a mind of their own, and then glide across her sweat dappled chest from one breast to another. “I needed that more than you’ll ever know.” 
 
    “I think I can imagine,” Danica replied. As she rose to her feet, her carnal excitement growing inside her, she began undressing. Letting her soaked rags fall to a heap on the floor, she stood before Algaia; her male organ having unfurled from its hidden pouch from within her vagina, it now stood fully erect on her feminine body. Its engorged purple tip bobbed softly in the cool air, as if presenting itself for the green-skin to with as she pleased. 
 
    “It appears I’m not the only one in need of relief.” 
 
    Embarrassed by how vulnerable she felt revealing her true nature to a complete stranger, Danica blushed and covered her penis with both hands and looked away. “It’s been a rough few weeks, to say the least. I’d rather not—” 
 
    Before Danica could even finish her sentence Algaia had her lips around Danica’s cock and began giving her the best blowjob she had ever experienced. No more than three minutes had passed when Danica groaned out in pleasure and came inside Algaia’s mouth. 
 
    “Oh my Gilded Lord!” Danica cried out as she came. It was a complete shock to her that she ejaculated at all since the penis of all Dagon women, intersex by nature, was merely a vestigial leftover in their specie’s evolutionary history. It wasn’t supposed to be capable of producing sperm. But in rare cases, something would activate the dormant gonads and the woman’s penis could work. 
 
    She suspected that the doctors had repaired her body more thoroughly than she’d had originally estimated. Running her finger along the scar that stretched cross her lower abdomen, she realized that her male organ was now fully functional. She didn’t know quite what to think about that in this moment, so she pinned the thought for later. 
 
    Out of breath and reeling with Bacchic delight, she pushed Algaia back onto the bed and rested her blue face on her sweaty, avocado colored breasts. As they lay there, panting softly, Danica swirled her blue finger around the Bre’lal woman’s forest green nipple and sighed out a satisfactory breath. 
 
    “That was…” 
 
    “Amazing,” Algaia answered, finishing Danica’s sentence for her. Curling up on the bed, Algaia wrapped her legs and arms around Danica and held her. She had a million things she wanted to talk about and about twice as many questions, but Danica was already passed out in her arms and had fallen into a deep sleep. She smiled and then let herself drift off to sleep, too. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning Danica was pleased to find that Algaia had not slunk off in the middle of the night and left her abandoned with but a fading memory of their prior entanglement. She stayed. She lay on the bed beside her, gazing into Danica’s yellow eyes with her teal ones. 
 
    “You stayed,” she said in a surprised voice. 
 
    “Good morning to you too,” Algaia said. She batted her green eyelashes and leaned in and kissed Danica on her dark purple lips. 
 
    Danica pulled back, taken aback by the candid nature of the Bre’lal woman. Last night was one thing, but acting as though they were old lovers, like it wasn’t just a one-night stand, was, well, she didn’t want Algaia getting the wrong idea.  
 
    They had given each other what they had needed. What their bodies craved. But beyond the physical attraction, the green-skin had nothing to offer her. This wasn’t love. This was just raw, uninhibited, sex. No attachments. No drama. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Algaia asked. 
 
    “Nothing…it’s just that…” 
 
    “Well, spit it out,” she goaded, trying to get Danica to get whatever was bothering her off her chest. 
 
    “I don’t usually bed prostitutes.” 
 
    Algaia sat up and then wrapped her arms around her bare chest. “That’s how you view me? A common hooker?” 
 
    “But last night you said…I mean, well? Isn’t that what your people do best? Sex and seduction? I just thought—” 
 
    “Thought what, exactly? That I was good for a one-night stand?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Danica replied, feeling rather self-conscious. “Don’t Bre’lal women run the largest sex trade in the Commonwealth? You yourself said that’s why you’re here. You’re working.” 
 
    Algaia laughed and shot Danica a credulous look. “Yes, but we’re far more than harlots and streetwalkers. Or don’t you think I’m worthy of your superior Dagon anatomy? Is that it? I’m just a servant and you’re the master race. That’s what your people believe isn’t it?” 
 
    Danica bit her lip in shame and looked away. She hadn’t intended to start a row. She actually didn’t mind Algaia’s company. She just didn’t think they had anything in common beyond the excellent sex. “I’m sorry,” Danica said, pinching the bridge of her nose and shaking her head as she tried to force back the headache she already felt coming on. “I just meant that…” 
 
    “Oh, I think I know what you meant,” Algaia said, raising her voice. 
 
    Without waiting for Danica’s response, she slid out of bed, grabbed her things, and slipped on her clothes. Marching over to the door of Danica’s holding cell, she reached out to hit the biometric scanner and open the door. 
 
    “Wait!” Danica called out, forcing the Bre’lal girl to pause. “What about your promise to help me?” 
 
    “Help you do what?” Algaia snapped, twirling around and giving Danica the evil eye. 
 
    “Help me get a message to my friends.” 
 
    “It sounds complicated. I doubt a lowly prostitute could help someone like you.” She scowled at Danica, who looked down at her feet in unease and tried to figure out another way of asking. She’d beg if necessary. Anything to have Algaia relay her message for her. 
 
    What Algaia wasn’t expecting was to find Danica’s eyes brimming with fresh tears. She felt a sudden twinge of regret for how she had gone off the rails. It wasn’t like her to be defensive of her chosen profession. She’d never reacted this way with anyone else; she usually shrugged off their insensitivity, knowing it to stem from their ignorance. 
 
    She understood that for many species, sex was a personal act. A private act. Something they wanted to shelter away from the world and keep like a precious pearl. Other species, like the Dagons, used sex for pleasure and leisure, treating it more like a sport than a reproductive act. And still other species simply dismissed it as a banal act that was more of a base necessity than anything else. 
 
    But for the Bre’lal, sex was all this and more. And as a race, they had mastered the skills and techniques required to please more than a hundred alien species. This was what they did. Green-skins were universally known as pleasure makers. 
 
    “Look, I may have overacted. I just was really into you and wasn’t expecting the sudden judgmental, holier than thou attitude.” 
 
    “No, it’s I who should be apologizing to you. You are right. I have no excuse for my rudeness. I hope you can forgive me for being such a bitch just now.” 
 
    Algaia squinted at Danica and gauged her sincerity. Deciding Danica was being honest, she let out a sigh and composed herself. Her voice softening, she added, “Look, I can’t make any promises, but I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Danica sprang to her feet, her breasts jiggling as she hopped up. She raced into Algaia’s arms. “Thank you so much!” she said, squeezing the surprised Bre’lal woman in a strong and wholly unexpected embrace. 
 
    Algaia smiled at her and reached up and tucked a strand of Danica’s white hair behind her ear for her. “Just hold out until I can get back to you either tonight or tomorrow night.” 
 
    “I’ll be here,” Danica replied. 
 
    Then, palming the scanner and unlocking the door, Algaia turned to step into the hall. “Hurk!” Algaia’s hands rushed up to her neck and pressed tight against the gash in her throat. But the blood poured out like a red waterfall. 
 
    Horrified, she turned back toward Danica and tried to let out a plea for help, but only the sound of garbled words sputtered out, along with flecks of blood. 
 
    As the thick red fluid gushed out of her throat in spurts, Algaia tottered briefly, becoming lightheaded from too much blood loss, and then fell forward into Danica’s arms. 
 
    Danica caught Algaia under her arms and cried out in shock as the young woman’s blood spilled out onto Danica’s naked body. Sinking to the floor, she cradled the girl in her arms, and murmured under her breath, “No, no, no.” 
 
    Algaia tried to speak one more time, but only bubbles came up through the thick blood pooling into her mouth. Her eyes looked up at Danica, full of fear and Danica brushed her hair back and whispered, “I have you, Algaia. I’m here.” 
 
    Not that it mattered, since by the time she’d finished consoling the dying girl her teal eyes had gone blank and Danica could see their life force fade. She stared up at Danica with a haunting look that seemed to ask, “Why didn’t you help me?” 
 
    Danica, still naked from the night before, stood and turned toward the entrance to her cell. She ignored the smears of blood, which she wore like body paint, and took a fighting stance. She wanted to enact revenge on whoever it was that stood on the other side of the shadow. “Show yourself!” she snarled, her nails biting into her palms with penetrating force. 
 
    When Ishtar Bantu stepped out from the shadows brandishing a shard of glass soaked in Algaia’s blood, Danica growled angrily, “You murderous hag! I swear, I will kill you if it’s the last thing I ever do.” 
 
    Ishtar shrugged and let out a vexed sigh. She gazed at Danica with eyelids half open, and after a long pause she finally replied, “I can’t have you ditching out on me. I intend to survive these humiliation bouts, and I need you with me in order to do that. So don’t think for an instant that I’m going to let you sneak an SOS out of here so that your little girlfriend comes to your rescue.” 
 
    “I swear by the Gilded Master I’ll…” 
 
    “You’ll what? You kill me and you doom yourself. Like it or not, we’re stuck together.” Ishtar smiled a cruel grin and then winked. 
 
    Before turning to leave, she eyed Danica up and down one last time and licked her lips as though she were thinking of something delectable, then turned and vanished back into the dark corridor from which she came. 
 
    Danica raced over to Algaia’s side and wept silent tears for the girl. She may have been hired to serve, but she didn’t deserve this. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Danica wept, sobbing lightly as she slouched over the dead girl. Reaching up, she gently touched Algaia’s face and ran her fingers along her soft cheek. One of her own tears dripped from her nose and landed on Algaia’s cheek and Danica gently rubbed it away with her thumb. 
 
    She had to be more careful next time. Ishtar was keeping a close eye on her. But she had a plan. 
 
    Next time they were in the arena fighting for their lives, she’d help Ishtar just enough to keep her alive. She’d let her get mangled badly enough that she would need medical treatment. That would buy Danica enough time to find another Bre’lal woman and convince her to be her courier. It was the only way she was ever going to get out of this mess alive. 
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    Droplets of water glistened on Jegra’s bronze skin like sparkling diamonds as she dried herself off with a soft, organic cotton towel. Lianica diverted her gaze away from the empress’s nudity out of deference. It had been so long since she’d been in Jegra’s company that she had nearly forgotten the brazenness for which the empress was famous. 
 
    “No need to be shy,” Jegra laughed, noticing the captain glance away and fix her eyes on a potted plant off to the corner of the room. “Your gaze won’t offend me.” 
 
    “It’s not that, Your Majesty. Your beauty is uncontested throughout the Empire…it’s just that you’re not…with all due respect, your grace…you’re simply not my type,” Lianica replied. She tried to keep a polite tone, but it came off more harshly than she’d had intended. It almost sounded as though she were criticizing the empress for being the wrong species. For not being Dagon. “What I mean, Your Majesty, is that…” 
 
    Under the impression she had royally messed up, Lianica’s shoulders slumped and she smacked her forehead and muttered a strict reprimand to herself. “You idiot.” 
 
    Jegra laughed again and held up her hand, motioning Lianica to stop talking. “It’s fine. You like members of your own species. I get it. But after several weeks on that tiresome planet, I am in desperate need of a good massage. I have a rather nasty kink in my neck,” she informed Lianica, rotating her shoulder and stretching her neck to the side. “Do you mind?” 
 
    Lianica nodded submissively and followed Jegra into a side room where a massage table was already set up. Scented candles had been lit and Brei’alas was waiting for them. 
 
    “I just finished setting up, as you asked, your grace,” the lieutenant said, bowing reverently. She too was shocked by Jegra’s stark nakedness but felt it would be rude to look away, so she studied the fine contours and lines in Jegra’s muscular form as a way to distract from her nudity. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jegra said, touching the girl’s shoulder. With a thrust of her chin she dismissed the Brei’alas, who, keeping her head bowed, scurried out of the room and headed off to resume her regular duties. 
 
    Lianica shot Jegra a curious look. 
 
    “Why do you look at me like that, Lianica?” Jegra asked without looking back over her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s just that…Your Majesty does realize we can assign her some personal servants at any time, right?” 
 
    “I won’t have slaves working under me,” Jegra replied. “I prefer to have people I can trust.” 
 
    “What about paid labor?” Captain Blackstar asked. “I could vet a few Dagon officers and find some suitable to your tastes.” 
 
    Jegra rubbed her chin as she thought it over and then replied, “I’m intrigued by this suggestion. I suppose as long as they are willing and they are getting paid, I’d have no problem with attending servants. I’ll send you a list of my requirements.” 
 
    Lianica nodded. Then, after a long pause, she added, “If you don’t mind me saying so, I believe you’ve grown more powerful since we last saw one another. Physically, I mean. Your muscles are much more defined and you seem…harder, somehow. Like you have an edge about you.” 
 
    “In that case, this massage will be a workout for you.” 
 
    Lianica chortled lightly to herself and then motioned for Jegra to lie down on the massage table. Walking over to the carefully prepared shelf, she selected some essential oils and poured them into the palms of her hands. “I’m sure it’s nothing I can’t handle,” she replied, lathering her hands together to warm up the oils. 
 
    Ready to begin, she pressed her greased palms into Jegra’s lower back, just above the dimples over her buttocks, and began to run her hands up along the gentle curve of the empress’s spine, spreading the oil across each rippling muscle. Lianica repeated this several times, working the oils in as she went up and down the length of Jegra’s backside. 
 
    When Lianica’s fingers came down to Jegra’s thighs, she let her fingers gently slip down between her legs and then she rubbed downward to the back of Jegra’s knees and calf muscles. Again, she repeated this motion until she was satisfied Jegra was well coated in the oil. 
 
    After adding some more oil to her palm, she worked her way down to Jegra’s ankles, taking ahold of the empress’s right foot. Using both hands, Lianica jabbed her thumbs into the palm of each of Jegra’s feet. With small but firm force, she kneaded out any knots. Finally, working her way back up to the toes, she fingered deftly, letting each digit slip between her fingers, and then gripping tightly she stretched Jegra’s toes back as far as they would go. 
 
    “Oh, that feels amazing,” Jegra sighed. 
 
    “There’s something—” 
 
    “I think we should—” 
 
    Both women spoke simultaneously and stopped almost as soon as they had begun, realizing they’d interrupted one another. 
 
    “You first, Your Majesty,” Lianica insisted. 
 
    “No, you go. Everyone always stops when I speak, as if my words were golden, somehow. They’re not. I can assure you, whatever I had to say isn’t as important as something you need to get off your chest.” 
 
    “It’s not proper for me to speak before my empress has said her piece of mind. I’ll tell you after you tell me.” She began working her way back up Jegra’s legs and to her lower back where she paused to work on a tight spot. 
 
    A soft moan slipped out of Jegra’s mouth as Lianica worked the knot out of lower her back just above the dimple of her right buttock. 
 
    “Mmmph. I was merely going to say we need to track down that back-stabbing husband of mine if we’re going to find and rescue Danica. I have more than a few words to share with him, especially since he knows how much she means to me. I will never forgive him if anything happens to her.” 
 
    Lianica nodded. “Once we’re back into regular space, I’ll have Lieutenant Brei’alas run a trace on all known sightings of both the Lord Emperor and Danica Valencia.” 
 
    Another heavy moan escaped Jegra’s lips as Lianica worked her magic. “Right there,” Jegra said. “That’s perfect. Now, what was it you wanted to say to me?” 
 
    Lianica wanted to confess her betrayal of Danica, of how she’d handed her over without putting up a fight, but she was now having second thoughts. She wasn’t sure the empress would take it well, given what she’d just said. And after such a harrowing ordeal, she didn’t want to burden Jegra with any unnecessary stress. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Lianica lied. “It can wait.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure about that second part. For all she knew, Emperor Dakroth was torturing Danica as they spoke. But she kept it to herself and simply focused her attention on the task at hand. 
 
    Jegra let out another pleasure-filled groan and rolled over onto her side. Lianica took a step back and froze. “Was it not good?” 
 
    “No, it’s good. Excellent, in fact. It’s just that, I know it wasn’t easy for you.” 
 
    Lianica cocked her head and raised a curious eyebrow. 
 
    “Making the decision to come after me instead of going after Danica when she was taken.” 
 
    “You know about that?” 
 
    “Brei’alas briefed me.” 
 
    Lianica lowered her eyes in shame. “So, then, you know what I did. You know that I betrayed you.” 
 
    “There was no easy path there, Lianica. You could have left me to die on that planet or you could leave Danica to suffer at the hands of a madman. But for what it’s worth, I fully back your decision. Danica is a big girl. She can take care of herself. On the other hand, if you hadn’t found me when you did, I’d be a frozen space corpse drifting in an infinite vacuum right now.” 
 
    Lianica looked up, her pale-yellow eyes meeting the empress’s deep brown ones. There was a dampness to them she wasn’t accustomed to. This was the first time anyone had forgiven her instead of raking her over the coals. “Your faith in me will not be in vain,” she informed, trying to hold the urge to smile at bay. This was no time to get overly emotional. 
 
    Jegra had just lain back down on the table and stretched out when the door to her chambers chimed. “Enter,” she said, resting her face across her forearms. 
 
    Two brawny Dagon men, both the most muscular men Lianica had ever seen, stepped into the empress’s quarters. Both men had light blue towels draped over their left arms and they bowed reverently after having entered. 
 
    “These men will relieve you, captain,” Jegra said, craning her neck and looking up at Lianica. 
 
    Lianica stiffened and saluted, crossing her fist over her breast, as was custom. She then marched over toward the door, only glancing back briefly to glance at the two men taking over her masseuse duties. Except, they were obviously there to do more than a bit of physical therapy, considering one of them already had his face buried between Jegra’s thighs and the other had his tongue swirling around the empress’s nipples. The empress moaned in a slightly different tone as Lianica stepped into the corridor. 
 
    The doors swooshed shut behind her with a pneumatic hiss of air and Lianica let out a deep breath. She probably shouldn’t have looked back, she thought. But she quickly chased the image out of her mind. Even as she tried to calm herself with a deep breath, her heart pounded inside her chest from the strain of having held in her dark secret for so long. As the stress drained from her in the form of a mild panic attack, she whispered to herself, “Get your shit together, Lianica.” Tugging at the waist of her uniform jacket, she straightened out the creases and then made her way to the bridge. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lianica was about to step into the lift that would take her to the bridge when she heard a peculiar noise. It sounded like soft weeping coming from behind the wall. But it wasn’t like Dagons to reveal such emotion, especially in public. As such, her curiosity got the better of her and she followed the muffled sound to its source. 
 
    Rounding a bend, she found Brei’alas standing in the nook of a nearby maintenance closet, quietly sobbing to herself. When the lieutenant saw the captain appear from around the corner, she immediately wiped her tears away and ceased her sniveling. 
 
    “Lieutenant Brei’alas…are you crying?” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Brei’alas reassured her. “I’ll return to my duties immediately,” she said, and then attempted a bold bypass of her captain. 
 
    Lianica’s hand stopped Brei’alas from escaping and she gave her officer a sympathetic look. “Then, why do I get the feeling it’s not nothing?” 
 
    Brei’alas looked at the captain with a fearful gaze. “If I tell you, you’ll likely confine me to my quarters for the rest of all time.” 
 
    “Don’t be so melodramatic,” Lianica said with a laugh. “If the safety of the ship is at stake, then I order you to tell me; if not, I ask you to.” 
 
    Brei looked into the commander’s eyes and took a deep breath. “I killed ensign Dree’alek.” 
 
    Lianica laughed, thinking it was some kind of bad joke. “What in the galaxy are you talking about? I was there. I saw Onelle gun him down in cold blood. I can assure you, lieutenant, it wasn’t your fault.” She put her hand on Brei’alas’s shoulder to let her know she was fine. She’d be fine. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. What I mean is…I don’t know…none of this makes any sense. But you have to believe me. I was the one that died that day, not Dree’alek.” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense,” Lianica said. “Try taking a deep breath, lieutenant. That’s an order.” 
 
    Brei’alas did as asked, inhaled, and then slowly let out the air. “The prisoner, Onelle,” she relayed, “shot me when I tried to rescue the empress. I know it doesn’t make sense, but I remember it all as clear as day. I’m the one who bled out on that landing bay floor. Not Dree’alek.” 
 
    “Brei,” she said, dropping the formal labels in order to try and connect with the girl, “are you even listening to yourself? If you’re the one who died, then how could you have possibly killed Dree’alek?” 
 
    “Because, the time anomaly reset everything.” 
 
    “What time anomaly?” ask Lianica. 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. The ship experienced a time anomaly, or, well, I did, anyway. The day reset, three times I think, maybe more. And for some reason, I was the only one who knew anything about it!” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to report this?” 
 
    “At the time, it was clear what was happening. And, then, once it had passed, it was like nothing had happened at all. Except, I was alive and Dree’alek was dead.” 
 
    Captain Lianica Blackstar reached out and took Brei’alas by her shoulders and squeezed her firmly. “I think you may be experiencing survivors’ remorse, lieutenant. Anomaly or not, the green-skin killed Dree’alek in cold blood. Not you.” 
 
    “Still,” Brei’alas said, rubbing her chin, “if I had done something differently. Chosen a different course of action, he might not be dead right now.” 
 
    “If you need to talk about it more, I can meet you when my shift is over in the lounge. I’ll be there having a few drinks. In the meantime, let’s keep this under wraps for now. If anything like this time anomaly should happen again, you tell me immediately. Do you understand?” 
 
    Brei’alas simply nodded her head, relaying that she understood the captain’s orders. 
 
    Captain Lianica Blackstar smiled and put a hand on the lieutenant’s shoulder. “Just take a deep breath and,” Lianica began, “and clear your head. We still have work to do. And I need you at your best, lieutenant.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Brei’alas said. 
 
    “Good,” Lianica said, stepping aside and letting the lieutenant out of the closet. As they made their way to the lift together, Lianica continued speaking as though this little breakdown in the middle of the corridor had never even happened. “First, I need you to do a long-range scan of all ship activity and track down the Lord Emperor. Check every ship’s log from here to Cordova if you have to. But find him. The empress wants to have a word with him.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Lieutenant Brei’alas replied, feeling renewed after having cleared her conscience. Lianica turned to Brei’alas and motioned for the lieutenant to go on ahead of her. They boarded the lift together and rode in silence up to the bridge. As the numbers on the deck readout ticked down, Brei’alas stole a glimpse at the captain. 
 
    Although she hadn’t noticed it till now, it was Brei’alas’s opinion that the captain was looking a bit withered. She had dark rings under her eyes, probably from too many late nights of binge drinking. Her hair, although pulled back tight in a ponytail, had some rogue strands sticking out that she had neglected to fix. And although she still had beautiful, smooth skin, the first sign of creases from the stress of the job could be seen winding their way into her complexion. 
 
    Lianica looked over at Brei’alas, who smiled gently and then looked away again. She smiled in return and then tapped her foot anxiously for the elevator ride to be over. 
 
    The doors opened and Lianica let out an audible sigh. To cover up the fact that she was coping with enough stress of her own and didn’t need the burden of Brei’alas’s additional anxiety, something she could never admit to without appearing weak, she quickly stated, “After you, lieutenant,” and motioned for Brei’alas to go on ahead of her. 
 
    The lieutenant gave a courteous nod and stepped off the lift. Captain Lianica Blackstar brushed down her uniform one last time and readied herself to tackle another trying day. Before stepping off the lift, however, she muttered to herself, “What I wouldn’t give for a drink right about now.” 
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    Lord Emperor Dakroth strutted across the smoky marble floor of the assembly room and looked up at the senatorial committee, which sat behind eight-foot-tall podiums and looked down on him with stern gazes. 
 
    Emperor Dakroth put a fist to his mouth and cleared his throat, but before he could speak, the head chairman spoke first. 
 
    “We cannot, in good conscience, agree to send a quarter of the fleet in search of the empress.” 
 
    “Chairman, if only you’d hear me out on this matter, I can assure you that—” 
 
    “Your assurances mean little these days, Lord Emperor,” another senator interjected. 
 
    Dakroth snapped his head to the ancient woman who spoke down to him. He scowled up at her pale-yellow eyes; she seemed little threatened by his sharp glare. 
 
    “You assured us that you could defeat the Nyctan fleet and instead you returned to Dagon Prime, tail tucked between your legs, licking your wounds.” 
 
    “You lost half the fleet in an unnecessary border skirmish,” another senator added. “And now you want to take half of what’s left on a rescue mission?” 
 
    Dakroth brushed his elegant, white naval suit down, minding the numerous pins and medals that plastered his right breast, and took a deep breath. 
 
    “If the senate would just hear me out. I know I could persuade—” 
 
    “I’m afraid,” the chairman interrupted, “I cannot allow you to weaken the already limited defense of Dagon Prime on the off-chance the empress survived. Your request is denied.” He slammed the wooden gavel down and offered that as the final period to his remark. 
 
    Dakroth managed a smile from behind a clenched jaw and then bowed reverently. 
 
    Without saying another word, Dakroth spun on his heels and stormed out of the assembly chambers. 
 
    Halfway down the open corridor, lined with a long row of ornate columns, ten meters high, replete with curling scrolls and decorative acanthus leaves carved into them, he met a servant boy who waited for him. 
 
    The boy bowed reverently and then informed the Emperor, “You have an incoming subspace hypercast, sire.” 
 
    “Patch it through to my shuttle.” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” The servant boy bowed again and then scurried off ahead of the Emperor to make the necessary preparations. 
 
    Once the boy had disappeared from the atrium, Dakroth’s eyes flickered to the shadows cast by a couple of pillars and scowled. 
 
    “I thought we agreed not to meet in public.” 
 
    A figure stepped out from behind one of the columns but kept to the shadows. In a gruff voice, which sounded as though it were filtered through a mask, the figure answered, “We have a problem.” 
 
    “I pay you handsomely to avoid any inconveniences,” Dakroth growled. 
 
    “The Empress’s ship has been sighted in Galliforn space. My spies say she is aboard, safe and well.” 
 
    Dakroth mulled over the information and clasped his hands together behind his back. He turned toward the fountain in the atrium, his eyes watching the spouts of water cascade down the petals of a lotus flower as an effigy of a naked nymph from ancient lore rose up from the center of the blossoming flower, and grinned. “It seems that fate has acted in our favor and done all the work for us.” 
 
    “What would you have me do, Lord Emperor?” The figure stepped out of the shadows to reveal a green skinned woman. She had on body armor, a purple cape, and a mask with a narrow visor that concealed her face. Only the hint of piercing teal eyes peeked through the narrow opening. 
 
    “See to it that her ship doesn’t make it back to Dagon space. If, for some reason, she evades you–track her down and deal with her personally.” 
 
    The mysterious woman bowed and then slowly withdrew into the shadows, disappearing as though she was never there. 
 
    Dakroth tugged at the waist of his uniform, pulling it tight, and cleared his throat. Without so much as stealing a backwards glance, he promptly exited the courtyard and strolled past the towering pillars of the senatorial assembly hall and down the grand steps. Arriving at the base of the staircase, he stepped onto a luxurious green lawn and cut across to the small, egg-shaped shuttle that waited for him in front of the senate. 
 
    Unlike Jegra’s pearl white shuttle, Dakroth’s shuttle was coated in a dark chrome that seemed to reflect more shadow than light. As he approached the vehicle, it cracked open and two doors rose up on either side, giving the strange vehicle the appearance of an egg with wings. 
 
    Dakroth ducked under the uplifted door and sat down on the luxurious, suede leather seats. Brushing down his uniform, he tapped a display panel and brought up a holovid screen with the Imperial seal on it and hit the “answer call” button. 
 
    Soon enough, a familiar face was staring back at his. A forbidding grin slid across his blue lips as he looked at the dark, smoldering eyes that stared back at him. 
 
    With faux excitement, he grinned even wider, and said, “My dear, you’re alive! I’m so glad to see you’re safe and well.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t say the same of you, my love,” Jegra replied, glaring at her traitorous husband. She brushed a clump of hair out of her eyes and tucked it behind her ear as they both shared forced smiles that were as hollow as their love for each other. 
 
    “To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?” Dakroth asked, ignoring her previous affront to his honor. 
 
    “I hear you’ve been looking for me.” 
 
    “It’s true, I’ve been so worried—” 
 
    “Spare me your lies,” she said, her voice full of disdain. “We both know you were secretly hoping I’d quietly disappeared.” 
 
    “My dear Jegra, it pains me to learn that you think so little of me. But, believe me, my luv, there are no hard feelings. It’s simply politics. I played you, you played me, and now here we are, ready to begin round two of this cat and mouse game which so perfectly defines who we are as a couple. Two titans locked in an internal battle of wits and cunning.” 
 
    Jegra did all she could not to involuntarily groan out of exasperation. She’d rather not be the counterpoint to a conniving madman. She didn’t need the stress. But as aggravating as her conniving husband was, he wasn’t entirely wrong about them. 
 
    It did seem that they were fated to be stuck in a never-ending chess match whereby the only end to the game was for one of them to completely destroy the other. Knowing Dakroth’s brand of treachery, Jegra realized that in order to defeat him, she either needed to be just as ruthless as he was or rely on something that Dakroth didn’t have the luxury of. Friends. 
 
    That’s how she would beat him. She’d create a vast network of alliances so unshakeable that Dakroth wouldn’t ever be able to touch her. She’d unite the warring empires and create the first ever cosmic alliance. It would be in this allegiance that she’d find a strength that Dakroth could only dream about. 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know, my darling,” she said, her jaw flexing with tension, “there’s no need for you to come looking for me. Because I’m coming for you.” Jegra kept her voice low and steady, but there was no denying it was infused by forty-eight months of pure rage which was on the verge of boiling over. 
 
    Dakroth smiled. “Wonderful!” he chirped, rubbing his hands together. “I can’t wait to see you. Till we meet again, my luv.” 
 
    “Be seeing you real soon, Dagie-poo,” she said, playfully making a mockery of his name. She could see this annoyed him and his grin grew taut, as if he were forcing every muscle in his face to hold it for no other reason than his own ingrained sense of regal formality. 
 
    Jegra began to raise her hand as though she were going to wave goodbye to him, but quickly twisted it around and flipped Dakroth the bird instead. 
 
    Dakroth swiped the holovid away and the screen disappeared. He rolled his eyes and let out a disgruntled sigh and muttered under his breath, “That woman will be the death of me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the egg-like shuttle pierced the upper atmosphere and climbed toward the massive Dagon destroyer hanging in orbit, Emperor Dakroth reclined in his chair and brought up the gladiator games on the holovid display. 
 
    On the screen, two female gladiators made their way toward the center of the arena. They were surrounded by three gigantic eight-foot tall gorilla creatures with ice-blue fur and shaggy white manes. 
 
    Dakroth tapped the display and zoomed in on the two contestants. As the camera of the televid drone focused on Danica’s face, he chortled lightly in an amused tone and watched as she and Ishtar came back-to-back, their fists at the ready as they began their seventh consecutive match this week. 
 
    With nowhere to run, they had no choice but to engage the snarling, chest-thumping apes from the icy plains of the planet Riverion. 
 
    Ishtar was the first to advance. Shoving one of the large apes out of the way, she kicked the back of its leg and brought it to its knees. One of the other apes took off after her and she led it away. 
 
    The largest of the three apes puffed up its chest and beat on its pecks with massive leathery hands, roaring out to let Danica know it was the dominant combatant on the field. 
 
    Cautiously, Danica eased away from the beast, but when she moved, it grew agitated and swiped at her with its meaty hands. She leapt back, her skin avoiding its filed nails, but her garments were ripped off in the process. 
 
    Annoyed, Danica sighed, letting out her stress as her boobs flopped out for all the millions of viewers to see. 
 
    Humiliation bouts weren’t like your normal, everyday bouts. Gladiators weren’t permitted protective armor or even heavy weapons during the fight. But it was a grueling death match. Here, all contestants fought until one was crowned the victor or until all were lying dead in a heap upon the blood-soaked sands of the arena. 
 
    Amid an eruption of cheers, the monstrous beast brought Danica’s bikini top to its nostrils and sniffed it. Uninterested in the flimsy clothing, it tossed her things aside and then thumped its chest one more time as it roared up at the rows of cheering spectators. 
 
    She rolled her eyes when, out of the blue, a flash of something metallic beneath the sands of the arena caught her eye. It was a discarded spearhead, left over from a previous bout, no doubt. 
 
    Thanking her luck, she slowly bent down and ran her fingers through the sand, and when she rose back up, she had a spear clutched firmly in her right hand. 
 
    As the beast pandered to the audience with its hammed-up ferocity, Danica clutched the spear tightly and raced toward the creature, breasts flopping as she ran. 
 
    The blue ape turned just in time to see the topless violet-skinned woman leap into the air. It roared menacingly, but it was too late. Danica ran the tip of the spear right through the beast’s throat. 
 
    It tried to growl out in protest, but the only sounds that came from its mouth quickly turned into a wretched gagging, an animal choking on its own blood. 
 
    Danica used her forward momentum and, holding firm to the shaft of the spear, she kicked out her legs and swung around, twisting the ape’s neck along with her. As Danica swung across the backside of the beast, there was a hideous crack and the ape’s neck broke just as she relinquished her grip. The ice-blue gorilla swayed drunkenly on its feet, its tongue hanging out of the side of its stunned faced, and then it toppled to the ground. 
 
    The ground shook as the eight-foot tall behemoth hit with a resounding thud and the violet-skinned warrioress landed in a crouching position a meter to its side. 
 
    Danica rose to her feet and, pressing a foot to the lifeless ape’s collar bone, plucked her spear out and flicked cornflower blue blood from its tip. 
 
    Halfway across the arena, Ishtar held off two additional apes. Unable to match their strength or weight, she used mainly defensive moves to evade or throw the large animals. This only seemed to provoke them all the more and one of them charged her, ramming into her at full speed and sending her tumbling to the ground. 
 
    With a grunt, Danica launched her spear. It flew across the arena and struck the ape which had sent Ishtar to the ground straight through the center of his sternum. 
 
    A loud roar echoed throughout the arena as the wounded beast snapped the shaft of the spear off and threw it to the ground. 
 
    Sidetracked by Danica’s surprise attack, the wild-eyed ape reeled around and trained its sights on Danica. It snorted and then started lumbering toward her on its massive fists. Approaching fast, it leapt up into the air and raised its mighty fists above its head like two leathery hammers. 
 
    Danica leaped out of the way and rolled three times, barely dodging the pummeling attack. Springing back to her feet, she whipped around just in time to find the ape already bearing down upon her. She stumbled back, frightened by its abrupt speed, but wasn’t able to escape its giant arms. 
 
    The monstrosity scooped Danica up in its massive arms, clutching her by the waist, and began squeezing her with all its strength. She arched her back and pushed against the ape’s burly chest with all her might, but it wasn’t enough. She couldn’t break free of the gorilla’s vice-like grip. 
 
    “Fine,” she growled, as televid drones swooped down to get a close up of her, zooming in on her breasts. The crowd went wild as the titillating fan service wetted their licentious appetites. “You asked for it.” 
 
    A blue energy bubble surged out from Danica and the ape’s arms tore off from its body. Danica dropped to her feet and quickly threw up another half-bubble, like a tortoise shell, and prevented the ape’s heavy body from crushing her. 
 
    Across the battlefield, Ishtar had managed to climb onto the third ape’s back and was hacking at its thick neck with frenzied chops with the shank she had used to kill Algaia. 
 
    It wasn’t expert or precise, but Ishtar wasn’t one to play nice when it came to a chance to amplify the amount of gore. The crowd got off on the brutality of the sport and she had quickly risen through the rankings to become a fan-favorite. And although Ishtar could have easily dispatched the creature with a single, clinical swipe to its jugular, she gave it five additional lacerations before finally taking off its head. 
 
    Ishtar rode the beast to the ground and leaped off just as its body met the ground. Landing on her feet, she trotted out to the center of the arena, riding out the momentum. She posed dramatically, looking over toward the eastern wall to see Danica crouched underneath half an energy shell, the dead body of the final ape draped across her. 
 
    “A little help here?” she grumbled, noticing Ishtar just standing there watching her. She strained against the creature’s immense weight. Needless to say, she wouldn’t be able to hold the energy field much longer and was already beginning to feel rather drained. 
 
    Ishtar waited another moment before heading over to assist Danica when, halfway there, the energy bubble burst and the large ape collapse directly on top of her. 
 
    There was a loud oomph and Danica disappeared beneath her furry blue opponent. Ishtar stopped in her tracks and the crowd fell silent, waiting with bated breath to see what had become of the popular Dagon warrior. 
 
    Just as the tension grew to unbearable heights, a lavender arm shot out from beneath the dead ape. Violet fingernails dug into the sand of the arena and Danica clawed her way out from under the beast’s heavy body. 
 
    Once again, the televid drones swooped down to zoom in on Danica’s bare chest, which heaved with every deep breath she took. Rising to her feet, she clutched her bruised ribs with one arm, her other arm hanging limply at her side from exhaustion. 
 
    “Thanks for nothing,” Danica groaned, eyeing Ishtar with an icy stare. 
 
    Ishtar shrugged. “It looked as though you had things under control.” 
 
    The two women sidled up to one another and looked up toward the emperor’s booth. Without warning, a giant hologram of Emperor Dakroth’s face appeared, causing both women to tense, and his voice boomed over the speaker system. “Well done, ladies! Well done, indeed!” 
 
    The crowd roared out with applause and then quickly died down again. The image of the emperor panned out to show his upper half and he held out his fist. Jutting a thumb out, he waited till the sounds of the arena died down to a murmur, and then turned up his thumb. 
 
    “They will live to fight another day!” he announced. 
 
    After an eruption of applause, he raised his hand and gestured for them to simmer down. “Hear me, my loyal subjects! I have a very special announcement. In the next match, our valiant gladiators will face none other than the champion herself. The Empress, Jegra Alakandra, Jegra the Merciless, the reigning supreme champion!” 
 
    The arena went wild. The cheers were so loud it sounded like the rumble of an avalanche. 
 
    Danica’s face went numb at the news while Ishtar grinned excitedly next to her. If they were really to go up against Jegra, she knew it would be a death match. Last one standing gets to live. 
 
    Naturally, Danica would never deliberately harm the one woman she loved with all her heart. But even if she chose to fight, there was no way she and Ishtar, not even with their combined strength, could defeat Jegra. It was impossible. And Dakroth knew it. 
 
    Dakroth swiped away the holovid display of Danica and Ishtar standing amid the roar of the crowd and leaned forward in his seat. Placing his chin on steepled fingers, he grinned to himself, pleased by his own cunning. 
 
    Not only would he force Jegra to fight a title bout, but he’d kill two birds with one stone, as his lovely wife would be obliged to take out two royal pains in his neck. As for the empress, he’d keep her around a bit longer. After all, he still had the Nyctans to worry about and he needed her as a bargaining chip. The other two, however, were dead weight. At least he’d get some good ratings to close out the season. 
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    Avocado colored breasts and olive-green nipples flashed Jegra as Onelle Agnar changed her clothes behind the glass wall of her state-of-the-art cell aboard the Shard. Jegra didn’t feign to look away but merely kept her gaze focused on the Bre’lal woman. Given their history, Jegra didn’t trust her for an instant. 
 
    For reasons unclear to Jegra, Onelle blamed her for Abethca Agnar’s death. Somewhere along the line, in her quest to track Jegra down and avenge her sister, she’d ended up marooned on the same alien world that Jegra crash-landed on months later. It was a bit much, and, though she couldn’t put all the pieces together, Jegra didn’t think it was all simply a coincidence. 
 
    Although there was no way to have known the squid entity would transport her there, it still seemed like all the dominoes fell into perfect formation, as if someone had orchestrated it all. 
 
    But who could arrange so many seemingly random events in such a way as to ensure two people were destined to meet in no other way but the way they did? That’s when Jegra remember the Nyctan oracle. 
 
    Surely, if anyone, Sanakar must know. She was the only person Jegra had met who could see glimpses into the future. Even if she hadn’t planned it herself, chances are, she would know who had. 
 
    “I know I’m the last person you want to see right now,” Jegra said, watching Onelle change out of her clothes and into an orange prison-issue jumpsuit, “but, I need you to hear the truth. Whether you accept it or not, whether you can find it in your heart to forgive me or not, that’s up to you. But, here it is. The truth is I tried to save her. I couldn’t. That regret will forever be in the back of my mind, nagging at me. Reminding me of my greatest failure.” 
 
    Onelle slowly looked up at Jegra and gently touched the welt on her head from where Jegra had headbutted her. There was a long silence before she chose to answer. 
 
    “I suppose I owe you an apology. After all, you’ve watched over my youngest sister, Raphine, for several months now. Kept her safe. And for that I’m grateful.” 
 
    Jegra nodded. “It’s the least I could do for Abby’s little sister. Please, if there’s anything you need, do not hesitate to ask.” 
 
    Onelle brushed down her bright orange prison-issue jumpsuit and grinned devilishly. “I could use better clothes.” 
 
    Jegra laughed and stepped closer to the glass, her eyes meeting Onelle’s. Her teal eyes were like the ocean, and she still couldn’t believe how much Onelle resembled Abethca. If it wasn’t for Onelle’s more chiseled form, thanks in no small part to the harsh conditions of that terrible planet, Jegra was certain the two sisters would look virtually identical. 
 
    And she couldn’t help but sense old feelings stirring. She had to remind herself that this was a different woman. That the woman she’d loved and known was gone now. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do, but I’m not making any promises. Captain Blackstar runs a tight ship and she’s not likely willing to budge on regulation or protocol.” 
 
    Onelle ran her finger down the edge of her jumpsuit’s V-neck and tugged at it and fanned herself. Beads of sweat ran down her forehead and she wiped them away. “Does it feel hot in here or is it just me?” 
 
    “Now that’s something I can help you with. What temperature would you like?” 
 
    Onelle shrugged. She wasn’t sure. In fact, she was having trouble thinking clearly. Her head was spinning and she felt as though a fever were coming on. But she didn’t feel sick; that was the weird part. 
 
    “Well, if you make up your mind, just tell the guard. I’ll personally instruct them to assist you and change the temperature if need be.” Jegra slowly turned to leave and began to move toward the door when Onelle called out to her. 
 
    “Wait! I need to tell you something.” 
 
    Jegra turned to hear what Onelle had to say. 
 
    “I just wanted you to know that…” she paused briefly, her dizziness abruptly spiking into a migraine. She cringed and pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to push back against the searing pain in her head. Then, without provocation, her face went blank and a cruel smile incrementally formed on her Brunswick green lips. “When I get out of here, I will hunt you down and gut you like an Angorian king fish.” 
 
    Jegra took a step back, raised an eyebrow, then shook her head disappointedly. She had given Onelle a second chance, but she was as two-faced as ever. It seemed like someone had literally flicked a switch in her mind and caused her to go from pleasant to psychotic in a split-second. 
 
    “For crying out loud! And to think that I was trying to give you the benefit of the doubt. But, apparently, you’re bat-shit insane. So, enjoy your stay in the brig, sweetheart.” Jegra turned, her arms at her sides, fists balled up in aggravation, and began to march toward the exit. 
 
    Just then, Captain Lianica Blackstar and a security team burst into the brig, almost crashing into Jegra. Whatever business it was about, it seemed urgent. 
 
    “Apologies, your grace,” Lianica said, “but we just picked up a strange transmission coming from this room.” 
 
    “Transmission?” Jegra asked. “What sort of transmission? Onelle and I have been talking for the past five minutes, uninterrupted.” 
 
    Onelle stood behind the glass staring at both women with a blank face. It was as if she was in a trance of some kind. Meanwhile, one of the security officers pulled out a device and began scanning the entire room, searching for the mysterious signal. 
 
    “Captain, the signal…it’s coming from…her.” 
 
    Everyone turned their gazes toward Onelle, who was now grinning at them. But her smile was too big, too forced, to be genuine. To their surprise, her smile disappeared from her face leaving only the deadpan glare once again. 
 
    Onelle opened her mouth and a voice not her own came out. “Feed me,” it said, gurgling. “Feed me!” 
 
    “Shit!” Lianica shouted. “It’s a mind-control worm!” 
 
    She raced over to a security panel on the wall, opened a cubby, and pulled out a handheld device roughly the size of an electric razor. Without hesitating, she unlocked Onelle’s cell and entered. 
 
    “What’s that?” Jegra asked, eyeing the device in the commander’s hands. 
 
    “It’s a multi-purpose medical wand.” 
 
    Rushing up to Onelle, who seemed to be frozen in a trance, she began running the wand up and down Onelle’s neck and ears, scanning for any signs of the mind-control device. When the device in Lianica’s hands chimed, its LED lights blinking wildly, she sighed. “Found it.” 
 
    Lianica pulled out what looked like a small pitch fork and jammed it into Onelle’s left ear. Jegra cringed at the sight. But what came next was far worse. 
 
    The captain twisted the fork and carefully drew it back out of Onelle’s head. Skewered on the end of it was a translucent slug with pulsating internals that glowed dimly then faded again. It looked part organic and part mechanical, a mesh of bioengineered technology. A personally tailored parasite. 
 
    “These things can take over a person’s entire nervous system, giving the hacker access to one’s brain, muscles, and body functions. You basically become a living puppet.” 
 
    Lianica flicked the fork and threw the slug on to the floor. Raising her boot, she promptly stamped it out of existence. There was a grotesque sounding squish and then the commander turned to her men, “Get this woman to sickbay. Have the doctor run a full neuro-scan to see how bad the damage is.” 
 
    Onelle, who looked comatose, was ushered out of the room by the two guards, leaving only Jegra and the commander to stare at each other in silence. 
 
    “If that thing was controlling her,” Jegra finally said, nodding down at the remains of the worm on the prison floor, “then her actions weren’t her own.” 
 
    “She was a sleeper assassin. It seems that whoever infected her with the parasite wanted to use her to get to you.” 
 
    “I’ll give you one guess who it likely was.” 
 
    Lianica nodded then stroked her chin in contemplation. “Your assumption may be true, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. As bold a move as this was, it’s not the emperor’s style. He likes a certain amount of theatrics. Big space battles. Half-naked assassins. A no holds barred match in the arena. That sort of thing. Using biologically engineered parasites doesn’t fit his modus operandi.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m going to need you to find out who implanted her with the parasite and make sure it doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    Lianica crossed her right fist over her heart and bowed deeply. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I’m thankful you found it in time. But how did you know she was infected? Aren’t those things designed to be undetectable?” 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, yes. Unless you know what it is you’re supposed to be looking for, they don’t show up on any scans. However, because these holding cells scramble all communication frequencies, it needed to amplify its signal to maximum, putting too much strain on its host. Whoever is controlling it wanted very badly to cut through the interference. I suppose they had hoped to get to you before getting found out. Luckily we were running a ship-wide scan at just the right time and caught it.” 
 
    Jegra and Lianica entered the corridor together and slowly made their way to the bridge. “I appreciate the catch. Keep me updated on her condition. I want to know the moment she’s able to answer questions.” 
 
    “As you wish, Your Maj—” 
 
    Jegra raised her hand and stopped Lianica in the middle of her sentence. “Please, just call me Jegra. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majes–I mean–yes, Jegra.” 
 
    Jegra smiled and reached over to Lianica and gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. Lianica smiled back. 
 
    “Now, where are we on locating Danica?” 
 
    Lianica tilted her head ever so slightly and gave the empress a puzzled look. “I thought you knew.” 
 
    Jegra shook her head slightly, confirming she wasn’t clear about what Lianica was referring to. 
 
    Lianica walked over to a wall display and brought up a holovid. She tapped a few buttons and tuned it to the gladiatorial games on Arena City. In the picture, Danica and Ishtar stood back-to-back as they fended off three enormous apes with ice-blue fur. Jegra recognized the creatures. They were Korgons from the ice world Riverion. Although no more intelligent than a silverback gorilla back on Earth, they were extremely brutal in the arena and liked to tear the arms and legs off their opponents. 
 
    “That bastard,” Jegra said under her breath. “He sold her into the games.” 
 
    “It’s the seventh match in the humiliation bout. She’s being forced to fight alongside her interrogator, the one they call the red-skinned assassin. Rumors are the tenth game will end with a Bull and Swan bout.” 
 
    Jegra knew that a “bull and swan bout” was merely slang for an anything goes styled match, where the token warrior must go up against a gang of combatants, all with the single-minded goal of humiliating the defender by any means necessary. This included lewd acts of sexual assault, unthinkable violence, defecation, and even defilement after death–should it come to that. 
 
    It was a match reserved for the worst offenders of the law, as well as anyone the Emperor deemed particularly worthy for the role of the swan. Jegra had had to fight her bout after her escape attempt. “No bad deed goes unpunished,” Dakroth had informed her the night before her match. Needless to say, she won the competition, but it wasn’t something she’d wish on anyone. 
 
    Very few ever survived the ordeal. But if they did, they were rewarded with a temporary reprieve. Two months furlough to visit any loved ones, travel destinations, or just recuperate. Of course, many tried to escape during their furlough, but IGS always sent their bounty hunters to collect their prized gladiators. Something which Jegra had found out the hard way. 
 
    Even though Jegra knew the awful direness of Danica’s situation, she couldn’t help but smile to herself as the memory of her own humiliation bout entered her head. She may have been the only gladiator in the entire history of the games to have successfully defended off every attacker in her Bull and Swan bout. At the end of her match, she remembered the sands being so saturated with the blood of her enemies that it was like wading through sticky mud after a rainstorm. 
 
    That was the match in which she had inadvertently caught Emperor Dakroth’s eye and in which he had taken a fond interest in her. That very same night, he met her in her personal chambers, underneath the arena, for a moonlight tryst. 
 
    He continued to meet with her every night for two weeks before being distracted by the political concerns of an empire embroiled in a trade war with the Nyctans. She didn’t see him again until his battlecruiser jumped into orbit above Thessalonica, the very same day she had met Abethca. 
 
    The rest, as they say, is history. 
 
    “What are your orders, Mistress Jegra?” Captain Blackstar shifted uncomfortably on her feet as she tried to get accustomed to using the empress’s actual name rather than any formal designation. Still, she applied the honorary title of mistress before it just to be safe. 
 
    “First, I want you to track down that signal and find whoever it is that’s controlling Onelle. They obviously want me dead, and I want to know who and why. After that, we’ll figure out how to break Danica out of Arena City.” 
 
    Lianica bowed reverently. After straightening up again, she enthusiastically clicked her heels together, crossed her right fist over her heart, and then turned and headed up the corridor, leaving Jegra to be alone with her thoughts. 
 
    Jegra turned and stared out of a nearby portal and watched the stars. They were in Galliforn space and she had been out of commission for several months. As she began hatching a plan, there was a flash of light off the starboard bow and the Skywend suddenly appeared. 
 
    Without even realizing it, Jegra smiled faintly. Raven Nightguard wasn’t only her greatest ally in the fight against Dakroth’s corruption, but she was the most morally grounded person Jegra had ever met. And Jegra knew that she was in desperate need of Raven’s expert counsel. If anyone knew what the next step should be, it would be her. 
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    Liquid silver tendrils stretched out from the hull of the Shard and reached out toward the Skywend. In the blink of an eye, the numerous tendrils twisted, spiraled, and tightened around each other forming a cylindrical conduit. The lip of the silver tube rippled, as though it were composed of molten steel, and then, like the mouth of a vacuum, it wrapped its quivering lips around the docking port of the Skywend and latched on. 
 
    A loud clank sounded, signifying that the seemingly liquid metal docking arm was inexplicably solid again. 
 
    Jegra waited anxiously in front of the airlock, hopping up and down with excitement. When the airlock door melted away on her end, she could see the Skywend’s circular door roll away. Raven stepped through and smiled when she saw the empress waiting for her personally. 
 
    Raven, wearing a sleeveless white jumpsuit with teal sash, sauntered down the corridor, running her hand along the inside of the docking arm, admiring the smooth metallic surface of the state of the art korridium alloy called microphase korridium–a metal which was able to, via the use of specially designed nanostructures, change between a solid and molten form with just the addition of electrical signals. 
 
    Raven ducked under the archway of the airlock and stopped in front of Jegra, pleased by her white body suit, its low, straight cropped neckline barely able to hold in her cleavage. Both women smiled, then, unable to hold her giddiness back, Jegra, scooped Raven up into her arms and gave her a massive squeeze. 
 
    “I missed you so much!” she gushed. 
 
    Speechless, Raven merely patted the top of Jegra’s head. Unable to catch a full breath, she wheezed, “It’s nice…to see you again…too, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Jegra set Raven back on her feet and rolled her eyes. “Not you too?” 
 
    “Did I say something to offend? I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “No, it’s not that,” Jegra cut in. “It’s just that, you’re my close friend. And I don’t want my friends keeping me at an arm’s length simply because of some archaic rules about titles and formalities and all that nonsense. Just call me Jegra. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Empress!” a cheerful voice chimed and Skuld peeked out into the corridor. 
 
    Jegra buried her face in her palms and let out a long sigh. She couldn’t escape her title even if she tried. Slowly looking back up, she smiled warmly and waved at the always impossibly optimistic fish-man. There he was, approaching quickly, wearing his special breathing suit which looked like the perfect blend of a diving suit and an astronaut’s EV suit. 
 
    The giant, bowl-shaped helmet he wore as part of his environmental suit amplified his features, including the catfish-like tendrils that hung down either side of his mouth and made it look as though he had a long Fu Manchu mustache on his aquatic face. 
 
    “Mistress Alakandra,” Raven said, side-stepping her orders to call her by her first name, “In our search for you I happened across some vital intel that I think you’ll be quite interested in seeing.” 
 
    “Right,” Jegra said, realizing the family reunion was over. “In that case, follow me to my personal chambers.” 
 
    Just as Jegra turned and sauntered off, her hips swiveling seductively as she strode away, Skuld appeared next to Raven and nudged her elbow. 
 
    She ignored the dopy look on his face as he ogled the empress’s backside and then followed after Jegra with haste. 
 
    Once the three of them arrived at her quarters, she motioned for them to go on in ahead of her. Closing the chamber doors behind her, Jegra headed past the classic burgundy leather furniture arranged atop a luxurious claret carpet woven with a kaleidoscope of golden floral patterns. Matching gold tassels lined the edges of the plush carpet, and Jegra kicked off her shoes and walked barefoot across the splendid rug. 
 
    In the corner of her chambers, she approached a solid wall and waved her hand across it. The wall melted away to reveal a doorway and beyond, a room that glowed with the blue light of holovid computer displays. 
 
    Inside the room was a large semi-circle shaped desk. A large computer chair sat behind the desk which was surrounded by floating holovids. There were about seven displays open in all, each one tracking people of interest. On one of the displays, Danica and Ishtar fought in Arena City. On another of the displays, one of the Grendok clones was brokering an arms deal. 
 
    Jegra spun to face Raven and stuck a hand on her hip. “I’m all ears. What is it you wanted to talk about?” 
 
    Skuld watched in fascination as the doorway solidified behind him. “Amazing,” he said, genuinely impressed. He reached out with a webbed hand and touched the wall. It was completely solid. If you didn’t know where to look, you would never even know there was a secret chamber. 
 
    Raven unzipped her tactical suit, her lavender breasts swelling up to bulge over the tight edges of the restrictive apparel. Slipping her fingers in between her breasts, she fished out an orange glowing data stick and handed it to Jegra. “Everything is on this.” 
 
    “What is it?” Jegra asked, inspecting the data stick. It was made of a translucent orange glass with circuitry that glowed bright yellow beneath the smooth surface. Jegra placed the data stick on her desk and the golden veins seeped out of the device and extended into the desk itself, like the roots of a tree. Bringing up a new display, Jegra motioned her hand to enlarge the holographic image that hung in the air before them. 
 
    A schematic of the planet Jegra had been marooned on appeared. As the video played, it showed that the planet was in the middle of a massive wormhole. Their part of space was marked with a green glowing dot. Past the planet labeled as Planet X and beyond the long stretch of the wormhole’s spout that exited onto an uncharted sector of space, was a red dot. This dot signaled an unknown frontier. A place where nothing had ever returned from. The dreaded “dead space” beyond the rift, as it was known. 
 
    “We’re here,” Raven said, placing her finger over the green glowing dot. “And this is the planet you were marooned on.” 
 
    “Yeah, what is that place?” Jegra asked, eyeballing the planet with resentment. Needless to say, it wasn’t the loveliest place she’d ever been. 
 
    “It’s a fulcrum station,” Skuld answered. 
 
    Jegra turned and gave him a blank stare and smiled. “What in the galaxy is that?” 
 
    “Wormholes are highly unstable. Even naturally occurring ones often collapse in on themselves, reform elsewhere, and open up again at a different location. The Commonwealth gave up experimenting with wormhole travel long ago because they were impossible to traverse safely. A fulcrum station is a kind of pillar. A massive support beam that not only holds the wormhole in place but provides one with a reliable shortcut to the other side of the galaxy.” 
 
    “Is that where it exits?” Jegra asked. “The other side of our galaxy.” 
 
    “That’s just the thing,” Skuld relayed, waving his slender, webbed fingers across the holovid display and panning out. “It exits in a different galaxy entirely. And not just any galaxy, one that is halfway across the known universe.” 
 
    “Obviously the technology is beyond anything we have ever seen,” Raven said. 
 
    “But what’s so important, beyond finding a stable wormhole, that you had to rush to find me?” 
 
    “When we couldn’t locate your emergency tracker, Skuld had the idea to develop a method for tracking the squid entities. He managed to hone in on their particular radiation, which leaves a residual footprint, and found this.” 
 
    Raven swiped up and a transparent overlay flew up and then bonded with the holovid. Golden traces, like time-lapse photography of taillights, stretched from her end of space all the way toward the other end of the wormhole. Every single line, for every squid’s passage, either originated in or returned to the mouth of the wormhole opposite them. 
 
    “They’re coming from the other galaxy.” 
 
    “Correct,” Raven replied. “Every squid’s route traces right back to here.” Her finger landed on the red dot that marked the coordinates of the uncharted galaxy. 
 
    “I’m not one to be an alarmist, but the space-squids pose a very real threat to our sector of space. They’ve been trickling over in a small, exploratory, capacity. First there was one sighting. Then a couple more. Now we’re hearing of sightings every day.” 
 
    “They’re foraging,” Jegra said. 
 
    “Exactly!” Skuld said, snapping his fingers as if a lightbulb went on in his head. “Like ants and other wingless insects. They’re searching for food.” 
 
    “And they found some,” Raven said. Swiping off the display, she turned to Jegra with a stern gaze. “I fear that in the coming months, more of those entities will breach into our space. And, as you already know, they’re a bitch to kill.” 
 
    “You fear a full-on invasion.” 
 
    “Our fusion engines supply them with the energy they need to reproduce,” Skuld interjected. “Chances are, they have gotten a taste of our technology, which means more will be coming any day now.” 
 
    “I thought you should know,” Raven said, touching Jegra’s arm. “Because you, of all the galaxy’s leaders, are probably the only one who cares enough about others to do something about it.” 
 
    Jegra glanced down at Raven’s hand on her arm and smiled. Looking back up, her eyes met Raven’s enhanced purple ones, and they held one another’s gaze until Raven grew overly self-conscious regarding their brief intimacy and looked away. 
 
    “I’ll debrief the captain and figure out a plan. I appreciate your bringing this information to my attention.” 
 
    Raven crossed her right fist over her chest and Jegra did the same. She needn’t salute the empress, but it was habit from when she’d served in the military. And Jegra was, after all, the Empress of the Dagon Empire. 
 
    “Skuld,” Jegra said, looking over at the fish-man. “You’re dismissed. Feel free to tell the others to come aboard and help themselves to the mess hall and any recreational activities they may desire.” 
 
    “Roger that, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Jegra clinched her jaw and smiled through the annoyance she felt for such meaningless trivialities. 
 
    Skuld waved his hand in front of the wall and a small patch dissolved, revealing the exit. “Amazing! Just like the tesseract.” 
 
    “Tesseract?” Jegra inquired, shooting Raven a peculiar look. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Raven said. 
 
    Skuld swung his lanky arms as he strode out into the empress’s personal chambers. The two women watched him cut across her room and then leave. 
 
    “I heard about Danica. You need to talk?” 
 
    “You read my mind,” Jegra answered, offering the chair behind her desk to Raven. 
 
    Raven dipped her chin in gratitude and took her seat. Leaning back, Jegra sat on the edge of the desk and crossed one leg over the other. “I know Dakroth expects me to go in guns blazing. He wants the Senate to think I’m a liability so that they’ll turn against me. So, that’s clearly not an option. Another strategy is I sneak in and mount a covert rescue operation. But he’ll likely be ready for that, too. Everything I do is likely being tracked. And even aboard my own ship I don’t know who is and who isn’t a spy.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Raven said, leaning back and resting her chin on her palm. “You need me to carry out the rescue mission while you distract the emperor.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Raven smiled. “I think we can handle that.” 
 
    Jegra leaned forward, sitting straight up with excitement. “Really?” 
 
    “Anything for you, Your Majes…” Raven trailed off and gave Jegra an apologetic look. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Jegra said, waving away the slip up. 
 
    Raven rose to her feet and stood directly before Jegra. “Listen, Jegra, I’m always here for you. You know that.” 
 
    Unable to keep her emotions in check, Jegra threw her arms around Raven and gave her another impossibly strong squeeze. 
 
    Raven fell into Jegra, her head nestling into Jegra’s shoulder as they embraced one another. Slowly, she raised her hands, hesitating briefly before wrapping them around Jegra’s waist. Returning displays of affection wasn’t exactly her strong suit, but she felt a surprisingly close bond to the empress. She imagined that they’d be friends for a long, long time to come. And that suited her just fine. 
 
    After what seemed to be an abnormally long stretch of time, Raven finally said, “You can stop hugging me now.” 
 
    “Right,” Jegra said, embarrassed that she may have overdone it, burdening Raven with all kinds of affection she probably didn’t want. She relinquished Raven and drew back, only to find Raven grinning pleasantly at her. She couldn’t help but laugh when she saw that Raven wasn’t upset with her. Quite the opposite, in fact. 
 
    “As I was saying, if there’s ever anything you need, don’t hesitate to call on me.” Raven turned to go and walked out of the secret room and into Jegra’s main chambers. 
 
    Jegra followed her out, the invisible door conveniently materializing behind her, and she cleared her throat, stopping her friend in her tracks. 
 
    Raven glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “Was there something else?” 
 
    “Nothing of importance. I was just sort of wondering if…” Jegra ran her fingers nervously through her hair and looked up at Raven, “you’d like to get a couple’s massage with me and then take a rejuvenating mud bath?” 
 
    Jegra bit her bottom lip as she waited for Raven’s reply. She felt surprisingly close to this woman even though they barely knew each other. But every time they’d had a chance to talk, it was always like talking to a friend she hadn’t seen in years.  
 
    “I appreciate the offer,” Raven said, brushing her purple hair out of her eyes, “but I need to run a full spectrum diagnostic scan of the ship before we head off.” 
 
    “Let my people do that for you,” Jegra said without thinking. 
 
    Raven raised an eyebrow and shot her a stern look. “You know I don’t let anyone touch my baby,” she replied. 
 
    “Right,” Jegra said, kicking herself. “What was I thinking?” 
 
    Seeing that Jegra felt let down by her rejection, Raven took a step toward the empress. Waving her hand to the side, she said, “Look, maybe once the diagnostic scan is complete, if there’s still time, we can do some mud wrestling, if you’d like.” 
 
    Jegra held back a laugh. “Not, mud wrestling,” she informed Raven, a half grin curling onto her face as she gently corrected her friend’s mistake. “A mud bath. Mud wrestling is where we tear each other’s clothes off and smear mud over each other’s bare-naked bodies for no reason.” 
 
    “Sparring in such conditions is an excellent way to improve one’s skills,” Raven answered. Without skipping a beat, she added, “It teaches you how to grapple at a disadvantage, where adapting is the key to overcoming your opponent, and where you must rely on strategy and skill rather than brute strength.” Raven held her gaze, and then smiled and winked at Jegra. 
 
    Jegra nudged Raven’s shoulder. “You’re messing with me!” 
 
    Raven smiled. “No, I’m not. I’ll take you down so fast your head will be spinning.” 
 
    “Oh?” Jegra chuckled. “I’d like to see you try it.” 
 
    Both women laughed at the absurdity of agreeing to an impromptu mud wrestling match between them. But a deal was a deal and Jegra was going to hold her to it. And Raven knew she would. 
 
    Raven looked into Jegra’s eyes one last time, as if to test the limits of their platonic bond, and then bowed politely and took her leave. 
 
    Jegra stood there and watched her step out into the corridor. She raised her hand to motion for Raven to hold up, but whatever question she’d been about to ask quickly dissipated from her thoughts. She pulled her hand back and found her cheeks were flush with a rosy tinge. Touching her face, she smiled and watched Raven glance back one last time before disappearing around the corner of the corridor. 
 
    Jegra leaned against the door frame of her entrance and smiled to herself. That woman never ceases to amaze, she thought. No sooner had she entered her room, her chamber doors sliding shut behind her, when the doorbell chimed. 
 
    She stopped mid-stride and turned back toward the door. She gazed at it curiously, and thinking it might be Raven returning, she quickly said, “Come in.” 
 
    The door remained shut, but chimed again. 
 
    “I said, enter,” she said in a more formal tone. 
 
    Still, the door did not open. Letting out a sigh, she rolled her eyes and then reached out and touched the touch control panel on the wall and the doors whispered open. 
 
    Jegra looked up and, as the shock sank in, she gasped. “It’s you.” 
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    The teal ocean which ran up to the foot of the royal palace on Dagon Prime rippled with the disturbance of Dakroth’s royal battlecruiser as the landing thrusters revved up to full. Greenish-blue waves swirled into white froth as the ship lowered into docking position. A docking ramp extend from the seaward facing terrace and met the cruiser’s lower hatch and locked into place with a loud clank. The minimalist, stealth-like angles of the maroon ship stood in stark contrast to the elaborate Gothic-styled aesthetic of the royal palace. 
 
    With a mechanical whine, the ship’s hatch opened and Dakroth, wearing his all-white military dress uniform, replete with a flowing cape and golden lining, his silver hair tied back in a ponytail, marched across the ramp toward the terrace. Waiting for him there was a security team of about half a dozen royal guards. They had on their burgundy armor, helmets that sported a shark fin on top, and long, flowing, purple capes that concealed a rifle-sword, basically a double-bladed sword with a gun barrel running the length between them—the signature weapon of the royal guard. 
 
    The six guards stood in tight formation around a red-skinned woman who, in turn, stood glaring at Dakroth as he approached. Her wrists and ankles were shackled with heavy korridium restraints, and she wore only the black Targarian stingray leather bikini she’d been allowed to take from one of the dead contestants she’d defeated earlier that day. Right after the match, she was summoned to her chambers where she’d found the royal guard waiting for her. 
 
    “My dear Ishtar,” Dakroth said as he approached the scowling woman. “It seems there’s been a change in plans. I have it on good authority that the empress herself is planning to attend the final humiliation bout.” 
 
    Ishtar’s face swiftly changed from angry to worried. This turn of events complicated her mission. “But if she finds out Danica is fighting, she’ll likely put a stop to it. Ratings will plummet and your plans will be…” 
 
    “You let me worry about Jegra,” the emperor interrupted. “You just take care of the vice admiral, as per our arrangement. I’ll handle the rest.” 
 
    The devious grin on Dakroth’s face alerted Ishtar to the fact that he already had a plan in motion. Still, she knew what it would mean if she failed. Her head. 
 
    “All the same, my lord, if something should go wrong?” 
 
    “That’s why you’re there. To ensure that it doesn’t.” Dakroth walked right up to Ishtar and locked his hands behind his back as he looked down into the woman’s yellow-green eyes with his red ones. “Keep her alive until the Bull and Swan bout. Her humiliation bout won’t end until she is ravished and defiled and left for dead on the battlefield.” 
 
    “You know the empress won’t allow her lover to be raped on live televid for all the Commonwealth to see.” 
 
    “As I said. You let me worry about Jegra. You just make sure the woman you’re fighting with lives long enough to enjoy her ultimate humiliation. If she dies before that time, I will personally see to it that you do not walk off that field alive.” 
 
    Ishtar frowned and looked away. Then, begrudgingly, she answered, “Your wish is my command, my lord.” 
 
    Dakroth brushed past Ishtar, nudging her aside as he went. She gritted her teeth in anger and watched him out of the narrow corner of her eye. 
 
    “Oh, and one more thing,” he said, pausing briefly without so much as looking back, “after you fulfill your contract, our relationship is over. We never even met, you and I. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Crystal,” Ishtar growled. 
 
    Dakroth grinned and then walked off, disappearing through the tall glass doors of the palace’s southwest entrance. 
 
    “Move it,” one of the guards said, shoving Ishtar from behind with his stun-baton. 
 
    She glanced back at him, her eyes hard and cold, but he merely shoved her toward the ramp a second time. She staggered forward and began making her way across the ramp toward the ship. It would take her back to the moon hanging above them. Back to Arena City. 
 
    Half way out, Ishtar looked up at the creamy yellow orb hanging in the sky. Although Thessalonica was a desert moon, it had several small oceans with green halos where life thrived. Around these green borders were the cities. The density of the cities acted like a protective barrier that allowed the fertile land between the towns and the oceans to thrive. It seemed as though a giant Elder God had clawed the moon only to reveal green flesh underneath the sand-worn scab-like surface. 
 
    “Get moving,” the guard grumbled, and gave Ishtar another shove. 
 
    “Touch me again, and I’ll snap your neck like a twig.” 
 
    The guard looked at his comrades and they all shared a chuckle. Then, as predicted, he doubled down on his show of authority and shoved her even harder. “You’re not the one in charge here, princess. So, why don’t you shut that pretty mouth of yours and get moving.” 
 
    When he went to shove her with the stun-baton again, she stepped to the side, grabbed his wrist, and then in one fluid motion of gymnastic expertise, swung up and around his arm. Wrapping her thighs around his neck, she brought him to the ground in an armbar, her thighs wrapped around his face. The guard squirmed to get away, but Ishtar squeezed her thighs and tugged his arm so hard that his neck snapped between her legs. 
 
    She laughed and let go of his arm. “Warned you,” she said, grinning. 
 
    A flurry of crackling batons came down on her all at once as the remaining five guards all took turns shocking her into submission. As soon as she fell limp, they dragged their friend away and then began another round of shocking her. 
 
    One of the guards kicked her in her side and growled, “You think that’s funny, red-skinned bitch?” 
 
    Two of the guards reached down and hoisted Ishtar up by her arms. As they did, the angry guard got in her face and said in a low and menacing voice. “You just killed my buddy. Give me one reason I shouldn’t end you right here and now.” 
 
    Ishtar snapped her head forward and headbutted the guard right across the bridge of his nose. The crack was so loud the other guards tensed when they heard it. 
 
    “Ow!” the guard screamed, reeling back. He grabbed his shattered nose, blood gushed down his face and dribbled off his chin. “You broke my nose, you stupid cunt!” 
 
    Reaching around his back, the guard retrieved his riffle and, shouldering it, he jammed the muzzle against Ishtar’s forehead. Hand on the trigger, he trembled with rage and adrenaline. 
 
    “Be careful, lover boy. You’re getting me all kinds of wet,” Ishtar said, grinning at the wild-eyed, blood-soaked guard. 
 
    One of the other guards reached up and put a hand on his shoulder. “Lord Dakroth ordered us to return her to Arena City in one piece. I suggest you stow that weapon, comrade, and complete the task lest the emperor finds out you disobeyed a direct order.” 
 
    Reluctant to let it go, the guard pressed the muzzle of his gun even harder into Ishtar’s head. Then, after a brief moment of weighing the pros and cons, he huffed out in frustration and reluctantly lowered his weapon. 
 
    The two guards holding Ishtar by her arms began to drag her away. “That’s right,” she called out, taunting the guard she’d mangled. “You walk away…just like the little bitch you are.” 
 
    The guard growled with rage and turned to come at her but was quickly restrained by the remaining two men. They held him back long enough for Ishtar to be taken safely aboard the cruiser. 
 
    As her two escorts dragged her down the long corridor toward the brig, she glanced at one and then the other and cleared her throat. “I wasn’t kidding,” she said, a salacious smile forming on her black painted lips. “I’m riper than a Targarian peach right now. So, if you boys want to take a slight detour, I could make it worth your while.” 
 
    They ignored her, their eyes and shark fin helmets fixed straight ahead. Without slowing, their boots clanked along the metal corridor with urgency. Before she knew it, they’d ushered her into a small room with a back cell cordoned off by four-inch nano-mesh glass. The very same glass that starship windows were made of. It was so strong that it could deflect a micro-meteorite shower and come out unscathed. Creating prison cells out of the stuff was smart, because it was nearly impervious yet allowed perfect visibility of the prisoner. 
 
    The guard on Ishtar’s right took her by the arm and guided her into the cell, entering with her. Meanwhile, the second guard remained outside the cell where he could keep eyes on her if she tried anything. 
 
    The first guard shoved Ishtar hard and she stumbled forward. Laughing, she slowly turned around, her hand sliding down her taut stomach, round hips, and, finally, beneath her loincloth. The guard raised an eyebrow when she pulled her hand back out to reveal two glistening fingers. She reached over and wiped her essence on the guard’s top lip and then laughed again. “I told you.” 
 
    There was a pounding on the glass and the other guard yelled, “Stop messing around and get on with it.” 
 
    “Turn around and face the wall,” the guard in the cell with her barked, waving his stun-baton at her to compel her to knock off the games and get back to being an obedient prisoner. 
 
    “Fine,” Ishtar grumbled. “Your loss.” 
 
    She did as asked and faced the wall and put both hands up, palms flat, forehead pressed to the wall, and spread her legs. This was the posture all maximum-security prisoners were required to take whenever a visitor entered or exited the cell. Ishtar glanced over her shoulder when the guard didn’t leave only to see the glowing blue arc of his stun-rod kiss the back of her neck with a menacing crackle. 
 
    There was a loud zap and a painful surge of electricity that froze every sinew in her body. The invisible tendrils wound their way into her like crabgrass and seized her tight and, Ishtar, stiff as a board, dropped to the ground. Landing awkwardly across her right arm, she moaned with half-pleasure, half-pain. She’d be lying if she said she didn’t enjoy it. The moment the guard let off the trigger, she gasped out in near ecstasy. 
 
    The guard kicked Ishtar in her side and rolled her over onto her back. Still unable to regain motor control, her yellow eyes flitted toward the guard’s sneering grin as he stepped over her and looked down at her with a twisted yearning. 
 
    Ishtar strained with all her strength and lifted her head off the cold metal floor, but the guard merely growled, “Stay down,” and jabbed the rod into the soft part of her abdomen for good measure. She stiffened again, as more sizzling volts penetrated her. Standing over her, the guard stowed his stun-baton and began unfastening his belt. “Now be a good girl and smile for me, because I’m about to give you a nice treat.” 
 
    With haste, he dropped his pants to his ankles and then got down on all fours, roughly spreading Ishtar’s legs apart and sliding off her black panties. His carnal excitement growing in anticipation, he licked his lips lecherously, and reached down and took his erect blue penis in his hand. Slowly, he guided its purple tip toward the lips of Ishtar’s vagina–the very same one she offered him moments earlier. 
 
    Granted, what she had in mind went beyond merely treading the line between rape and sex. It was no secret that she liked the illicit and debauched forms of sex, so this kind of violation was right up her alley. Usually, however, she was on the giving end, not on the receiving end of the assault, but, for whatever reason, this time she felt herself getting excited by the mere thought of being forced. The loss of power. The fact that the guard knew exactly what he wanted. 
 
    Of course, she went along with it and pretended that she couldn’t stop it. That way the vileness of it would titillate her. Dwelling on the fact she could trigger her internal biochem-regulators at any moment, flood her system with adrenaline at a mere thought, then, rise up and snap this fool’s neck, would make it less satisfying somehow, so she allowed him to continue to think he was the one in power. 
 
    The guard groaned as he entered her with surprising ease and after a few slow pumps to test the waters, so to speak, he began pounding furiously. 
 
    Ishtar felt as though she was being humped by a horny teenager who hadn’t the skill or control to make it worth her while, but, then again, very few men could meet her particular sort of depraved needs. 
 
    The guard finished with a stereotypical grunt and pulled out. Looking over his shoulder at his friend, he offered her as the spoiled prize she was. “You want a turn?” 
 
    The guard standing outside the cell simply shook his head no. It’s not that he didn’t enjoy having a slave girl. He just wasn’t sure about defiling a red-skin. It seemed so unsavory in his mind. Interspecies relations. It grossed him out. 
 
    “You sure, man? She wasn’t lying. She’s riper than a Targarian peach. The juices are literally flowing out of her. Come on, give it a shot. You’ll thank me later.” 
 
    “I’m good,” the stoic guard replied, not budging on his discriminatory policy on interspecies relations. 
 
    Ishtar rolled her eyes and then mumbled, “Damn, and I was hoping to get some satisfaction, not this two-pump chump.” 
 
    “What did you say?” the guard asked, turning his attention back toward the woman sprawled out on the floor before him. He held her gaze, not intimidated by her in the least, and then bent down and took her by the neck in a show of dominance and squeezed. 
 
    “Was there something you wanted to say to me?” When she didn’t offer a snide quip in response, he grinned wide and said, “That’s what I thought, bitch.” 
 
    Ishtar’s hands moved so fast the guard didn’t even have time to react. Even with the heavy restraints binding her wrists, she managed to grab the back of his skull and his chin in either hand and twist. There was a loud, sickening crack and the guard’s face spiraled around, his head backwards on his shoulders, gazing at his friend on the other side of the glass. 
 
    The other guard watched in horror as Ishtar snapped his friend’s neck with such speed that he had to blink a couple of times as it took a moment for him to register what had happened. 
 
    Ishtar started laughing and she pushed the guard off of her. He slid away and fell to the side, his body landing with a thump, his backward head still staring across the room at his partner. Sitting up, she locked eyes with the outside guard and shot him a morbid grin. She chewed on her lip seductively, licked her teeth and smiled up at him. 
 
    “Care to come inside and play?” she asked, her grin growing even wider. She kept her eyes fixed on him the entire time, licking her lips with a passionate display of her unadulterated lust. “I’m so ripe. Riper than a Targarian peach,” she taunted, using his partner’s exact same words to try and goad him into coming into the room. 
 
    The guard slammed his hand down on the door panel and secured the door. It slammed shut with a sturdy thud and the locking mechanism clanked into place. Ishtar glanced at the door and then back at the guard. “You’re no fun,” she huffed disappointedly. 
 
    Ishtar rose to her feet, pulled up her panties, and readjusted her loincloth. Once everything was back in its proper place, she walked up to the glass and stared into the guard’s eyes. “I promise I’ll play nice,” she said, her crooked grin spreading into a full smile as she couldn’t even take her own lie seriously. 
 
    “Step away from the glass,” the guard said, not wanting to take any more chances with this psychopath. 
 
    Ishtar held his nervous gaze with her composed one, and then blew him a kiss. She could tell it bothered him, which is exactly why she had done it. 
 
    Just then, the room filled with the sound of the ship’s engines humming to life and, then with the sudden momentum of the ship taking off. It felt exactly like riding in a high-speed elevator up to the top of a skyscraper as the ship ascended into space. Once the momentum had stopped, the grav-paneling came online to counteract the zero-gravity environment. 
 
    Ishtar slapped her palms on the glass, startling the guard. Then, she licked the glass, making it seem as though she were licking his face. 
 
    “I warned you,” the guard growled, and then he slammed his hand down on the blue lightning bolt symbol on the control pad next to the door. 
 
    The metal floor beneath Ishtar’s feet surged with five thousand volts and dropped Ishtar on her back like a lead weight. Once the guard stopped the electricity, Ishtar coughed as she took in air and rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. Her cough quickly turned into a bout of laughter and, gradually, her laughter grew until the guard pounded on the glass and yelled at her to: “Shut up!” 
 
    For her, this was all rather quite fun. She thrived on the pain and anguish of others. Fear excited her, sexually. Pain aroused her most libidinous desires. Together, pain and fear got her so worked up the only way she could deal with it was to unleash her dark nature on others. And there was a reason she was the galaxy’s deadliest assassin. Killing, for her, was pure unadulterated joy. If she could kill someone during sex, well, that was just the cherry on top. 
 
    Ishtar let out a long, heavy sigh, chortled quietly to herself as she replayed the day’s carnage in her mind. Feeling good, she closed her eyes and relaxed the rest of the way to Thessalonica and Arena City. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back at the Imperial Palace, Dakroth pushed open the ceiling-high doors and strode into the main throne room where a pale skinned woman in an exotic black dress that seemed to be made of strange rubber-like micro-fiber mesh, stood waiting for him. 
 
    “Sorry to have kept you waiting, Administratrix,” he said, taking an apologetic bow. 
 
    Anaïs Nin slowly turned around and gazed upon the Lord Emperor with a less than amused sort of look. Her large dark eyes peered at him with a reserved kind of revulsion. It was clear she disliked him greatly, but what wasn’t clear was why. Full well knowing the feeling was mutual, he had invited her all the way to Dagon Prime. 
 
    “What’s so important that you had to use a royal pardon to get me here, Lord Emperor Dakroth?” 
 
    “It’s true, I called in every remaining favor I had with the council to get you that pardon. But I wouldn’t have done it if it hadn’t been absolutely vital.” 
 
    Anaïs Nin raised a hairless eyebrow. The wrinkle in her brow, however, gave away the surprise on her face. “Well, I’m here now. So, if you don’t mind dispensing with the formalities and getting down to it, I have other engagements I need to keep.” 
 
    “Just hear me out,” Dakroth said, raising his hands in a gesture of polite surrender. “It’s about the prophesy.” 
 
    This seemed to catch her attention; her head perked up and her posture straightened. Dakroth grinned. The Nyctans were so easy to manipulate. Bring up religion and you had their undivided attention. 
 
    “I’m listening,” she said, clasping her fingers together as she waited to hear what Dakroth had to say. 
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    Jegra’s fingers curled tightly around the pillow, squeezing it with all her strength. The tendons in her neck drew taut and she groaned out in pleasure, “Don’t ever stop fucking me!” 
 
    Kregor arched his back and, wrapping his green, talon-like fingers around Jegra’s meaty thighs, he drew her hips into himself and began tapping her even faster. Double-timing it, he sped up and forced another moan from Jegra’s lips. 
 
    “Eventually,” he huffed, “I’m going to…have to…” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Jegra shouted. The pillow tore in half and feathers exploded across the bed. One landed on Jegra’s mouth and she spat it aside. “Don’t you dare stop now.” 
 
    Kregor was so close, but he held back for as long as he possibly could. He didn’t want to disappoint the empress, but she had a warrior’s stamina and was pushing him to his limits. 
 
    “As empress, I command you not to come yet,” 
 
    “That’s…not…fair!” he groaned, maintaining his impossible jack-hammer-level of pounding. 
 
    Kregor’s bulbous, lizard eyes grew overly large, his pupil’s dilated, and then, after a silent pause, his tongue flickered. 
 
    “Did you just do what I think you did?” 
 
    “No?” Kregor replied timorously, his voice sounding more like a question than a definitive answer. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Jegra laughed, grabbing the brawny Dragonian’s shoulders and pulling him into her massive chest. 
 
    She kissed him on the mouth and then smiled at him. 
 
    “I have been dying to finish what we started ever since…” 
 
    “Ever since Cordova,” he answered. 
 
    “It was nice not having any interruptions this time,” Jegra said. Kregor nodded when, as if on cue, the doorbell chimed. 
 
    Jegra and Kregor looked at the door to her quarters then back at each other. Letting out a sigh, Jegra said, “It appears I may have spoken too soon.” 
 
    Jegra took ahold of her sheet and slipped out of the covers. Wrapping the sheet around her like a toga, she went to the door and, leaning in to block the angel of her bed, she opened it. 
 
    “Sorry to bother you, Your Majesty” a youthful voice said, “But the captain was wondering if you’ve seen Kregor by any chance?” 
 
    “Gyllek!” Jegra said loudly enough for Kregor to hear all the way across the room behind her. “What a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    Gyllek brushed her bright orange hair out of her eyes and looked Jegra up and down suspiciously. “Sure,” she said in her droll monotone voice that never seemed to betray an ounce of excitement. She wasn’t the sentimental type. The only affection she had was for gadgets and strange tech. Leaning over, Gyllek tried to peek into Jegra’s chambers, but the empress leaned to the side along with her and blocked her view. The tacky grin on her face suggested she was definitely hiding something. And although Gyllek could guess exactly what, or more precisely–who it was–she didn’t want to know the details. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, if I see him I’ll be sure to tell him Raven is looking for him.” 
 
    “Right,” Gyllek said, a touch of sarcasm tucked into her reply. “You do that.” Gyllek turned to leave but paused and turned back again. This caused Jegra to put both arms up along the door frame and pretend to stretch. Tossing her hair, she smiled at Gyllek and waited for the girl to come out with whatever it was she had on her mind. Pointing at Jegra’s sheet, she said, “FYI, I can totally see your nipples through that.” 
 
    As Gyllek turned and hurried up the hall as though nothing had happened, Jegra looked down at her chest only to discover it was true. The artificial lighting in the hallway somehow made her white sheets practically translucent. Embarrassed, she gulped loudly and then stealthily drew back into her chambers. 
 
    When Jegra turned around she found Kregor already pulling up his boxer-briefs. “I guess I’d better get going. Duty calls.” 
 
    “Did I say you were dismissed?” Jegra asked. 
 
    Kregor stopped dressing and looked up. When he shot her a puzzled look Jegra let go of the sheet and let it slip to the floor. Striking a seductive pose, she said, “Now, strip and get back into bed, big guy. I’m not finished with you yet.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” he replied, taking a reverent bow. 
 
    Once he’d finished doing as she asked, Jegra leapt forward and tackled him onto the bed. They both tumbled into the covers, laughing as they began round two of their midnight rendezvous. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lianica Blackstar kicked her leg up on the edge of the tub and ran the laser-shaver over her calf. The bristles of each small hair crackled as they were singed away to nothing and the smell of singed hair was counteracted by the dozen scented candles she’d placed about the entire room and along the edge of the bath. 
 
    After finishing with the other leg too, she stood up and reached for the sash of her bathrobe when, all of a sudden, the ship’s emergency alarm went off. Spinning around, Lianica marched over to the door and hit the com-link. “This is Captain Blackstar. What’s going on up there?” 
 
    “A small scout vessel has fired warning shots across the bow and has demanded we let them board.” 
 
    “They are demanding to board her majesty’s royal cruiser?” Lianica laughed. “Tell them ‘request denied.’” 
 
    Lianica slapped the com off and went back to her steaming hot bath. She reached down to unwrap herself when the ship received a startling jolt from what felt like a plasma blast. 
 
    “Grah!” she roared out in frustration, kicking her head back to let it all out. Turning back to the door, she hit the com again and said, “Return fire. And I want whoever that idiot is towed into shuttle bay two and then marched straight to the brig. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the voice on the other end replied. 
 
    Lianica looked back down at her bath one more time and then sighed. Her relaxing night off was going to have to wait. 
 
    Several minutes later, she stepped onto the bridge. Brei’alas greeted her and then, discretely, pointed at her own collar, signaling to the captain that something was wrong with hers. Lianica reached down and found that she’d missed the last hook on her mandarin collar and quickly fastened it. It seemed, maybe, her drinking was finally taking its toll on her. She quickly put it out of her mind and got back to more pressing concerns. 
 
    “Report,” she said, looking out at the vessel being reeled in by the magnetic grappling hooks. 
 
    “It’s a class nine series scout of Galliforn design,” the tactical officer said. He was an older Dagon with a hoary goatee, a chiseled physique, and a tight ponytail. “Extremely fast and agile but, usually equipped with minimal armaments. This ship, however, seems to have been heavily modified and is carrying type seven plasma disrupters.” 
 
    “Type seven?” Lianica asked. “But a ship that size doesn’t even have a fusion drive to power such a weapon.” 
 
    “This one does, apparently,” the lieutenant answered, bringing up the scans of the ship onto the main display. 
 
    After giving the scans a cursory glance, Lianica swiped her hand right and waved the schematics off the main display. The holovid flickered and the outside view of the ship being towed into shuttle bay two reappeared. 
 
    “I want two security teams down there when that ship arrives.” Turning to Brei’alas, Lianica said, “Lieutenant, Sub Commander Kolivan Dan Koreth, you’re with me.” 
 
    The older Dagon officer and Brei’alas both followed the captain off the bridge and to the grav-lift. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we inform the empress?” asked Brei’alas, her voice as meek as ever. 
 
    “I don’t want to burden the empress unless it’s absolutely necessary. She’s been through enough as of late.” 
 
    Brei’alas nodded. Kolivan, meanwhile, was the strong silent type and simply rode the lift in stoic silence. 
 
    When the trio arrived at shuttle bay two, both security teams were already in position around the small craft that sat on the middle of the platform. The Shard’s outer hull was slowly reforming as the tendrils of the microphase korridium reached out for one another like grasping fingers. 
 
    The metallic fingers locked together, forming a tight mesh, and then the air gaps quickly disappeared as the liquid metal smoothed itself out and became solid again. 
 
    Captain Lianica motioned both security teams to train their weapons on the entrance. Five of her men were taking up positions along the second story balcony railing as overwatch, and about half the security team on the main deck took cover behind crates and equipment. 
 
    Lianica wasn’t going to take any chances with security. Not this time. Not after Ishtar Bantu infiltrated Jegra’s ship at the battle for Sector B-13 and certainly not after the debacle with Onelle Agnar who had, unfortunately, killed ensign Dree’alek on this very same hangar deck. 
 
    After taking their positions, Lianica Blackstar stepped out onto the hangar floor and peered at the ship. Its reflective glass prevented her from seeing inside the small scout ship. 
 
    “You are in violation of the Intergalactic Peace Accord which grants safe travel to all ships within the Commonwealth. You will surrender yourself and your vessel to us and be prosecuted. Failure to comply will result in the forceful seizure of your vessel. You have thirty seconds to surrender yourself.” 
 
    There was a hiss of air as the ship’s canopy popped open and a heavily armored individual clambered out. Landing on the floor with a metallic clunk, the figure slowly rose up and turned a masked visor toward Commander Blackstar. 
 
    Slowly reaching up, the figure unfastened its headgear and pulled off the helmet to reveal a beautiful green-skin. 
 
    “You’re Bre’lal,” Lieutenant Brei’alas gasped. 
 
    “My name is Angellyk Adronis of Arkadia, and I’ve come with a message for Empress Alakandra. ‘He’s coming.’” 
 
    “Who’s coming?” Lianica asked. 
 
    “Zira Ha’ppek.” 
 
    “Zira Ha’ppek?” Brei’alas asked, unfamiliar with the name. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “He’s nobody,” Captain Blackstar replied almost as soon as the lieutenant had asked the question. She cleared her throat and narrowed her eyes at their guest. “Because he doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “Oh, I can assure you,” Angellyk replied, matching the commander’s intense gaze with one of her own. “He’s most certainly real. And he’s on his way here.” 
 
    “Who are you again?” Brei’alas asked, pointing at the woman in heavy combat armor. 
 
    “I’m just a messenger. But I was tasked to deliver this communication to the empress personally.” Angellyk took a step forward, testing the room. She heard the shuffle of shoulders and the clicking of plasma riffles being cocked. 
 
    Lianica raised her hand and gestured for Angellyk to stop where she was. “I’m afraid the only way I’ll allow you to be in proximity of the empress is if you’re behind nano-mesh glass in a holding cell. 
 
    The green-skinned woman scanned the room of soldiers, all their weapons trained on her, waiting for Lianica’s signal to intervene should she try anything. Cautiously, Angellyk raised her hands, showing her bare wrists to Lianica, and answered, “Then, you’d better arrest me.” 
 
    Lieutenant Brei’alas pulled out some magnetic restraints from behind her back and walked hesitantly toward the Bre’lal woman. She was surprisingly tall for a green-skin. But even with her more athletic build, like all Bre’lal, she maintained a level of beauty that made her people renowned throughout the galaxy. 
 
    Brei’alas looked over her shoulder to confirm and was met with a silent nod from the captain urging her to proceed. 
 
    Just as Brei’alas was turning back around to cuff Angellyk, a gloved hand wrapped itself around her mouth and reeled her back. Her back hit the metal chest plating of Angellyk’s body armor with a thud and the woman’s forearm slowly constricted around her neck like a python. In her other hand was a small dagger which was pressed firmly to the lieutenant’s neck. 
 
    “Hold your fire,” Lianica shouted, raising her fist in the air and gesturing for her men to exercise restraint. 
 
    “I don’t think you understand. My mission,” Angellyk snarled through her clenched teeth, “is to personally relay my message to her Majesty, Jegra Alakandra. And I intend to do just that.” 
 
    “Unless the information you have pertains to Dagon galactic security, I’m afraid you’ll wait in the cell until the time I deem you’re no longer a threat to my crew or this ship, or until the empress orders me to do otherwise.” 
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” Angellyk growled. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Angellyk’s arm twisted about in such an unnatural way that she immediately relinquished her hold on the knife. Another wrenching of her arm and her shoulder dislocated from its socket. Angellyk let out a scream as she shoved Brei’alas out of the way and spun around, taking a wild swing at the air. 
 
    “I know you’re out there!” she hollered at the thin air. Her arm limp at her side, she ignored the fleet of soldiers all around her who trained their laser-scopes on her. 
 
    Another invisible thump, which sounded like a heavy boot slamming into Angellyk’s breast plate, sent her staggering back. She lunged forward only to have her feet go out from under her. Flying up, she came down on her back, hard. 
 
    The air shimmered above her momentarily, and then the invisibility cloak of the steel armor dissolved to reveal Raven Nightguard standing before the green-skin. 
 
    “I can’t say I’m surprised to see you, Raven,” Angellyk said. “After all, it’s just like a Dagon to crawl into bed with whomever offers them the sweetest deal.” 
 
    Raven ignored the woman’s words and reached down and pulled her to her feet. “I don’t make deals with snakes,” Raven said. It was true, she wasn’t one to ally herself with Dagon interests, seeing as they’d exiled her family when she was little on the accusation of being insurrectionists. But Raven was loyal to Jegra, which is why she intervened. 
 
    Lieutenant Brei’alas held out the restraints and handed them to Raven. “Maybe you should handle this.” 
 
    “Yes,” Angellyk said, a coy grin curling onto her forest green lips. “You’d best handle me.” 
 
    “Enough, Angie,” Raven finally said, letting out a sigh. “Just do as they say and things will go smoothly.” 
 
    “Smoothly?” Angellyk balked. “Like when you dissolved our marriage contract over the fact that I stole your stupid necklace? Because I’ve never seen anyone slide right out of a marriage for something as trivial as that.” 
 
    “I don’t know how many times I have to repeat myself to you, Angie. It wasn’t a bloody necklace! It was a hyperborean crystal. I needed it to power my ship. You pawned it off so you could pay back that debt collector you owed and, thanks to you, I was left stranded in unfriendly space only to be picked up by pirates and sold into slave labor where I was augmented against my will.” She exhaled loudly. “That’s why I divorced you.” 
 
    “Wait,” Brei’alas interrupted, unable to help herself. “She’s your ex-wife?” Glancing over at the commander, she was met with a stern look. “What?” she asked defensively, “We were all thinking it.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Mr. Kolivan said, finally breaking his siege on words and ending his long silence. “I was thinking it.” 
 
    Brei’alas smiled, and motioned to Kolivan. “See?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lianica said, eyeing Kolivan suspiciously, as though he might speak again at any moment, “I see. But that doesn’t change the fact that, I’m sure, these two have a lot of catching up to do.” Turning back toward Raven, she nodded down at the restraints that Brei’alas had handed to her. “If you’d be so kind as to do the honors.” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine,” Raven answered briskly. Then, smiling at Angellyk, she slapped the restraints onto her wrists with a vicious snap. 
 
    “Ow!” Angellyk grumbled. “That hurt.” 
 
    “Serves you right,” Raven replied without a hint of remorse. Giving Angellyk a firm shove, she added, “This way, sweetheart.” 
 
    Raven left the shuttle bay with a full squad of guards trailing after her as she escorted Angellyk to the brig. Once they’d cleared the bay doors, Brei’alas turned to Captain Blackstar with an astonished look. 
 
    “Is it just me or is there never a dull moment on this ship?” 
 
    “It’s definitely not you, lieutenant. This ship is quite literally a magnet for unexpected drama.” 
 
    “Good, because for a moment I thought it might be me.” 
 
    Lianica nodded politely and then motioned for all the remaining officers and guards to return to their regular duties. 
 
    “Lieutenant,” Lianica added at the last possible instant. “I want you and Kolivan to stay behind and scour this ship from top to bottom for anything out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Brei’alas replied, throwing her hands onto her hips and turning toward the vessel to examine it. 
 
    As Lianica took her leave, Kolivan sauntered up beside Brei’alas and studied the ship with her. “Well, let’s get to it,” she said, holding her elbow and stretching her bent arm over her head in preparation for the work that lay ahead of them. 
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    Carcosan virgins attended to the ritualistic garments of Anaïs Nin. They dressed her in a Nyctan styled kimono layered with intricately woven silk that was harvested from a genetically enhanced form of Angorian weaving spider engineered to produce the finest golden thread. The gold kimono with white satin lining represented the protective cloak of the shared Nyctan and Dagon god, the Keeper of the Yellow Sign, and enemy to the Outer Gods, H’aaztre–or in the common tongue of the lay people, Hastur. 
 
    Once the administratrix was fully clothed in the golden kimono, one of the Carcosan virgins, a bald-headed girl of no more than eighteen, with milky white skin and clad from neck to toe in the traditional red and gold-trimmed hakama-styled dress of her order, approached Anaïs Nin with a golden bowl filled with red powder. 
 
    A second, ashen-skinned virgin, just as pale as the first and wearing the same ceremonial garb as her sister, brought over a crystalline chalice and sidled up next to her virgin sister. She brought the bowl to her forehead in a display of thanks and then carefully poured the shimmering water from the chalice into the bowl. Having added the perfect amount, she dipped her fingers into the mixture and stirred the water into the red powder until it made a fine paste. Removing her fingers, she drew a red dot on her forehead, then on her sister’s, and, finally, she turned toward the administratrix and drew a line down the center of Anaïs Nin’s forehead. The girl added a dab of red to her mistress’s chin before taking the bowl and disappearing back the way she’d come. 
 
    The other Carcosan virgin remained behind for a few moments and then bowed reverently, holding herself mid-bow, only to slowly draw back into the shadows just beyond the soft, wavering glow of candlelight. 
 
    The administratrix turned around and, holding her posture stiffly, paced in small steps across the red carpet that was laid out before her. The carpet stretched across the larger room all the way to a wide bed that sat at the end. The bedspread itself was of black satin, and it glimmered, like oil, in the dancing light. At the foot of the bed waited Dakroth, his arms locked behind his back. He, too, wore a gold and white trimmed ceremonial hakama and had three red lines painted down his face. The outside lines ran from the top of his forehead down either cheek. Likewise, the central line extended down past his nose and over his lips and chin. 
 
    Never in a million years did he imagine that he would be in this position. Standing before the Nyctan’s holy religious leader, the Administratrix, Anaïs Nin, ready to strip down to nothing and engage in a ceremonial task of coitus clavis aurea. 
 
    The literal translation of “the golden key through sex” made little sense, but the implied meaning of unlocking the secret of the Gilded Master through a ceremonial fornication, was what the ritual was all about. It was also referred to as the ritual of the Chosen One. 
 
    For the sacred text read, “The High Priestess and the Lord of the Enemy realm shall, together, produce an offspring that, being not of one land or the other, shall inherit both lands and usher in a thousand years’ peace. But, should the child’s blood be spilled in the blood sacrifice to He who creates and destroys, the all-powerful H’aaztre, then this blood sacrifice will end in three signs–the final sign being the sign of the Yellow King, and every plague and calamity known throughout the lands will descend on both houses and bring forth the second coming of H’aaztre.” 
 
    Anaïs Nin glided up to Dakroth and he held out his hand. She took it in hers and curtseyed, as was the custom when engaging in the ceremony of the Gilded Master. 
 
    “If you are right, the child made of our union will either be a vessel for our Lord or, if the High Priestess deems it, be sacrificed and herald the coming of calamity, by bringing the Lord of Life and Destruction’s wrath upon us. In so doing, set the gears in motion to vanquish all those who oppose the Gilded Master, including the infernal Outer Gods who recklessly play with time and space against H’aaztre’s wishes. It is only H’aaztre who can bring stillness to time’s infinite march and rebuild the universe in his hallowed image.” 
 
    “If you will have my seed,” Dakroth said, quoting the lines of the Enchiridion by heart, “We shall bring forth the hybrid child as foretold in the Book of Eternal Light and the Gospel of Aldebaran, whose blood sacrifice will set in motion the final revelation of the prophet Haruk Ereshva, and bring about the return of our lord, the King in Yellow, Lord H’aaztre.” 
 
    Anaïs Nin bowed her chin, affirming Dakroth’s words with a slow nod. When she looked back up, their eyes locked, and without surrendering her gaze, her hands gracefully peeled off the layers of her ceremonial kimono, shedding each piece until she stood before the Emperor with her bare-naked flesh exposed. 
 
    He studied her porcelain white skin which practically lit up in the glow of candlelight. Her orchid pink nipples stood erect on her white breasts and her vagina, which was stapled shut with brass rings, glinted in the flickering light. 
 
    Dakroth shed his robes, too, and revealed his double pronged penis standing erect on his naked blue body. Taking the porcelain-skinned woman in his arms, he ran his hands down Anaïs Nin’s shoulder’s and then her bare breasts, as he admired the contours of her womanly form. Finally, he knelt down on both knees and kissed her taut abdomen, working his way lower and lower until his Prussian lips came to the first brass ring. 
 
    Her white flesh bristled with goosebumps and her ass tightened with both nervousness and excitement as the Lord Emperor’s wet, hot kisses quickly cooled on her flesh in the open air of the ceremonial chamber. 
 
    The fulfillment of a most ancient prophesy–the coupling of the Nyctan Empress and Dagon Emperor–and the half-breed offspring which was foretold in the pages of the Enchiridion was all coming to a head right here, in this very room. Both her people and his would write hymns to commemorate this day. The day they put aside their petty differences and came together to fulfill the prophecy. 
 
    Brushing the series of brass rings with his finger, Dakroth enticed a sultry moan from Anaïs Nin’s champagne colored lips. As he continued to tease and titillate her, she reached down and ran her long fingers through his silver hair. 
 
    In the Nyctan culture, sex was forbidden except for reproduction and ceremonial purposes. This qualified as the latter. But the amount of self-control required for the administratrix to remain true to her position, meant that even the slightest touch would trigger an orgasm. And no matter how hard she wanted to resist, she knew she had to give in to the ritual. If she didn’t give herself fully over to the act, it was her fear that the prophesy would not be fulfilled as promised. 
 
    The Lord Emperor’s left finger lit up bright red, then hot pink, but instead of using it as a laser weapon, he used it as cutter to slice through the rings, taking extra precaution not to singe the administratrix in the process. 
 
    One by one the rings fell away and the chastity belt that was sewn into her flesh from the time she was a child fell off and rattled on the floor. 
 
    After the last ring had been removed. Dakroth rose back up and scooped the administratrix up in his arms and moved her over to the bed. Laying her down, he slowly climbed on top and then began kissing her neck. 
 
    She closed her eyes and moaned, her hips thrusting upward into his with carnal anticipation. It was the first touch she’d received from a man in her entire life, and the raw feeling of pure lust surged through her and drove her into a fit of ecstasy. She reached down and helped guide him to his intended destination. As he penetrated the curtains of her sacred temple, she gasped out with libidinous delight. 
 
    Pleasure and pain flooded every square centimeter of her body and she chirped with sexual gratification as Dakroth revealed to her the true reason why he was considered the most virile man of the Dagon people. 
 
    Three hours later, they fell back onto the bed panting, both drenched in the residue of their sex laden encounter. Filled to the brim with the ecstasy of the illicit act they’d just performed, Anaïs Nin started laughing. It was overwhelming. Although Dakroth was a veteran when it came to sex, this was her first time. Because the sacred law was clear. As High Priestess, she was forbidden to have sex unless it was in the service of H’aaztre. As such, her loins trembled from the flurry of small orgasms that cascaded down her body, from the back of her skull to the very tip of her toes. 
 
    A strange noise rang out and Dakroth startled. When he opened his eyes, he found all seven Carcosan Virgins standing around their bed, hands raised in the air as though they were giving praise to their deity. They had shed their ceremonial robes and were all naked, apart for the gold paint they wore and the red markings on their bald heads that gave them an almost aboriginal quality. With their hands held up high, they stood in a circle, chanting the sacred hymns of H’aaztre. 
 
    Surprisingly, their womanly voices dropped several octaves, taking on the baser tones of the male vocal range, making their chants seem otherworldly as a consequence. Without warning, Anaïs Nin jolted and screamed out in labor pains. 
 
    Her primal grunts and groans seemed to entice a greater magic from within the Carcosan Virgins and, as they continued to chant, their hands and eyes lit up with golden white light. The more the administratrix suffered, the greater the energy grew, until, finally, the entire room was basking in the radiance of their strange magic. 
 
    Light streaming out of them like a ruptured plasma conduit, their chanting became even deeper and more alien. Dakroth tensed with nervousness at the unfamiliarity of the ritual, but sat watching, in astonishment, as Anaïs Nin’s belly began to swell with the life he had impregnated her with. 
 
    As the chanting continued, they spoke in the ancient tongue of the Oracle, and Anaïs Nin’s abdomen grew plump and round with child. The fetus’s growth, accelerated by the séance of magic, quickly grew to maturity in its mother’s womb. Before Dakroth knew it, Anaïs Nin looked as though she’d burst at the seams. Her screams, along with her agony, only intensified as the child came to term. 
 
    In span of ten minutes, Anaïs Nin was ready to give birth. She screamed out with labor pains and the tight wrenching cramps of relentless contractions that made her delirious with fear and laughter. It seemed she was going to lose her mind if the pain continued, but all Dakroth could do was sit off to the side and watch in astonishment as life grew inside Anaïs Nin’s body. 
 
    Finally, a midwife, dressed in the same red robes that the Carcosan Virgins wore but with the addition of a golden sash around her waist, approached the end of the bed and began to attend Anaïs Nin. 
 
    The stout woman with sturdy arms helped the administratrix to the edge of the bed and assisted by taking hold of her knees and spreading her legs as the baby’s head crowned. 
 
    “Push, now!” the midwife shouted above the din of Anaïs Nin’s grunting and screaming. “Push,” she growled with a kind of urgency suggesting that if they didn’t get the baby out soon the mother’s abdomen would literally burst. 
 
    Dakroth slowly rose to his knees. He watched in jaw-dropping bewilderment as he bore witness to the strange mysticism happening before him. He’d never seen anything like it. And the light of the séance kept every gory detail in plain sight. Stranger still, the virgins’ naked bodies started swaying as they looked up at the ceiling, towards the heavens, their voices continuing the chants. 
 
    Blood gushed from Anaïs Nin and she grunted and groaned, fighting to push out the child. The midwife pushed her hand deep into Anaïs Nin’s vaginal canal and cupped the baby’s head, giving it a firm tug. The baby slid out into her arms along with a flood of blood-laced amniotic fluid. 
 
    The virgins all screamed out simultaneously in orgiastic delight and Dakroth startled. Looking at them, he noticed blood streaming from between their legs, running down the insides of their thighs, painting their porcelain legs in a glossy crimson of forking menstrual rivers. 
 
    The midwife slapped the infant’s back and brought air into its lungs. The small thing, silent a moment earlier, began to shriek with the pangs of being torn from its warm, dark home and brought into the coldness of an indifferent and hostile world. Holding the wailing infant in her arms, the midwife turned to Emperor Dakroth and held the child out to him. “It’s a boy,” she intoned with awe at the glory she beheld. 
 
    Dakroth received the child and, cradling it in his arms, couldn’t help but feel amazed at the sight of his progeny. And, for one split nano-second, he regretted what he had to do next. 
 
    One of the Carcosan Virgins approached him and, taking his hand in hers, she gently placed a ceremonial dagger in his palm. His eyes widened with terrible revelation as he looked down at the hot white blade and the golden hilt with elaborate etchings which displayed an ancient spell related to the blood sacrifice. 
 
    “You know what you must do,” whispered Anaïs Nin in a weary voice. “You must complete the ritual.” 
 
    Dakroth gazed down at the infant he cradled in one arm and, in that moment, when father and son’s eyes met, the wretched thing stopped crying. Its large, dark, Nyctan eyes blinked twice and then it smiled. 
 
    Dakroth, still numb from the shock of the experience, examined the small bundle in his arms, noting the baby’s flesh was the same color as his when he was born, a soft cornflower blue. In that moment, the baby cooed up at his father and Dakroth felt that infernal pull of compassion well up inside him. 
 
    “Could he not be a vessel instead?” Dakroth asked, gazing into the eyes of his newborn. 
 
    “If he were to be the vessel, I would know it.” Of course, Anaïs Nin lied. She somehow knew this child would be strong and make the perfect vessel for her Lord, but because he was the offspring of the Lord Emperor, the man she reviled more than anything in the galaxy, she couldn’t bear to force herself to raise his child. Instead, she deemed the infant unworthy. Which, in her estimation, was the right of the High Priestess. “I know it is difficult, but the child is unworthy. You know what you must do, Rhadamanthus.” Anaïs Nin smiled faintly, looking at him with her dark, alien eyes. Eyes that urged him to follow through with it, lest the prophecy remain unfulfilled. 
 
    There was no avoiding it. If he betrayed her now, he’d lose everything. He’d lose the peace he’d brokered with the Nyctans, he’d lose his throne to the child, and he’d lose his dignity for having fucked his enemy for nothing–a woman he despised but whom he needed in order to get to the next step in his plan. 
 
    Dakroth slowly raised the blade in his right hand, never breaking eye contact with the child for an instant, and readied for a swift strike. He’d make sure it was as painless as possible. After all, it was his son and he didn’t want his own flesh and blood to suffer needlessly. 
 
    This ritual–this sacrifice–was necessary; he knew that. 
 
    But, for reasons beyond his comprehension, he found himself struggling to go through with it. He’d taken thousands of innocent lives from more than two dozen worlds. He conquered entire civilizations, took their queens as his concubines, and slit the throats of their husband kings before their cowering, weeping eyes. Why should this be any different? 
 
    The emperor knew exactly who was to blame for his indecisiveness. His infuriating empress, Jegra. It was her DNA’s strange ability to rewire his own that had made him so weak. This alien ability to feel compassion, which she deemed a strength in her species, was only a hinderance in his. It made him question his actions. It made him second guess himself. Pathetic. 
 
    He shook off the emotion and quickly put all thoughts of sparing the child out of his mind. Saving an innocent life was what his darkling wife was good at. This wasn’t the time to grow a conscience. He had bigger plans. Plans that entailed more than just the fulfillment of an ancient prophesy. More importantly, plans that required a greater sacrifice than the mere blood of a half-breed child. 
 
    With his mind cleared of all inhibitions, he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and brought the knife down. The infant’s cooing went silent and the only sounds to fill the room were Anaïs Nin’s awful moaning and the low murmuring sounds of the Carcosan Virgins’ voices as they hummed the final few bars of their haunting chant. 
 
    Once the deed was done, the midwife took the lifeless bundle from Dakroth’s bloody hands and whisked it away to god knows where. At the same time, one of the Carcosan Virgins brought him his robe and slipped it over his shoulders for him. The other six women gathered around Anaïs Nin and placed their hands firmly over various points across her body and transferred the glowing energy back into her. 
 
    Anaïs Nin’s eyes shot wide-awake and she gulped in a huge breath. Sitting up with the help of her team of virgins, she sat in the bed, panting. 
 
    She made eye contact with Dakroth but didn’t say anything. Instead, she slipped out of bed and put on her robes. 
 
    The procession of virgins guided her out of the ceremonial chamber and left Dakroth standing alone. 
 
    As he stood there, his mind racing, he felt sticky as the blood of his murdered son dripped from his fingers and dappled the floor with warm, gooey drops of crimson. “The tears of sacrifice lead to a father’s remorse,” Anaïs Nin had said to him as she had explained every detail of the ritual during their long conversation back in the throne room hours earlier. “But you will forget the child. For it is merely the first step in unlocking the mysteries of the Ancient Ones and in bringing back the God of life and destruction, H’aaztre.” 
 
    In the back of his mind, he couldn’t help but think what have you done, Rhadamanthus? What in God’s name have you done? But his old self swiftly retook control and he growled, “No!” Getting a hold of himself, he added, “What was done is done. There was no other way.” He fought back the urge to let loose a torrent of sobs with every difficult breath and repeated, as if still trying to convince himself of the inevitable nature of the morbid ritual. “It is over. The prophesy has been fulfilled.” 
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    Dirt and rust colored blood-stained Danica’s lavender skin. She stood upon the field panting heavily, a droplet of sweat running down her forehead and then dripping off the tip of her nose. Thessalonica’s languorous sun was steadily setting outside the arena. Its shafts of golden light streamed down through the open roof and pillars of the stadium and cut through the dusty haze, spreading out like the folds of an oriental fan. 
 
    Exhausted, Danica staggered forward, her legs trembling with fatigue as she fought to remain upright. Her fight wasn’t over yet. One contestant still remained. Across the heaps of slain bodies that littered the blood-soaked sand stood a beast unlike anything she had ever seen before. 
 
    It had four mandibles resembling the legs of a crab, which stretched open to reveal an inner jowl with jagged incisors. Its beady yellow eyes gazed out from behind an intimidating brow that seamlessly rose into a ridged cranium. It sported thick, dreadlocked hair that was more akin to tentacles than actual hair. And it wore the modified shell of a dead beetle-like creature over a fishnet mesh hauberk, obviously the spoils of victory that it had adapted into its warrior outfit. 
 
    More intimidating than its menacing appearance, however, was the fact that it stood eleven feet tall, give or take a few centimeters for the thick, metal-toed boots it wore. Its veins wove themselves visibly through every strand of the taut sinews of its dense musculature, and through thick arms and legs like those of a body builder amped up on body-enhancing steroids. 
 
    Ishtar sidled up to Danica, tightening the straps on the bracers on her forearms, and looked up to see what it was that Danica was staring so intently at. When she eyed the beast, she groaned in protest. “Graddack. Not one of them.” 
 
    “You’re familiar with that thing?” 
 
    “It’s a Bakktu Danav,” she said, her tone instantly settling into a cold and controlled voice that Danica knew all too well. The voice of someone for whom killing came naturally. But for the first time since they’d been forced to fight together, it didn’t fill her with dread. Because, against that thing, she would need a killer by her side. 
 
    Danica knew that if Ishtar was already psyching herself up to fight the monster, then she meant business. Which meant this thing was dangerous. Really dangerous. If the creature could rile up the most vicious killer this side of the galaxy, then they had a tough fight ahead of them. 
 
    “The Bakktu are a rare warrior-like species that love to hunt inferior beings. Or, at least, what they consider inferior beings. They’re big, powerful, and most of all dangerous.” Danica shot Ishtar a sideways glance. “Anything weaker than them is on the menu. Nobody knows where they come from. Some say a distant galaxy. Others say they are nomads that just hunt whatever prey they come across. Regardless, the last time I went up against one it nearly took my life.” 
 
    “Bakktu Danav means Terrible Demon in the ancient tongue,” said Danica, making the statement as more of an aside to bide the time before the announcer gave the go ahead for the gladiatorial bout to begin. 
 
    The televid drones swooped down and buzzed both women and then moved over to get a closer look at the new monster. One of the drones flew too close though, and the Bakktu reached out its massive clawed fingers, caught it in mid-air, palmed it like a child’s ball, and then crushed it. Sparks flew everywhere as the drone crumpled in his clenched fist and smoke rose up from the spaces between his fingers. 
 
    The crowd cheered and the alien beast threw the smoldering husk of the drone onto the ground and then threw out its arms, flared its mandibles, and roared up at the audience. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this,” Danica said as the weapons racks rose up from the ground. Arming themselves, Danica noticed Ishtar do something she’d never done since their time in the gladiatorial arena. She reached over and grabbed a shield from the weapons rack. 
 
    “Make sure you get a couple of those smoke bombs,” Ishtar said, nodding at the clay smoke bombs. The round clay ball had an igniter tab that, much like a more complex grenade, would spark a small flame to set off the smoke bomb. 
 
    Danica didn’t question Ishtar’s advice. She grabbed three of the clay balls which were roughly the size of Dagonian oranges. Dropping them into a small satchel she had fixed to her belt, she turned and picked a couple of the sharpest looking blades off the rack. With her powers, she had a natural shield, so arming herself more heavily than Ishtar gave her a slight offensive advantage. She turned in time to see the Bakktu’s entire body dissolve into thin air. Danica gulped. 
 
    “It turned invisible.” 
 
    “Get ready,” Ishtar said, sword and shield at the ready. 
 
    The announcer’s two snake heads hissed into the shared mic simultaneously. “Let the gamessss begin!” 
 
    A series of loud alpenhorns blew from the tops of the portico of the arena, letting the combatants know it was time, and the crowd rose to their feet with cheers of elation as the penultimate match of this season’s humiliation bout got started. 
 
    Danica knew that if they survived this match, the next one in three days would be the Bull and Swan bout. The grand finale of her and Ishtar’s little drama playing out before a live audience. What would happen to her after that, she couldn’t guess. 
 
    Ishtar shouted, “Down!” and shoved Danica out of the way. A spear, seemingly coming out of nowhere, lodged itself in the dirt where she’d just been standing. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, glancing at the spear and then back at Ishtar. Her partner merely nodded in reply. 
 
    “Use all the smoke bombs,” she said in a low voice, “and I’ll take the creature head on. You flank it from the left and use your forcefield power to knock it off its feet. If we time this right, we’ll be able to take it out in one go.” 
 
    “If we don’t?” Danica asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say failure isn’t an option.” 
 
    Danica nodded. It wasn’t the news she’d hoped for, but after several weeks of fighting, she’d begun to see the appeal Jegra found in the gladiator matches. There was a simplicity to them. A kind of unspoken understanding between warriors that if you fought with honor, you would die with honor. It wasn’t the kind of thing Danica ever expected she’d grow to understand, let alone enjoy, but here she was. Finding herself excited for the challenge. 
 
    “Go! Now!” Ishtar yelled. 
 
    Danica tossed two of the smoke bombs, making sure they landed roughly thirty feet apart. Then she began running. She glanced back to see Ishtar running toward the red and blue smoke that streamed out of the small balls and gradually filled the arena with a purple haze. 
 
    The arena wall to the east provided Danica with some shade. Keeping to the shadows, she ran along the circumference, making sure to keep just out of sight. In the distance she heard Ishtar engage with the creature whose purplish silhouette, like a giant translucent shadow, could be seen in the smoke. 
 
    She turned back in time to see the air waver before her, like a heat mirage, and she dropped and slid, narrowly avoiding the blade that flew over her head. Grinding to a halt in the sand, she quickly rose up, fist full of dirt, and threw the sand out at whatever was standing before her. 
 
    The fine desert sand rained down onto a second form, revealing the outline of another Bakktu. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Danica said. She turned to warn Ishtar and screamed out, “There’s two of them. Ishtar, we need to—” 
 
    Her warning was prematurely cut off when something gripped her neck and choked her throat shut. To her dismay, she felt her feet leave the ground as her body was hoisted into the air. Dropping her two blades, she gripped the wrists of the invisible hands choking her. 
 
    With wild kicks, Danica thrashed and squirmed, but she couldn’t break free. Her eyes turned to see Ishtar impaled with a spear right through her torso. Ishtar shot up into the air, like a skewered fish on the end of a spear fisherman’s harpoon, and the Bakktu’s invisibility cloak gradually dissolved and it reappeared. Hoisting Ishtar high above it, it began laughing in a guttural, throaty voice. 
 
    Almost as soon as the first Bakktu had turned off its invisibility cloak, so too did the one gripping her by the neck. She was a little bit shocked to find a female Bakktu holding her, but there was no doubt about it, it was just as strong and ugly as its male counterpart, but with massive breasts wrapped up in fishnet and armor plating. 
 
    Instead of shells for a bikini top, however, the female wore sculls over hear breasts, and instead of armored underwear, like her male counterpart, she wore a leather loincloth with teeth woven all along the seams, which gave it a jagged and formidable appearance. Strapped to her bracers were two blades that extended outward roughly thirty-five centimeters. If a swipe of her clawed hands didn’t do you in, then her blades certainly would. 
 
    “Let…me…down!” Danica growled, barely able to get the words out. Even though she pried on the Bakktu’s arms, trying to free herself, it was no use. The monster was too strong. 
 
    The female Bakktu just cocked its head, then snorted once and flung her into the arena wall as if she weighed nothing more than a ragdoll. Before crashing into the cement, however, she managed to throw up an energy shield to protect herself. Still, the force of the impact fractured the wall behind her, sending a cobweb-like series of cracks off in every direction. 
 
    She collapsed to the ground, coughing. Even with her energy shield up, the blow was enough to knock the wind out of her and she fell to her hands and knees gasping for air. 
 
    The female Bakktu tossed her dreads and then strolled toward Danica with a more or less feminine gait, the swivel of her hips setting her apart from the male. Other than her walk, her slightly longer tentacle-hair, which ran down to her buttocks, and the massive breasts she had, there was not much else to distinguish her from the male. 
 
    Danica spit out some blood and then rose to her feet. Shaken by the blow, she knew she couldn’t wait for the Bakktu to make its next move, not without taking another bad hit. So, she made sure to get the jump on it. Throwing up another energy shield, she raced forward and rammed into the creature’s thigh. It braced itself and Danica rebounded off of it as though she’d just crashed into the korridium bulkhead of a starship. 
 
    Her ass hit the dirt with a thump and she yelped. Not having the luxury of time to process the pain, she quickly scrambled back on all fours as the Bakktu bore down upon her and took a swing with its double-pronged blades. 
 
    She stretched her neck as far as she could, leaning backward as the blade barely missed slicing through the bridge of her nose. She watched as several strands of loose purple hair fell away, severed by the blade. Scrambling to her feet, she managed to throw up another forcefield in time to block the Bakktu’s follow-up attack. 
 
    Irritated by the interference of the energy shields, the Bakktu roared out in protest and, then, leaning back, it kicked her shield with all its strength. Danica flew up into the air as though she were a child’s kick-ball, and then toppled to the ground again with another bone bruising thud. 
 
    This time she coughed up sand and spit up blood-laced with sand. Wiping her mouth with the back of her right hand, she looked up to see both Bakktu laughing and jeering. They were enjoying this brutality more than any creature should. 
 
    Danica rolled onto her side and glanced over at Ishtar. The male Bakktu swung the spear with Ishtar dangling off the end like a croquet mallet and, tearing the spear out at the height of its pendulum arc, flung her off the end. She hit the wall with wind-stealing force and a splatter of her own blood and crashed to the ground. Groaning from the pain, she forced herself to roll over onto her back and clutched the wound left in her abdomen to try and ease the bleeding. 
 
    “Fucking helios,” she cursed as she lay staring up at the open sky above the arena. It was blue and clear and there was only a trace of white cirrus high in the distance. 
 
    With both Bakktu barreling toward her, Danica used what remaining strength she had to throw up two energy bubbles–one around each Bakktu’s head. 
 
    The audience instantly began booing when they realized she was simply going to suffocate both creatures and end the match. But, to her dismay, the female Bakktu reached up and tore the energy bubble in half, as though it were little more than bubblegum. 
 
    Danica gasped. “Impossible.” That’s when she noticed the korridium plating on their sharp talonesque nails. They had literally welded sharp metal plating to their fingernails so they could cause more damage. They are every bit deserving of their infamous moniker, terrible demons, she thought. 
 
    Both Bakktu were nearly upon her when a spear pierced the male Bakktu’s shoulder. It let out a furious roar that seemed to startle its companion. It tore the spear out and then, in a fit of rage, snapped it in two across its thigh and tossed both pieces to the ground. Turning around, it saw the red-skin woman struggling to stand upright as she clutched her bleeding gut. 
 
    With a roar the male Bakktu leaped up into the air and flew across the arena in a single bound. It landed in front of Ishtar with a startling force, slowly rose up, and flared its mandibles and roared at her. She slowly craned her neck upward and grinned at it with a bloody-toothed smile. 
 
    “Over here, you ugly bitch!” she shouted, drawing the female’s attention back toward her. Waving her arms in the air, she added, “Yeah, you heard me. Ugly. Biya—” 
 
    The female moved so fast that Danica barely even saw it coming. All she knew was that the Bakktu’s fist had embedded itself in her gut and she heard several of her ribs snap. 
 
    A scream rose from the back of her throat but a follow-up punch by the creature’s calloused fist fractured her jaw and sent her straight down into the dirt. 
 
    The female Bakktu raised its foot high and Danica rolled over just in time to see the foot come down on her. She groaned as more ribs fractured inside her chest. 
 
    Desperate to not get stomped into mush, she grabbed the Bakktu’s foot and refused to let go, even as it tried to shake her off. But Danica knew that if she let go, she was done for. All her ribs were broken and another sharp blow could send bone fragments into her lungs and heart. 
 
    Saliva and foul breath flew from the male Bakktu’s mouth and plastered Ishtar’s chest and face. Ignoring her gag reflex, she flooded her system with biochems. A mixture of adrenaline, painkillers, and antibiotics surged into her system. The male Bakktu snorted and then threw a punch. Ishtar caught his fist with her bionic arm, and to their surprise, she stopped it mid-punch. 
 
    As the servos inside her artificial arm whined, Ishtar smiled and then growled through her clenched teeth, “My turn, asshole.” 
 
    Trained in over half a dozen forms of martial arts, Ishtar used the beast’s immense body weight to her advantage and tossed him over her shoulder. He landed with a thud and, without skipping a beat, she leaped into the air. As she came down, her bionic arm crackled with energy and fluidly transformed itself into a blade. With a wet sounding thwack, she buried the blade into the Bakktu’s chest. It howled with pain and flung Ishtar off. 
 
    The male’s pain filled cry momentarily distracted the female, who glanced back at her companion to see what the matter was. This gave Danica the opening she needed. Reaching down into her satchel, she retrieved the last smoke bomb. Using her remaining strength, she smashed it into the female Bakktu’s foot. It ignited with a hiss and smoke began streaming out of the clay ball that was now plastered to the creature’s foot. 
 
    The Bakktu hopped about, trying to shake off the clay bomb, but only managed to disperse blue smoke even further and in a much bigger radius. Using this diversion to her advantage, Danica drew back into the blue haze and unsheathed the swords that were strapped to her back. 
 
    By the time the Bakktu had finally stamped out the smoke bomb, it had lost sight of her. Angry, it roared menacingly at the wall of smoke. 
 
    A flash of silver cut through the blue smoke and a spiraling sword imbedded itself in the female Bakktu’s sternum. Screaming out in pain, the Bakktu reeled back and tore the small blade from her chest. Hot neon-green blood spurted out and the Bakktu flung the blade aside and then, with its clawed hands, began taking wild swipes at the blue smog, hoping to cut down its troublesome opponent. 
 
    Keeping low, she raced around to the side and flanked the Bakktu. As she dashed out into the open, smoke trails curled behind her as she flew into view. The monster barely had time to turn when Danica rammed into the back of its legs with a plow shaped forcefield. 
 
    Both contestants tumbled to the ground. As she hit the dirt alongside the Bakktu, she saw the creature’s twin blades snap under her weight as she threw out her arm to break her fall. Danica knew that her small size and speed were the only things giving her the edge now, and she sprang to her feet as fast as she could. 
 
    While the Bakktu struggled to roll over and push herself up, Danica thrust both of her blades into its back. 
 
    As the creature howled in pain, she bent down and picked up one of the broken blades. The weapon felt massive in her hands and she could barely hoist it up above her head, especially with her broken ribs. But somehow, she managed it. However, just as she got the blade to where she wanted it, her strength failed her, and the weight of the heavy blade became too much for her, and she let the tip fall back to the ground. 
 
    “Gah!” she growled, clutching her busted ribcage with one hand. With a deep grunt, she gave it another go. But, again, the heavy blade crashed back to the ground. “Come on!” she screamed, seeing the Bakktu pushing itself to its feet, her swords sticking out of its back. 
 
    With both hands resting on its knees, the female demon raised its head and looked right at her with those yellow, beady eyes. It flexed its freckled mandible and seemed to grin before letting out a hideous roar. 
 
    “Let me help you with that,” a voice said. 
 
    She looked over to see a bloody Ishtar standing beside her. The red-skinned assassin reached down and, fitting her hands between Danica’s, took up the broken blade. Together, they raised the weapon high, just in time to ram it through the chest of the Bakktu, right between her skull crested breasts. 
 
    The Bakktu gasped in shock as the massive blade passed through her, surprised by the fact that the two insignificant creatures had managed to run it through. Then, staggering back, it gave them a look that was both one of bewilderment and, at the same time, slightly amused. With a blood gurgling chuckle, it spit up neon-green slime and then crashed onto its knees again. Still laughing at its own fate, it fell to the side and landed on the ground with a harsh thud that sent up a swirl of dust. 
 
    Ishtar kicked it in its ribcage just to be sure it was dead. Satisfied, she turned to Danica and nodded. 
 
    That’s when the most stomach-churning, spine-tingling scream they’d ever heard rang out. 
 
    Both women turned to see the male, gripping its wounded chest, standing in the clearing smoke only to see its beloved companion lying dead at the two women’s feet. 
 
    “Move back,” Ishtar said. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    Danica did as asked and watched in awe as Ishtar’s bionic arm crackled and then transformed into an arm mounted blaster-canon. 
 
    The large Bakktu raced over to its fallen companion and knelt down beside her. Putting its hand on her forehead, it wept and let out another deep, bone-chilling wail. A cry of pure misery compounded by heart wrenching sadness. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll be reunited with her soon enough,” Ishtar said, placing her plasma canon against the creature’s ridged forehead. 
 
    It ignored her presence and just sat there, devastated, its heart broken. 
 
    Without hesitating, Ishtar fired a shot through the creature’s thick skull. The plasma blast punched through the Bakktu’s impossibly thick cranial plating and shot out the other side. Grey matter splattered across the arena sands and the male Bakktu slumped forward, a glowing hole piercing its forehead. Thin wisps of white smoke curled up into the air from the smoldering wound and the irritating televid drones swooped down to get a close-up of the grisly scene. 
 
    Ishtar raised her boot and, with a sturdy kick, knocked the Bakktu onto its back so that it could lay down beside its deceased lover, blade protruding from her sternum. 
 
    “May you be reunited in the afterlife,” she said stoically, as the televid drones swiveled around to capture the exhausted faces of the defending champions. 
 
    Still clutching her side, Ishtar looked back at Danica and then started to limp back to the exit. 
 
    Danica looked down at her badly bruised ribs and, realizing she’d broken more than a few, let out a painful sigh. Her breath caught prematurely in her chest, a spike of pain cutting every breath short, and she grunted out the remaining air. Turning slowly, she glanced back one time at the fallen Bakktu and then, realizing she’d just defeated a couple of demons, turned back and limped after Ishtar. 
 
    In three days, she’d either die in the arena fighting for her survival or face a fate worse than death. Because even with her and Ishtar’s powers and abilities, the two of them alone weren’t going to be enough to fend off twelve of the Intergalactic Gladiatorial Syndicate’s best warriors in the Bull and Swan bout. She wasn’t impossibly strong like Jegra. And even with Ishtar’s rage and bloodthirst, they wouldn’t be at their best. The odds were stacked against them, and all she could do was try to mentally fortify herself for what was to come. 
 
    Despite several weeks of grueling matches, she still felt green around the edges. She walked away from every match with more bruises and broken bones than she had the previous one and it was always an uphill battle. Now she understood what it truly meant to be a warrior. It wasn’t issuing orders from the bridge of some fortified starship high in orbit. It was getting your hands dirty. It was fighting for something you believed in. Fighting for your very survival. 
 
    She just wasn’t sure about how much more of it she could endure. Even if, by some miracle, she made it out of the Bull and Swan bout unscathed and alive, what next? What would it take to regain her freedom? 
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    “I hear you’ve been looking for me,” Jegra said, eyeing the prisoner from behind the nano-mesh glass of the security cell. “Well, you found me.” 
 
    Teal eyes gazed back at her and the green-skinned woman stood up and scanned Jegra from head to foot. “You’re taller than I imagined you’d be.” 
 
    “I get that a lot, actually. Most people aren’t accustomed to seeing a six-foot-three female.” Jegra tossed her long brown hair over her shoulder, threw her hand on her hip, and carefully studied the woman who studied her in return. 
 
    The inevitable “sizing up,” as she so aptly referred to it. It was an unspoken greeting among warriors. Gauging one’s opponents’ skills, capabilities, and motives with a simple glance wasn’t a talent that just anyone possessed. It took practice and the right sort of conditioning so one would know precisely what to look for. But if two and a half years in the arena had taught her anything, it was how to read an opponent. 
 
    “One-hundred and ninety-one centimeters? Impressive. I am about one-eighty-six. What are you, two-hundred-twenty pounds?” 
 
    “Two-fifty, actually,” Jegra replied, brushing her hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “One-ninety,” Angellyk answered, brushing her wavy forest-green hair from her eyes. 
 
    Both women stared at each other in silence for a bit and then Jegra spoke. “I hear you’re Raven’s ex-wife.” 
 
    “News gets around fast on this ship.” 
 
    “I’m the Empress,” Jegra said in a stately tone. “If there’s something to know aboard this ship, you’d better bet I’m going to be sure to know it.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, that’s precisely why I’m here. I have a message for you.” 
 
    “Right,” Jegra interjected, waving her hand in the air nonchalantly. “Something about Hastur invading the Commonwealth and me being the only one who can stop him.” 
 
    “It’s more complicated than that,” Angellyk said, her eyes growing serious. “It’s about the prophesy. It’s about your husband, the Emperor, Lord Dakroth.” 
 
    “What about the Lord Emperor?” Jegra stopped fiddling with her hair and quickly matched Angellyk’s level of intensity. Squinting suspiciously, Jegra put her fist to her mouth and cleared her throat. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “The emperor hired me to intercept you. I’m to stop you from returning to Thessalonica at all cost. Even if it means I must kill you.” 
 
    “But…” Jegra said, connecting all the clues to the mystery, “you’re not going to do that.” 
 
    “No. Because what the emperor doesn’t know is that I’m part of an ancient order. I’m a Voroxian Priestess.” 
 
    “Voroxian Priestess?” Jegra echoed. She hadn’t heard of them. 
 
    “It is said, in the prophesy, that H’aaztre has three harbingers of light that will precede his coming. Each one will take the form of one of the Gilded Master’s traits. You’ll have the Warrior which represents his power. The Priestess which represents his devotion. And the Destroyer which represents his vision. It is their mission to open the breach from their universe into ours. The Order of Vorox intends to keep that portal shut at all costs.” 
 
    “How come I’ve never heard of your order…of Vorox…until now?” 
 
    “Because, we are considered a heretical order by the Nyctans. We are the female Knights of Caelum. The first of us being Lady Vorox Amadeen. And it was Lady Amadeen’s belief that the Nyctans had misinterpreted the sacred texts. She felt the ancient scribes had mistranslated certain passages in the Enchiridion more than seven thousand years ago and believed Hastur wasn’t a benevolent being who’d destroy and rebuild the world in his image, but was merely a being of pure destruction. For this she was martyred. Burned at the stake in a barbaric display for all to see what happened to heretics.” 
 
    “The Knights allow women now. I should know, they inducted me into their ranks.” 
 
    “Not precisely,” Angellyk said, rubbing her chin. “They promoted you to the position of head emissary. It’s the only position, beside the oracle, that a female can hold within the Knighthood. Then they just bent a few of their own rules, given that you were an outsider and an alien. But, as the saying goes, the enemy of my enemy...” 
 
    “What’s any of this have to do with Dakroth?” 
 
    “Dakroth intends to help the administratrix bring the prophecy to fruition. As we speak, they are undertaking the sacred ritual of coitus clavis aurea, also known as the ritual of the Chosen One.” 
 
    “Wait a nano-second, does coitus in this context mean what I think it means?” 
 
    “Yes,” Angellyk replied in all seriousness. “They are creating a half-breed. If deemed worthy by the Carcosan virgins, he will be prepared as the vessel for the coming God. If not, the offspring will be sacrificed to Hastur, as an offering. And then the priestess will have to wait another hundred years before trying again. If this sacrifice happens, though, the breach will open and the first of the emissaries will come into our universe.” 
 
    “Then what?” Jegra asked, rubbing her chin as she mulled over the shocking details that Angellyk had shared with her. 
 
    “Then we go to war. For the fate of the galaxy.” 
 
    “How do I know I can trust anything you say? You’ve already admitted that you came here under false pretenses. Now you just want me to accept everything you have to say?” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to believe me or even trust me, for that matter. But I know of someone whom you’d believe and trust implicitly.” 
 
    “Raven,” Jegra whispered, having guessed the answer. 
 
    “Precisely. And Raven will be the first to tell you; I cannot lie. I suffered a brain injury, an old battle wound from a long time ago, that scarred my brain in such a way that telling falsehoods is impossible for me. I am only able to tell the brutal truth.” 
 
    “How do I know you didn’t have yourself modded so as to fix the problem?” 
 
    “Because,” she said with a slight grin, “Raven was there when I was diagnosed. The amount of surgery required to chip me was too invasive, life threatening. I could have taken that risk, but I’d much rather live with a small inconvenience than lose my life simply to be chipped.” 
 
    Jegra stood taking it all in and then nodded silently to herself. After another moment, she finally said, “Naturally, I’ll have to confirm all this. Until then, just chill out here.” 
 
    Angellyk backed away from the glass and gestured with a shrug that seemed to say “you gotta do what you gotta do.” She took a seat on the bench in her cell and crossed her legs, bopping her leg up and down on one knee. 
 
    Jegra quickly exited the brig and stormed up the corridor. She marched all the way to the airlock and quickly stepped into the connecting bridge between her ship and the Skywend. 
 
    The door to the Skywend was open with a dozen or so cables and various assortment of cords running from the Shard, down the corridor, into the docking arm, and over the lip of the Skywend’s airlock and then down various corridors inside the ship. 
 
    Jegra ducked under the bulkhead and took a hard right toward the engine room where she knew Raven would be. Entering the engineering room, she scanned the interior for the captain and found her under a large, partially dismantled, conduit. She had on a welding helmet and was sending sparks everywhere with a bright plasma torch. 
 
    “Need a hand?” Jegra asked. 
 
    Raven finished welding whatever it was she was welding and then slid out from under the conduit. Flipping up the visor of her welding helmet she looked up at Jegra. 
 
    “I’m good. But by the expression on your face…” 
 
    “I just had a talk with your ex.” 
 
    “That bad, huh?” 
 
    “Actually, she wouldn’t shut up about the prophesy and some secret order called the Voroxians. She says she’s a High Priestess of the Voroxian Order and a Knight of Caelum. She sounds outright delusional, but then swears up and down that she can’t tell a lie. So, which is it? Is she telling the truth or is your ex-wife batshit insane?” 
 
    “Although I’d love to claim the latter, the truth is,” Raven let out a deep sigh, “she’s telling the truth. It’s one of the reasons we didn’t work out so well. She was caught up in her religious faith and I just wasn’t all that religious. Still, we had our moment. Brief though it was.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” Jegra turned to the side and gazed off at some blinking lights on a control panel and got lost in thought. 
 
    Raven stowed the torch, slipped off the welding helmet, and stood up. She had dirt and grease stains all over her and wore a medium gray tank top that sported sweat stains. 
 
    “If you want I could go have a talk with her and handle the situation. Maybe try to reason with her.” 
 
    “No,” Jegra said in a soft tone, still deep in thought. “I don’t want to cause any unnecessary friction between you two. I’ll deal with Angellyk when the time is right. There are more pressing matters at the moment that may need our attention. Danica is going to be in for the fight of her life in three days and I intend to intervene before anything bad happens to her.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Raven said, letting out a disappointed huff. 
 
    “I’m afraid that waiting for you to make all the necessary repairs will take too long. I want to be on our way by O-seven hundred.” 
 
    “That only gives me about ten hours to get her up and running.” 
 
    “Can you do it in that amount of time?” 
 
    Raven mulled it over for a moment, grabbing her elbow with one hand and her chin with her other. “If I keep my crew working around the clock and I borrow two from your team, then, yes. It’s doable.” 
 
    “Great,” Jegra said, smiling. “I’ll have Captain Blackstar send over two of our best engineers.” 
 
    “Just one thing,” Raven added at the last minute just as Jegra was about to leave. “I’m afraid I’ll need to take a raincheck on our wrestling match.” 
 
    “Oh, you were serious about that? I thought we were just…” 
 
    “Thought we were what, exactly?” Raven batted her eyes at Jegra, deliberately giving her an inquisitive look that imitated the innocence of a small child. 
 
    “I thought we were flirting. Kinda.” Growing self-conscious, she hemmed and hawed, swaying nervously as she held one arm and shot Raven a guilty look. “I mean, I thought you were just teasing me about that. You already know I’m as much into women as I am men and that I like to mess around more than your average girl.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Raven said, smiling affectionately. “And if you weren’t the empress, I’d be inclined to maybe ask you out for a drink.” 
 
    Jegra grew even more self-conscious, which was out of character for her, but around Raven, she simply didn’t know how to conduct herself. “Why am I so nervous right now?” Jegra asked out loud. Raven shrugged, still smiling at her. Feeling that it was awfully hot in the room, Jegra bent her arms and raised her elbows and checked her armpits. “And I’m sweating.” 
 
    Raven laughed. “Just relax. We’re friends first. That’ll never change. But I know what you mean. It’s like flirting with someone you’ve had a secret crush on for ages but then, once you get the chance to be alone together, it feels like…” 
 
    “It feels like making sexual advances toward your sister,” Jegra added, finishing Raven’s sentence for her. 
 
    “Right,” she replied. “That’s exactly what it’s like. It would be like hitting on your own sister. Not me, though. I’m not a big perv like you.” Raven held her serious face as long as she could but then, unable to hold it back any longer, cracked a smile. 
 
    “Oh, you little…” Jegra replied with a laugh. “If we weren’t such good friends,” she said, waving a playful finger at Raven, “I’d totally slap you right now.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Raven teased back, “I might like that.” 
 
    Jegra gulped. “Seriously, what’s gotten into you?” 
 
    Raven laughed again. “I have no idea. It’s just been ages since I have felt this comfortable around someone.” Looking into Jegra’s eyes, she added, “But I’m glad it’s with you.” 
 
    “Me too,” Jegra answered. After an awkward pause, she thumbed over her shoulder, and said, “Alright. I best be getting back to it. I’ll send over those engineers asap.” 
 
    “I’ll be right here,” Raven said, returning to her stripped-down power conduit and picking up her welding torch. As she bent down, she thrust her hips out in such a way that Jegra couldn’t be sure she wasn’t doing it on purpose or if Jegra was recognizing for the first time how beautiful Raven truly was. Admittedly, she’d been so preoccupied by other matters that she’d never paused to take a good look at the woman. Raven was just sort of the friend who came and went at her leisure, and that had always suited Jegra just fine. Now, she seemed to occupy a special place in Jegra’s mind. 
 
    Jegra looked back one last time, hoping maybe Raven would glance back over her shoulder too, but instead of loitering about like a love-struck vole, she decided to shelve it for later and hurried out of the engineering bay and back up the corridor to the airlock that conjoined their two ships. 
 
    “Empress!” Skuld’s voice chirped as she rushed past an open door that led to the mess hall. 
 
    “Can’t talk now, Skuld. Got important business.” 
 
    “Righteo!” he shouted back, seeing as she was already out of sight. 
 
    She felt bad for ditching him like that. Skuld was one of the few friends she knew she could trust with her life. But time was of the essence and, as much as she’d like to catch up with him, they were working against the clock. 
 
    It only took her a few minutes to make her way to the bridge, and ducking under the bulkhead she stepped onto the command deck of the Shard. 
 
    “Her Royal Eminence on deck!” an officer shouted. 
 
    Lianica looked up and turned to see Jegra. Standing to greet the empress, she asked, “What is it?” 
 
    “We’ve got a lot of work to do,” Jegra answered. “And not enough time to do it in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in the prison cell aboard the Shard, Angellyk hummed a hymn she’d learned as a child, when a voice called out, “So, what do you think? Is she the savior the holy texts speak of? Is she the Daughter of Sol?” 
 
    Angellyk stopped mid-hum and slowly rose to her feet. “Who’s there?” Walking up to the glass, she cupped her hands and peered out into the room and scanned the adjoining prison cells. Finally, she saw another like her–a Bre’lal woman. But unlike her, she was quite fetching. She had super-model looks and eyes that burned with a deep-seated passion that Angellyk instantly recognized. 
 
    “Onelle? Onelle Agnar? What in the bleedin’ galaxy are you doing here?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. But, to summarize, I tried to kill the empress.” 
 
    “What?! Why would you do that?” 
 
    “I had a parasite. Or so they tell me. But just to be sure it was the parasite talking and wasn’t me, I’m back here. Waiting for the test results of my neuro-scan.” She motioned to her cell as if she were giving a grand tour of the place. 
 
    “Makes sense. You can’t just go around assassinating the Empress of the Dagon Empire and not expect to find yourself in prison.” 
 
    “So I’ve learned. But enough about me. What brings you here, Angie?” 
 
    Angellyk snorted as she laughed. Hardly anyone but Raven and her mother called her Angie. “Oh, I was ordered to kill the empress. But I decided to warn her instead. After all, I think my ex has a thing for her. And if I killed her Raven would never forgive me. So, here I am. Talking to you.” 
 
    “That’s funny,” Onelle said, a soft nasally sounding chortle rising up from her throat. 
 
    “Why’s that funny?” 
 
    “We’re both in here for essentially the same crime.” 
 
    “I guess we are,” Angellyk answered. 
 
    “So, what do you think she’ll do with us?” 
 
    “You mean other than collecting enough green skins to start her own brothel?” 
 
    Onelle smiled amusedly. Her species prided themselves of their monopoly on the sex trade. Angellyk’s implication was that Jegra was honorable, and therefore would let them continue in a profession they both honored and respected. 
 
    But, at the same time, it implied Jegra would have some small degree of power over them. Maybe not as slaves, per se, but as business associates. Not that it would necessarily be a bad thing to get in bed with the empress. Onelle could think of two dozen ways that allying herself with the Empress of the Dagon Empire could greatly benefit her and her enterprise. 
 
    “Yes, other than that,” she replied with a laugh. 
 
    “I have no idea. But if I had to venture a guess…” Angellyk paused and then shook it out of her mind. “Nah.” 
 
    Angellyk looked at Onelle across the room and smiled. She waited patiently as Onelle formed her thoughts into words. 
 
    “It’s just that Jegra always does the unexpected. I can never get a read on her. And believe me, I’ve tried. Now, I’m beginning to see what my sister, Abby, actually saw in her. She’s virtually a goddess. Something our people worship with great reverence. To be in her presence is to be…” 
 
    “Is to be reminded of our mission in life. To uphold the principles of the Goddess, to never surrender our will to man, and to love the world as Mother Nature, in her great wisdom, so loved the world.” 
 
    “Yes,” Onelle replied, taking a seat on her cot. “But I’m afraid the damage is done. If I’m lucky, she’ll leave me on some junk heap of an asteroid mining facility and be done with me.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Angellyk said, tossing her hair. “The empress seems to be the most compassionate ruler to have ever sat on the throne. If you make amends for your crimes, she will most likely forgive and forget.” 
 
    “And if she doesn’t?” 
 
    “Be content knowing that you at least tried to be a good person.” 
 
    “You sound like Raven,” she said, narrowing her eyes at Angellyk. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she retorted. 
 
    Onelle nodded and then sat back and lost herself in her thoughts. Across the room, Angellyk sprawled out on her cot and threw her arm over her brow, using it to block out the bright lights of the holding cell and maybe get a little shut eye. 
 
    “See you in the morning,” Angellyk said, her arm still covering her eyes to block out the light. 
 
    “Yup,” Onelle said. She too stretched out across her cot and, almost as soon as her head had hit the strangely comfortable bean-pillow, the lights dimmed to sleep mode. Yawing, she added, “See you in the morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    33 
 
    Dakroth raised his arms toward the upper echelons of the stadium and, standing in place, slowly turned in a half-circle as he scanned the myriad of cheering faces gazing down at him from high up in the stands. The golden epaulettes on his white uniform, along with the floral embroidered cuffs on his sleeves, glinted in the light and he motioned for the throng to quiet down so that he might announce the start of the final, and much awaited, match of the three-week long humiliation bout. 
 
    The stadium was teeming with aliens from all across the Commonwealth. Species who’d traversed half the galaxy to come watch the fight of the century as the televid previews had described it. After a moment, a hush fell over the crowd and Dakroth lowered his hands and stepped up to the edge of his royal balcony. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Dakroth announced from his private booth, which overlooked the sands of the arena, “the moment you’ve been waiting for has finally arrived. Three long days since we last saw our harrowing vixens, who fought with valor and spilled blood, both their own and that of their rivals, on this very field. Well, tonight, I present to you the ultimate in humiliation battle royals–the Bull and Swan bout!” 
 
    The entire amphitheater shook with the uproarious cheers of the masses. Dakroth raised his hands again and basked in the euphoric energy of the crowd. Smiling up at the televid drones to show that he wasn’t above the celebratory saturnalia of the people, he waited for the throng to simmer down to a steady murmur, like the rushing sound of a river, and then cleared his throat and continued with his speech. 
 
    Glancing up at the sky, he saw two flashes and knew exactly what it meant. The Shard and the Skywend had arrived. The empress had returned home. And just in time to watch her beloved girlfriend, Danica Valencia, be torn to shreds by the most bloodthirsty brutes he could find this side of the galaxy. A crooked grin spread across his blue face, and he slowly turned his attention back to the opening ceremony of the games. 
 
    “Hear me! Hear me! Ladies, gentlemen, and species from every corner of the Commonwealth, I have a special surprise in store for you this fine day. But first, let’s introduce our contestants!” 
 
    Loud cheers drowned him out and he gestured for the crowd to simmer down before continuing. 
 
    “Twelve of the top ranked gladiators from all across the Commonwealth will face off with the infamous traitor, Cassera Van Danica Amelorak,” Dakroth informed the crowed, pausing as the stadium erupted with upset jeers, hisses, and booing. Speaking more loudly to compensate for the added noise, he continued, “And fighting to regain her honor after a most terrible disgrace, the blood-thirsty assassin of a thousand stars, Ishtar Bantu!” 
 
    Unlike Danica, Ishtar’s name was met with a mix of praise and condemnation, but nothing nearly as damning as Danica had received. 
 
    And while Danica was universally despised, due to the narrative that Dakroth had expertly woven, which painted her as a wretched traitor, it wasn’t clear if the naysayers were booing Ishtar because of her relationship to Danica or for some other reason. Regardless, the Emperor had the plebeians eating out of his hand and was quite confident he’d break all previous ratings records with this year’s humiliation bout. 
 
    The Lord Emperor smiled wide and raised his hands, motioning for the crowd to settle down again. Once they complied, he fanned his hand across the arena and gestured toward the large southern gate, drawing the audience’s attention to the entrance and location of the soon to be arriving gladiators. 
 
    A loud clunk followed by a rattling of chains filled the arena as the massive portcullis to the south gate began to rise. The gate led to an antechamber where the chariots and larger beasts would be prepped and stored until it was time to enter the main bout. But this time, only a small group of twelve, battle-worn and fearsome warriors ambled out of the shadows and onto the blistering orange sands. 
 
    As the group of warriors made their way toward the center of the arena, the faint sound of music came on the stadium’s speaker system and then gradually began to swell into a rousingly heroic anthem that heralded the mighty gladiators. 
 
    Deep down, in his bones, the Lord Emperor knew this was truly going to be the fight of the century. It was his genius that so expertly turned Danica’s betrayal of him into a betrayal of the empire. In his desire to see her destroyed, he’d figured out a way to bring the masses onto his side and unite them in their hate against the traitor. 
 
    And it was, he, the great Rhadamanthus Dakroth, reigning Emperor Supreme, who would go down in history as the emperor who gave the galaxy the best gladiator spectacle in the entire seven-hundred-year history of the games. 
 
    On the field, twelve warriors, all of varying species, strode out to the central location as one massive group and stopped to bow before the emperor. They looked more like an eccentric mix of elite swords for hire, than simple gladiators, but that’s because they were armed to the teeth with every imaginable weapon that wasn’t a blaster. 
 
    There were the incestuous Twins of Regolus, Apex and Pallis, glamorous Bre’lal brother and sister who made inappropriate and lascivious displays of affection toward one another during their matches. Not only that, but they boldly promoted the fact and had even released a top-selling smut video, proving themselves as debauched as the rumors had claimed. 
 
    Both were lean, with muscles as tight as rope that wove through their tall, wiry frames. Both green-skins had korridium scimitars and long, flowing forest green hair that floated about their shoulders as they danced about like acrobats, twirling their blades in a fanciful manner that seemed to mesmerize the audience. 
 
    After the twins came the Dragonian lizard man, Kegon the Fearsome, who was notorious for sinking his serrated teeth into the flesh of his victims as he tore their meat from their limbs. He always shredded the right shoulder off first, a signature move that maimed his opponents so badly they usually needed to amputate their mutilated limb; occasionally replacing it with a robotic prothesis. Assuming they survived the vicious mauling at all, that is. 
 
    Four battle droids equipped with various attachments; massive chain saws, heavy-duty bolt pistols, and electric prongs, marched in formation to the cheers of the spectators. Of all the contestants, they seemed the most out of place since they barely had a blemish anywhere between them. They were the top of the line X4 battle droids, courtesy of the Intergalactic Gladiatorial Syndicate, and looked as though they had come right off the assembly line. 
 
    If their software was up to date, they could prove more than effective on the battlefield, giving even the most veteran fighter a run for his money. Not much could slow these battle droids down, even if they were relegated to using the simple tools of bludgeoning. 
 
    As if on cue, two Salamandarian women strutted to the center of the arena, one a reddish-orange skin and the other green with azure markings running along the length of both sides of her body. Each of them wore thick leather armor and had countless straps with blades, battle axes, and swords fastened to their voluptuous bodies. One girl had a large shield across her back with a small crescent shape at the bottom that allowed room for her tail to poke out, whereas the green-blue Salamandarian girl had only half a tail, due to battle damage, but had fixed a spiked ball, like a morning star, to the end of it to compensate. 
 
    Next in the procession was a rather peculiar duo that stood out among all the rest. One large rock-man of unknown origin and his side-kick, a small Galliforn satyr of black and brown markings and only one horn, the other filed down to nothing, who went by the name Angor. 
 
    Angor only had one good eye, the right eye. An eyepatch covered the other, but had a laser sight built into it, which, given his choice of weapon, a crossbow and quiver of arrows slung across his back, made all the more sense. His rock-man companion, meanwhile, was threadbare, covering only enough of his body to maintain his modesty; his stone body was armor enough for anything that could be thrown at him in the arena. 
 
    Finally, standing at a massive twelve feet tall, was a colossal Bakktu with scars threading nearly every aspect of his body. This particular Bakktu was the current reigning champion, Niktor Ektan, and he flared his four crab-leg-esque mandibles and chomped at the open air with a menacing second jaw of filed teeth underneath. 
 
    His beady yellow eyes flitted left and then right as he swung his tentacle-like dreadlocks from side to side. He threw out his powerful clawed hands and roared. Saliva flew out of his mouth as he let loose a resounding battle cry. Raising his double-sided battle-axe above his head, a weapon that would be impossible for anything weaker than the towering brute to pick up, let alone wield skillfully, he paraded about the center of the arena. The other members of the group made way for him as he paraded about, and the crowd chanted Ektan! Ektan! Ektan! 
 
    The emperor knew that any one of these warriors would be a challenge for Jegra, let alone a lesser warrior like Danica, which is why he had hand selected them. But more importantly, perhaps, was their sociopathic tendencies and penchant for violence. After all, Dakroth wanted cold-blooded killers, barbarians, and thugs, not morally righteous heroes. 
 
    Turning around slowly, the Lord Emperor put his hands behind his back and looked down at the group of warriors from his high perch in the stands. They all knelt before him, bowing their heads reverently in humble submission, even the formidable Bakktu, Niktor Ektan. 
 
    “Rise my fearsome warriors!” Dakroth said, motioning for them to rise up and prepare themselves for battle with a wave of his hand. 
 
    As he turned around, he shot Ishtar a look that said, you know what to do, and then, waving to the audience one last time, he bid them adieu just as a yellow beam came down from the sky and transported him to his ship. 
 
    “Dagie-poo,” an overly sweet-sounding voice said as soon as Dakroth had fully materialized aboard his ship. He turned to find Jegra standing off to the side of the transporter platform smirking at him with that obstinate grin of hers. She wore her Knights of Caelum armor and cracked her knuckles. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked brusquely, confounded as to why she’d visit him here and now, while the match was under way down below in Arena City. 
 
    Jegra moved so fast that Dakroth didn’t even have time to defend himself. Her fist impacted the side of his jaw with a loud crack and the emperor crumpled to the ground, completely unconscious. A perfect K.O. 
 
    “That was for Danica,” she said, stepping over the Emperor’s unconscious body. Reaching over the console, she quickly typed in the transport coordinates. Hitting the delay timer, she hurried over to the center of the transport platform and took in a deep breath. She still wasn’t certain dematerialization and matter reassembly was perfectly safe and it gave her butterflies in her stomach every time she did it, which is why she avoided it as much as humanly possible. 
 
    In a flash of yellow light, Jegra materialized on the battlefield to see Danica and Ishtar fighting valiantly to fend off a fleet of attackers. They kept themselves moving, never stopping long enough for any one fighter to get the upper hand on them, but at this rate they were bound to wear themselves out before any of their opponents were taken out of commission. 
 
    If she exhausted herself before the real fight began, then there would be no avoiding the hungry wolves that descended upon her, all of them just as bloodthirsty as the next. Knowing Dakroth, she knew he had likely seen to it that Danica wouldn’t make it out of this match alive, no matter how well she fought. As such, she needed to act, and fast. After all, she wasn’t simply going to stand idly by and let her best friend in the whole galaxy be raped and murdered for spectacle. Not on her watch. Not while she was the empress of the whole goddamned mother-fucking galaxy. 
 
    Drawing out her plasma sword, she ignited it. The blade hummed to life and glowed bright orange and then, gradually grew hotter and hotter until, finally, it became a blinding hot white. 
 
    The resonant hum of its plasma core drew the attention of the other combatants as well as the crowd. When they all saw who the unannounced contestant was standing on the opposite end of the field, a reverent silence settled across the arena. 
 
    The two-headed serpentine announcer from Thermicron 5, the snake-planet, cleared his throats and, then, with the excitement of a fanboy who, like the rest of the audience, was taken entirely off-guard by the empress’s surprise appearance, hollered a most feverish declaration into the mic. “Ladies and gentlemen! We have ourselves a surprise entry. I present to you, her royal majesty, Jegra the Merciless! Jegra the Undefeated!! The Imperatrix of the Galaxy!!!” 
 
    She looked over at her lambskin bikini-clad girlfriend and saw a profound sense of relief on Danica’s face when their gazes met. Jegra merely nodded, as if to say, I’ve got your back, and the stadium erupted with such adoration that they shook the rafters. 
 
    Beyond the city gates, the sand dunes rippled with small waves caused by the uproarious sounds of cheering that emanated from the stadium. The noise-induced undulations caused the thirty-foot-long sand worms, the girth of anacondas, which usually drifted about the outskirts of the city where the sand was soft and where prey was easiest to catch, to be sent into a frenzied writhing. 
 
    “Was this part of the deal?” Angor asked, raising an eyebrow as he glanced curiously at the others. But he was only met with uncertain shrugs. 
 
    Nobody knew whether Jegra’s arrival had been planned all along or not but, either way, he wasn’t going to let that distract from his mission of killing the traitor and reaping the rewards. Getting the chance to defeat the former reigning champion was just a bonus. Shrugging, he raised his crossbow and took aim. 
 
    The korridium tipped, armor-piercing arrow whistled through the air as it flew across the empty space between him and Jegra. But to his astonishment, she reached out and caught the arrow in her hand without so much as batting an eyelid and, then, with a resounding crunch, snapped it like a dry twig. 
 
    “Fine,” the satyr said in a disgruntled tone, “You take her down, instead.” He thrust his chin in the direction of the empress, and his companion, the rock monster, threw up his arms and bellowed out with a voice so tremendous everyone winced from the sheer volume of it. 
 
    The ground shook as the rock monster stormed across the arena, lumbering along on his fists and front arms like a gorilla. Leaping up into the air several meters before his target, the beast brought his massive stone fists down onto Jegra with bone crushing force. The blow was so powerful it sent out a kickback of dust and sand that engulfed both warriors. 
 
    Another silence came across the arena as the fate of the empress was uncertain. The audience waited with bated breath for the cloud of dust to settle while the other warriors cautiously circled about, keeping their eyes fixed on the plume of dust. As the haze finally thinned to reveal Jegra, holding the rock-man’s fists at bay with the flat part of her plasma sword, the whole stadium erupted into cheers. 
 
    [*Suit fully charged,*] a female voice cooed. The rock creature looked down at Jegra and cocked its head in a curious sideways manner. Jegra merely grinned up at him and then winked. 
 
    Her gauntleted fist punched straight through her opponent’s chest with the piercing force of a rail-gun. Debris exploded out of his back and sprayed the other contestants, forcing them to throw up their hands and deflect the incoming fragments of rock and pebble. The monstrosity yowled in pain as Jegra tore her fist back out of its torso, leaving only a gaping hole. Through the hole in the rock-man’s chest, Jegra could see the shocked face of his partner, Angor, whose mouth hung open in dumbfounded awe. 
 
    The rock monster sank to its knees, clutching its chest-wound and gradually looked up at Jegra with the pathetic expression of a creature not accustomed to being the underdog. Unable to feel sorry for it, she thrust an armored boot right into its torso. The monster toppled to the ground and reached up with one hand as if to plead for mercy. Igniting her plasma blade, Jegra ignored it and with a bit of showmanship, spun around once, flaming sword crackling through the air, and then drove her blade clean through the creature’s head and down through its sternum, cleaving him in two. 
 
    Jegra turned back to face the group of warriors and motioned with a wave of her hand for them to come at her. “My dance card is all freed up. Who’s next?” 
 
    The battle droids all turned in formation, and fanned out, forming a perimeter around the empress and then began to slowly close in. Flanking her from all sides, they each took cheap shots at her, hoping to throw off her defense. Luckily, Jegra’s armor protected her from the brunt of their attacks and, not waiting for one of the bots to get off a lucky shot, she twirled around, her plasma blade sparking and buzzing as it cut through armor plated bodies like a row of sushi. 
 
    A thin orange line spread across the chest-plating of all four robots. Jegra, poised in a crouch, sword extended like a samurai, looked over her shoulder at the robots to find each of them glancing down at the thin molten line stretching across their expurgated torsos. As if on cue, each battle droid abruptly exploded in a daisy chain of fiery destruction. 
 
    One after another went up in smoke and, one after another, their scorched and burning armor collapsed to the ground. A subtle yet distinctly satisfied grin spread across Jegra’s lips and, after a twirl of her blade, she swiveled around and faced the remaining gladiators, shooting them a rather unimpressed look. 
 
    “I missed you!” Danica shouted above the din of the fighting and the chaos. 
 
    “I missed you too,” Jegra shouted back, to the enthusiastic cheers of the audience. 
 
    “Why don’t you two get a room,” Ishtar grumbled, rolling her eyes at the public pronouncements of affection.  
 
    The two Salamandarian women, not particularly interested in taking on the undefeated champion of the arena, quickly turned their attention to Danica and Ishtar. The large Dragonian, Kegon, joined them in their attack. As the battle split into two groups, this opened up a window for the Twins of Regolus and the giant Bakktu, Niktor Ektan, to charge Jegra. 
 
    Not wasting a second, Jegra raced to meet them head on. As they darted across the hot sand, she glimpsed out of the corner of her eye the satyr, Angor. He dropped to his knees beside his slain friend and began weeping. 
 
    The twins, being lean and quick, were the first to reach Jegra. To their surprise, she leaped over them, tucked into a ball, and hit the ground rolling. Crashing into the legs of the giant Bakktu, she pummeled into him like a bowling ball crashing into pins. The Bakktu flipped head over heels and then bit the dirt. Hard. 
 
    Before it could even push its bulky mass all the way back to its feet, Jegra manifested behind it with startling speed, and raised her armor-plated boot. The Bakktu slowly turned its head just in time to eat a face full of Jegra’s metal-clad foot and collapsed back to the ground. Coughing up sand, it tried getting back up. 
 
    Ektan was clumsy on the ground, and Jegra knew that if she let him get back onto his feet he’d tear her limb from limb, so the trick was to keep knocking him off balance. And it was working. As he rose to his hands and knees, she twisted about with a low, spinning sweep kick and took him down again. Ektan roared out in frustration and pounded his fists on the ground. Realizing he wasn’t getting anywhere fast, he started to roll away, the first defensive tactic he’d had to use the entire time he’d been champion. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” Jegra said in a hushed tone as she watched Ektan roll away from her. Leaping into the air, she calculated her trajectory and thrust out her right leg. Coming down like a missile, she stomped Ektan’s head into the ground, his skull crushing under her boot and instantly turning to mush. 
 
    Ektan’s brains squished under the weight of Jegra’s foot like a juicy cockroach, the gory contents splattering everywhere. A communal “Eww” rose through the crowd and quickly turned into an enthralled “Ooh.” 
 
    The minute the televid drones swooped down to get a close-up of the gory aftermath to throw up onto the giant stadium monitors, more cheers erupted, celebrating Jegra’s swift victory over the current reigning champion. 
 
    “Jegra! We love you!” one of the green-skinned women shouted from the stands. She jumped up and down excitedly, her supple breasts bouncing in defiance of gravity, and blew a kiss at Jegra. 
 
    A drone swooped down and zoomed in on Jegra to catch her response, starting with the glistening lines of sweat trickling down the bulge of her breasts and into her cleavage, then slowly panning up to reveal the confident grin on her full lips. 
 
    She made a “V” with her fingers, spreading them wide, and then licked at the gap, performing a mock cunnilingus in response to the woman’s shouts of admiration. She then pointed her finger up at the woman, singling her out of the crowd as the lucky recipient of her affection. 
 
    The young woman screamed out, barely able to believe that the great Jegra Alakandra, the Empress herself, had recognized her at all. In her excitement, she pulled up her ragged shirt and flashed her large breasts at the empress. 
 
    In the old days, Jegra would have likely invited that girl down to her personal chambers after the match to make good on her promise. But even though the times had changed, Jegra still knew how to keep the audience eating out of her palm. 
 
    It was all part of the show, after all. The show that Dakroth had rigged to make himself popular by association to the champions he groomed. And when they no longer served his purpose, he got rid of them. Replaced them with something new. Something fresh. And he only ever brought back old champions if he was certain it would garner him ratings. 
 
    If fact, it was clear to her now, that the only reason Abethca had entered her life was because Dakroth had willed it. But when Jegra’s affections shifted to Abethca and not Dakroth, he had handled the situation like he always handled an unfavorable situation—by killing whatever or whoever was standing in his way. 
 
    And, now, the simple-minded asshat was trying to pull the same old shit with Danica. Something which infuriated Jegra to her very core and filled her with a burning rage she didn’t know she possessed. 
 
    “No,” she muttered under her breath, slowly turning to face the remaining combatants. “You won’t beat me.” Not again. Not this time. 
 
    With Ektan out of the picture, it was anyone’s game. Fame and fortune favored the brave. At least, anyone brave enough to try and take on Jegra. 
 
    The opportunity presenting itself, the twins charged forward, weapons drawn. They leaped, twirled, and flipped about with such acrobatic frenzy that Jegra had a hard time keeping track of them. Out of nowhere a foot kicked Jegra’s sword from her hands and the blade lodged itself into the sand a safe distance from their current position. 
 
    The plasma melted the sand to glass around it before the automated shutoff engaged. As it cooled and solidified, however, it became impossible for Jegra to tear it out without getting a firm hold on it and putting her back into it. It would have to wait. Giving up on the blade for now, she turned her attention back to the female twin who raced toward her with a bloodthirsty glint in her eye. 
 
    Not holding back, Jegra threw back her arm, her fist locking just behind her head, and held it. At the right instant, she let loose. Her fist cut through the air with the force of a cannonball, but the green girl skidded to a halt and, reversing direction at the last possible second, and did a back handspring out of the way, narrowly avoiding Jegra’s attack. 
 
    Astonished that the girl could evade her so easily, not something many could do, Jegra lunged forward with a spinning back hand swipe. But, again, the agile girl bounced out of the way, effortlessly evading Jegra’s follow-up attack. At the same time, the girl’s brother joined the tango they had going on, and flanked Jegra from the side. She pivoted and threw out another spinning backhand. But he too cartwheeled out of the way as though he were as light as a feather. 
 
    “Would you two damn pixies hold still!” Jegra barked, annoyed by their prancing about like a couple of woodland fairies. She was accustomed to brawlers. Not ballet dancers. 
 
    “You weren’t a part of the deal,” the male Bre’lal said accusingly, pointing his blade at Jegra. He and his sister circled her, never stopping long enough for Jegra to get a good fix on them. 
 
    Confused, Jegra lowered her fists and asked, “What deal? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The deal…” the female twin replied from behind Jegra’s shoulder, “was to help the red one kill the traitor.” 
 
    “You mean Danica?” 
 
    “But you’re obviously here to prevent us from doing that. The Lord Emperor won’t be very pleased with you.” 
 
    “The Lord Emperor only cares about his precious ratings,” Jegra answered, glaring at the young man. “You’d best remember that, because he’ll flip on you the moment a more attractive offer presents itself.” 
 
    “In that case, you just gave him a win in that department, sister,” the female twin snarled. 
 
    There was a long stare-down between the two of them and then Jegra snickered. “The fight isn’t over yet,” Jegra replied, her subtle sneer widening into a full-sized grin. 
 
    Both women charged one another while letting loose their best battle cries. Jegra thrust a flat palm forward, her fingers stiffer than a board as they cut through the air. She hit the green-skin squarely in her abdomen, and the girl folded like paper and crumpled to the ground. 
 
    Momentarily stunned, and wheezing as the wind rushed out of her lungs, the Bre’lal girl barely had time to roll out of the way to avoid Jegra’s follow-up knee attack. 
 
    As she rolled away, her brother leapt up over her and did a spinning roundhouse kick right into Jegra’s bulky armor. Thrown off balance, Jegra fell backward and sent up a small dust cloud as her heavily armored body crashed to the arena floor. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the green-skin girl flipped back up onto her feet and, with a fanciful twirling of her blades, signaled to the empress that she was already ready for round two. 
 
    Jegra now found herself in a similar situation to Ektan before she’d stomped him out of existence, and felt a bit like an overturned tortoise in her heavy battle armor. 
 
    The bulky Knights of Caelum armor was only weighing her down now and made her movements sluggish and predictable. Besides, it had served its purpose of taking down the heavy hitters. Now, she needed to match the speed and finesse of the two spinning, twirling terpsichoreans or risk getting cut to ribbons. 
 
    The clock ticking down, Jegra slapped the emergency release function and the armor decompressed with a pneumatic hiss of air. A series of interlocking panels unfurled and flipped open, allowing Jegra to climb out of the suit. Gradually, she rose out of the armor and shed the metal husk like a butterfly shedding its cocoon. 
 
    The green-skins regrouped and circled back around, hesitant about how to proceed now that Jegra had ditched her armor. She wouldn’t be held back any longer and this meant they’d need to be extra cautious when engaging her. 
 
    When the female sister caught her brother eyeing Jegra’s stunning and sweat dappled body, she slapped him in the arm. “Hey! Stay focused.” 
 
    Once she’d fully exited the armor, Jegra stretched and then cracked her neck side to side. She sported her trademark metal bikini, minus all the traditional trappings, trophies, and décor she usually wore–all but for the thick, silver bracelets she had on. Bracelets made out of microphase korridium alloy. 
 
    Out of the blue an arrow came streaking toward Jegra. Sensing it, she spun to try and deflected it away with her bracelet, but she was too slow and the arrow embedded itself into her left shoulder. She groaned in pain and looked at the feathered shaft jutting out of her flesh. “Goddamn it,” she muttered in frustration. 
 
    Fearful of removing the korridium arrowhead and causing damage to her muscle tissue, she decided to leave it in for the time being. Turning to face the new threat, she glared at the satyr from across the field who was busy readying his crossbow with another bolt. Her brow creased into a sharp scowl and she shot him a look that said don’t even think about it, buster. 
 
    But he simply ignored her glowering and went about making ready for a second attack. After all, she’d killed his best friend, something which he wouldn’t likely forget anytime soon. Besides, the satyrs were a stubborn, loyal race. He’d simply keep on coming at her until he succeeded in avenging his partner’s death or until she put him out of his misery. 
 
    Distracted by the satyr’s antics, Jegra felt a lacerating pain across her back. Before she knew it, the female twin had sliced and “X” across her shoulder blades, cackling like a witch as she pranced off, proud of her handy work. 
 
    Jegra yelled out in pain laced frustration and staggered forward, shaking her fists and mumbling obscenities under her breath as she tried to shake off the sting. “You assholes!” 
 
    The twins laughed in reply to Jegra’s complaining, finding pleasure in their small victory. 
 
    Her ears caught the sound of another blade slicing through the air and, crossing her wrists above her head, Jegra blocked the incoming swipe just above her head. The blade sparked against her metal bracelets and, with a grunt, she thrust her powerful arms upward and threw off her attacker. 
 
    Spinning around, she saw the male twin leap backward, tuck into a ball, and roll out of range. The moment he shrank away, his sister leaped over him and landed a sturdy flying jump kick right into Jegra’s abdomen. 
 
    Both women toppled to the ground and began scrambling to their feet. Jegra quickly did a crouching roundhouse and knocked the girl back onto her ass. Quickly getting to her feet ahead of her opponent, she narrowly dodged another arrow that whispered past her head. 
 
    Without even looking, Jegra reached out and caught the shaft of the arrow, mere inches away from her right ear. Breaking it over her knee, she tossed both pieces to the ground and then ran full speed toward the arena wall. 
 
    Everyone paused and watched her, not understanding why she was heading away from the fight. Of course, Jegra’s tactics weren’t always conventional, so even Ishtar and Danica’s fight with the Dragonian lizard man and the two Salamandarian girls slowed to a standstill as everyone stopped to see what Jegra was doing. 
 
    In a single bound, Jegra jumped up to the top of the arena wall. Spectators screamed with elation and reached out to touch their heroine, but she kicked off before probing hands could clasp her and flew across the arena like one of the satyr’s arrows. Drilling into the Bre’lal brother, she knocked him clear across the battlefield with such force he hit the wall on the opposite side. 
 
    A wet cough came from his red-stained mouth and, slumping to his knees, he spit blood onto the sands. Wiping his lips with the back of his hand he examined the color, pushed himself off the wall, slowly raised his head, and let out a fearsome shout. But it was cut short when his sister’s body slammed into him, knocking him back into the wall again. 
 
    The twins fell into a heap on top of one another, both rendered unconscious. In the distance, Jegra dusted her hands off as if to say good riddance, the first arrow still protruding out of her left shoulder. 
 
    While the twins were out for the count, she turned her attention to Angor, the satyr. When he spotted her stomping across the sand toward him clearly determined to break him over her knee like one of his arrows, he quickly plucked a fresh bolt from his quiver and began loading his crossbow. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t!” Jegra growled as she approached. Reaching out she tried to grab onto the creature’s one good long-horn. The other seemed to have broken off a long time ago and had been filed down to prevent splintering. But the satyr simply fell away from her, evading her grasp, and launched his arrow behind him. 
 
    It sailed through the air and embedded itself into the back of Danica’s left thigh. She yelped at the sharp pain and looked down at the back of her leg to find a long arrow shaft sticking out. The Dragonian, Kegon, came rearing up behind her with a battle axe, ready to chop her in half. Danica flinched, realizing she wouldn’t be able to hobble away fast enough to evade the lethal swipe of his blade. 
 
    Her every muscle tensed and she cringed, waiting for a swift death, but when the attack never came she slowly opened one eye and peeked at the giant lizard man standing over her shoulder. Something was off; a peculiar look of astonishment was etched into his face and he wasn’t moving. It was as if he’d been frozen in time. That’s when Danica noticed the thin red line open up along his throat. 
 
    Kegon sunk to his knees and then fell to the side. When his left shoulder hit the ground his severed head rolled off his shoulders and across the dirt. It only stopped when it rolled against the sole of a boot. 
 
    Danica looked up to see Ishtar resting her foot on Kegon’s head as though it were a Galactic League soccer ball. She flicked the green blood from her blade and nodded at Danica who nodded back at her in gratitude. 
 
    Frustrated by Angor’s little ruse, Jegra reached down, and with an annoyed huff, grabbed the creature by his chest plate and hoisted him into the air with one arm. 
 
    His armor crumbled beneath Jegra’s powerful grip as though it were tinfoil and with an angry puff, she flung the goat halfway across the arena. Angor crashed into the blue Salamandarian girl and, together, they toppled to the ground. 
 
    The red Salamandarian girl scrambled to help her friend up and then met Ishtar head on. Ishtar was fast, though, and used the momentary snafu to launch a blitzkrieg attack on the two lizard women. 
 
    Meanwhile, Danica felt a sudden onset of vertigo, as though she were drunk with alcohol, and stumbled forward. Throwing out her hands, she tried to steady herself, but the dizziness only grew worse. When she tried to speak, her words came out garbled. 
 
    “Wuh, fuh-dah-em did ah-vis.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Ishtar asked, glancing back momentarily as sparks flew off her sword. 
 
    “Dani! Are you all right?” Jegra called out in a loud enough voice that Danica would hear. 
 
    “Iffel abbett woozy…” she said, her voice growing extremely weak. 
 
    Angor pushed himself back up to his hooves and began laughing in Vaudevillian fashion. “Poison tipped arrow,” he informed Jegra with a chuckle. 
 
    Through gritted teeth, Jegra said, “You have exactly three nano-seconds to hand over the antidote or I tear your head off your shoulders and shove it up your ass.” 
 
    The satyr stroked his beard and let out a bleat that was part amused laugh, part cough. “It’s not that kind of poison,” he answered. Turning toward Jegra, his eyes went cold and, after a deep breath, he addressed Danica. In a most chilling voice, he commanded, “Kill the empress. Kill Jegra.” 
 
    “Hey!” Ishtar shouted, looking over her shoulder at Danica. “Snap out of it.” But it was no use. The poison had already taken effect. 
 
    Danica stood inert in the middle of the arena, the blank expression on her face unmoving. She seemed stuck in an emotionless stupor, staring at some unremarkable patch of dirt in the distance. But, like a robot programmed for a very specific mission, she blinked twice, looked up, and then promptly reached down and tore the arrow out of her leg without so much as a whimper. 
 
    Blood spurted as the arrow tore free of her blue flesh, but the pain didn’t seem to register. Unfazed, she merely turned to face Jegra, her eyes somehow entirely vacant. Her sunken eyelids and detached gaze were evidence enough that the toxin surging through her system had altered her in some terrible way. It seemed as though her soul had been swallowed up by a great dark void along with any compassion she might have once had. All that remained was a stone-cold viciousness. 
 
    With the arrow clutched in her hand, she charged forward with a single-minded goal. Kill the empress. Kill Jegra. 
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    Raw, throbbing pain swept through every inch of Dakroth’s body. Jegra’s sucker punch not only fractured his jaw but left his entire body in shock. His whole body felt as though it had just survived a stampede of Angorian bison. “She’ll pay for this,” he grumbled, rubbing his jaw. 
 
    “Try not to speak,” a nurse said as she administered a painkiller using a hyper-air-spray-injector. She mashed the device into the side of his neck and it went off with a hiss. Dakroth groaned and clutched the nurse by her slender, indigo arm. She flinched from the pain of his grip. But as Dakroth’s eyes glossed over with the soothing balm of the drugs, he slowly relinquished his hold. 
 
    As the nurse packed her first-aid kit, Dakroth’s roving eyes followed her indigo legs up to the white miniskirt she wore. Of course, she was dressed according to how he liked his medical staff to dress. Both the women and men nurses wore short tops and miniskirts. Perhaps a little sexist, but he felt that as long as the dress code was gender mutual, there wasn’t any inequality going on. So what if there was an occasion nip-slip or a bit of plum-peekaboo?  
 
    He also couldn’t help but admire her darker indigo skin. Like many species, Dagons were made up of a variety of races. There were fair skinned lineages, who had lavender skin or baby blue skin, and there were those who had deep rich blue tones of indigo and cobalt to their skin. In his estimation, this nurse was a real beauty. One of the prettiest he’d seen in months. Her dark indigo skin and full, black painted lips drove him wild with lust and he knew that he had to have her, right here and now. 
 
    After she finished putting away her things, the exotic-looking nurse put the strap of the first-aid kit over her shoulder and helped Emperor Dakroth to his feet. Bracing him up, she threw his arm over her shoulder and helped steady him. “Let’s get you to your quarters so you can rest a bit.” 
 
    “You read my mind,” he said in a slurred, yet distinctly orgiastic manner. “And I can think of ten ways right now on how you can help me rest.” He leaned in to her and whispered something into her ear which prompted her eyes to widen as her cheeks flushed with shock. 
 
    “My lord,” the nurse gasped, taken aback by his brazenness. “With all due respect, it wouldn’t be proper.” 
 
    “Proper?” he laughed drunkenly, “I wouldn’t dream of it. I simply want you to try and relax.” 
 
    “Relax?” she asked in a seductive voice, playing along with him as was expected. “Tell me, my lord, how do you want me to relax?” 
 
    Dakroth paused and eyed the nurse up and down, admiring her cleavage. “You know. Just let down your hair, relax, be open with me. Let’s get to know each other better.” 
 
    “Be open with you?” she teased. “How open?” 
 
    “I want you to be as open with me as you can be,” he said in a salacious tone. She smiled at him, ignoring his lewd innuendo, and bit her bottom lip in a flirtatious manner. “What’s your name?” he asked, rubbing his hand along her arm, letting his fingers dance across her indigo skin. 
 
    “Callestra Van Morgan,” she replied. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to be related to Targon Van Morgan by any chance, would you?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “Senator Targon is my father. How’d you know?” 
 
    “The aquiline nose gave it away,” he said suavely, rubbing the arc of her nose and then playfully bopping it with his finger. A trait all Morgans shared. He winked at her and then added, “A truer sign of pedigree there’s none.” 
 
    Callestra blushed and looked away when, all of a sudden, the emperor pressed her firmly into the wall. Leaning up against her, he reached down and felt up her skirt. “Ah,” he said with a pleased, smile, “Just the way I like it. Ready and willing.” 
 
    Callestra let the first-aid kit slip off her shoulder and fall to the metal floor plating. As it landed with a clink, she clutched Dakroth’s wrist, holding his hand in place, right between her thighs. Then, swiveling her hips, she slid down onto his fingers and back up. “I always want to be open with you,” she said, throwing his same innuendo back at him. 
 
    There was a brief pause as they stared at each other with a burning intensity, and then, as if the start of a race had sounded, Callestra threw her leg up for Dakroth to catch and she clutched the emperor by the nape of his neck and drew him into her. 
 
    As their lips came together hungrily and their tongues danced a sultry tango between each other’s open mouths, they shared a sensual moan. Hands ran up and down one another’s bodies as they quickly began undressing each other in a lust driven haste. The quicker they could get down to business, the better. 
 
    Once Dakroth had stripped off Callestra’s white nurse’s uniform only to reveal a classy set of mango colored lingerie that complimented her indigo skin, he buried his face in between her breasts, dabbling them with hot kisses, and running his fingers up the curve of her back, he paused midway to unfasten her bra. His fingers fumbled to unhook the brassiere and his face buried in the soft mounds of her breasts, he never even saw the second NeedleAir jet injector spray she drew up. 
 
    A loud, menacing hiss stung Dakroth’s arm and he shot a sharp glance to where the pain came from, only to find Callestra jamming the medical device into his shoulder. Dakroth winced from the pain and looked back at the dark painted eyes gazing at him with a gleeful kind of rebelliousness. He wasn’t certain if this was some kind of kinky foreplay or something else. But, either way, he didn’t much care for unexpected surprises. 
 
    “Hey, what did you do that for?” Barely able to finish the sentence before blacking out, he buckled under the heavy weight of the drugs and slumped to the ground. 
 
    Not wanting to harm the emperor visibly, Callestra caught him under his arms and set him down gently. 
 
    After dressing, she reached up and touched her ear. A faint digital tone chimed and her entire visage rippled with a digital distortion and then the holographic image turned off revealing Raven Nightguard, wearing only a skimpy nurse’s uniform. 
 
    “Jegra warned me you were all hands,” she said, in a disgusted tone. Shuddering as she made a sour face, she knew she’d need to take a long hot shower in order to get the Dakroth off her. Tucking the medical injector into a side pocket on her tight-fitting, white vest, she turned and scooped Dakroth up in her arms and hauled him back over to the transportation pad. 
 
    She quickly proceeded to fold his arms across his chest and then rearranged the rest of him into a fetal position. Once she’d finished placing him in the exact position she needed, she marched back over to the control panel and typed in a set of coordinates. 
 
    The computer chimed, signaling the coordinates were imputed, and she rushed back to the transportation pad. climbing on, Raven knelt down by the sleeping emperor and waited as the transportation pad hummed to life. A few seconds later they were both engulfed in a yellow light. 
 
    Gradually, their very matter began to dissolve into tiny hexagonal packets of light, the particles swirling about in a counterclockwise fashion and then rising into the ceiling only to be projected to some distant location where they’d be reassembled again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No sooner had they transported away when the doors slid open with a whisper. A cute, petite nurse wearing the same skimpy nurse’s outfit that Raven had worn earlier stepped into the room. She looked around only to find an abandoned first-aid kit sitting in the middle of the floor by itself. 
 
    “That’s odd,” she said, scratching her chin as she scanned the room for the emperor. Assuming he must have gotten tired of waiting and left, she shrugged, picked up the extra first-aid kit, and left to return to her regular duties. 
 
    Part of her was glad the emperor wasn’t there, because she knew his penchant for having his way with cute nurses and, although she’d never admit it publicly, she didn’t really like the emperor. He was a womanizing brute and a power-hungry dictator. Among the Dagon citizenry, there were just about as many people fed up with Dakroth’s arrogance and failed policies as those who still supported him. But with the rise of Jegra, it seemed a new dawn was approaching. 
 
    Still, the empress, not being of pure Dagon blood, faced a lot of opposition. Although she may have secured the people’s confidence, her political sway was minimal at best. In fact, the entire senate was only lukewarm when it came to their appreciation of their new imperatrix and what she represented. And she still had a lot to prove. Most of all to Senator Targon Van Morgan, who was the longest sitting senator on the Dagon council and who closely allied himself with Dakroth’s political interests. He was Jegra’s most vocal detractor. 
 
    Nearly all his televid tirades were admonitions against the empress. She could never do any right in his eyes. Which was funny, considering that Dakroth was the one who had made her Imperatrix in the first place. 
 
    The nurse cleared her mind as she walked along the ship’s corridor back to sickbay. As she passed a portal, she glanced out at the beautiful starscape. Dagon Prime hung in the sky like a blue and green opal, while Thessalonica glowed hot orange as its orbit brought it into the evening eclipse behind the glorious planet. 
 
    There was a brief glimmer just beyond the window and for an instant, she thought she had seen the form of a ship. But the moment she blinked it was gone again. She blinked a couple more times for good measure, just to be sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. This was her first time stationed aboard a starship, let alone a battlecruiser, so she was still all nerves. But she took a deep breath and calmed herself. It was nothing, she assured herself. 
 
    “Amora Van Gogh!” a voice called out. 
 
    She spun to find Doctor Darius Ebbedon waving to her from the four-way junction up ahead. She smiled and waved back as she continued along at her brisk pace. 
 
    “I heard you treated the Lord Emperor. How was your first time?” the doctor asked, pulling up alongside her and matching her brisk pace. 
 
    There was a subtle implication that she didn’t appreciate, but she felt she had a responsibility to relay the truth. Pausing in the middle of the corridor, she turned to the doctor and relayed her account of what had transpired. “That’s the thing. You see, I went to treat the emperor,” she said timidly, “but when I arrived on the scene he was simply gone.” 
 
    “But the emergency medical call came from the Lord Emperor personally,” Dr. Ebbedon said, scowling at Amora. “Did you even try looking for him or are you telling me that you failed to treat your patient and left it at that?” 
 
    Amora turned her head and looked back over her shoulder the way she’d come. “I’m sorry, doctor. I can go back if—” 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary, Amora,” Dr. Ebbedon reassured her. If the emperor really had gone missing, he’d be as much at fault as she was. And he didn’t want to be the one to incur Dakroth’s wrath, so he promptly went over to the glossy black wall panel and touched it with the palm of his hand. A sudden flurry of activity lit up around the pane where his hand was pressed, showing all kinds of displays related to the activity of the ship. “Computer, locate the Lord Emperor for me.” 
 
    [*The Lord Emperor is not currently on board,*] replied the ship’s computer. 
 
    Dr. Ebbedon shot Amora a confused look. Keeping his hand on the touch-panel display, he frowned, and said, “Explain.” 
 
    [*The Lord Emperor is logged as transporting off the ship seven minutes ago.*] 
 
    “That’s a couple minutes before I arrived,” Amora informed the doctor. 
 
    He nodded, taking in Amora’s information, and then formulated a new question for the computer. “Computer, what was the Emperor’s destination?” 
 
    The was a brief pause, unusual for a state-of-the-art quantum computer and fully functional A.I. Then, the female Dagon voice of the ship’s computer replied, [*Unknown.*] 
 
    Upset, Dr. Ebbedon pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes for a moment as he gathered himself. Opening them again, he turned to the black panel on the wall and said, “Computer, playback the last known video footage of Lord Emperor Dakroth. 
 
    A digital televid box lit up on the screen and Amora and the doctor watched as Dakroth finger-banged an incredibly sexy, yet unfamiliar nurse. 
 
    “Do you recognize this nurse?” asked Amora. 
 
    “No, I haven’t seen a nurse with legs like that,” Ebbedon said in all seriousness. Amora shot him a curt look but he didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Maybe she’s new.” 
 
    “You’re the newest member on staff that I’m aware of,” Dr. Ebbedon relayed. They both watched as Dakroth and the sexy nurse sank out of view of the digital camera. Although there wasn’t any further footage, the transporter log registered two bodies. Dr. Ebbedon didn’t need to have a medical degree to know what likely happened next. Dakroth had beamed his little plaything to a secret love den somewhere. In fact, the Imperial code had been used to encrypt the transport site, meaning only another member of the Imperial family could decode it. 
 
    Amora and Dr. Ebbedon turned toward each other with confounded looks. 
 
    “I know the emperor is famous for his sexual prowess, but logging an official medical request to bang the first nurse he came across seems a little suspect. Doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dr. Ebbedon replied, his tone gravely serious. And, the truth was, he honestly didn’t know. It seemed like something Dakroth might do, but it didn’t seem to be the way he’d go about doing it, especially since the emperor was injured. Also, there was the issue of the mysterious nurse that neither he, the attending, or Amora, another nurse, could recognize. The ship was big, and this sleek and mysterious vixen could be part of the medical staff. But until he was absolutely certain, he didn’t want to risk making any premature assumptions. After thinking it over, he finally sighed and said, “I suppose I’m going to have to report this.” 
 
    “Will you have to report me, too?” Amora asked, a twinge of fear in her voice. 
 
    “No, no,” Dr. Ebbedon chuckled, waving his hand as though he were shooing away an absurd suggestion. “I’m sure we can work out some other arrangement so that I don’t have to write up a formal reprimand.” 
 
    When she caught him eyeing her figure, she rolled her eyes. Of course, by other arrangement, he meant sex. That’s all most Dagon people could think about. Duty, honor, and sex. 
 
    Ever since she was a little girl, though, she’d felt different somehow. The lubricious and promiscuous inclination of her species never seemed to interest her much. Sex was not only uninteresting to her but seemed completely unnecessary. If she had to, she’d go through with it. But she’d rather not, if it could be helped. She was rare among the Dagon people, being a virgin and all, especially since virgins were virtually unheard of in this day and age. But her personal life was none of anyone’s business but her own. If she decided to have sex, it would be on her own terms. 
 
    “Uh…yes,” she finally replied. “Whatever you think is a fitting punishment for me given the fact I failed to carry out my duties.” 
 
    “All right,” the doctor replied in a pleased tone. “We’ll talk more about this later.” With that said, Dr. Ebbedon and she hastily turned and retreated up the corridor. As he hurried along, he glanced off to the side, his eyes fixing themselves on Amora, and added, “I’ll need to take this news to the Sub-Commander. In the meantime, return to your duties.” 
 
    “Yes, doctor,” Amora replied, bowing cordially as Dr. Ebbedon disappeared around the bend of the corridor a short distance ahead. 
 
    Once he was out of sight she straightened back up and let out a pent-up sigh. At least she wouldn’t need to resort to appeasing her superior’s sexual lust just to get out of a minor incident that wasn’t even her fault. Hopefully by the time he’d finished figuring out where the Lord Emperor had disappeared to, he’d have forgotten all about her role in the matter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Groggy, Emperor Dakroth tried to sit up, but found himself firmly secured to what appeared to be an automated dental hygiene chair. Even his wrists were strapped down, so he couldn’t very well use his laser finger ability to break free. Which meant, whoever had abducted him knew exactly what they were doing. 
 
    Still unable to focus, he scanned the room and examined the blinking lights of a computer console and the faint glow of some red backlighting over the exit. The rest of the room was shrouded in darkness. 
 
    With barely enough light to see anything at all, he squinted as he peered into the dimly lit crevices of the chamber. Once his eyes had adjusted enough to see more clearly, he was able to make out the outline of a darkened figure standing off in a corner of the room. It watched him in silence and he felt a small twinge of dread building in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    “Who’s there?” he asked in his most authoritative tone which came off sounding more like a demand than an inquiry. The one thing Dakroth couldn’t afford was to appear weak. At the last minute, he added, “I order you to show yourself.” 
 
    The mysterious figure slowly stepped forward and into the light to reveal none other than the famous bounty hunter and smuggler, Raven Nightguard. 
 
    “So, it was you!” 
 
    Raven didn’t reply. She merely looked down at him feeing nothing but disgust. This was the man who’d had her parents killed and who had made her life a living hell. 
 
    But even as she wanted nothing more than to reach down and rip off his pruney little ball sack and shove it so far up his ass he would choke on it, she knew that exacting revenge on him now would defeat her cause. A cause she believed in with all her heart and soul. A cause to unite the Commonwealth under a banner of peace rather than war. 
 
    Although she had to eat a big serving of humble-pie, she pushed down her feelings of rage and calmed herself with the appeasing knowledge that the time was fast approaching when he’d get precisely what was coming to him. 
 
    “Is there nothing you wouldn’t do for her?” he scoffed, imperiousness saturating his every word. 
 
    By her she knew he meant Jegra. But he’d asked the question with such disdain she had to fight the urge to chew him a new one. She couldn’t let his negativity get under her skin. If she did, then he’d use it against her. That’s what Dakroth did. He manipulated you until he turned you against yourself.  
 
    “Unlike you, Lord Emperor,” Raven said in a straight forward tone, “Jegra wins people over with love, not fear. You could learn a thing or two by following her example.” 
 
    Dakroth balked at the suggestion. Annoyed by her self-righteousness, and not wanting to get into a moral debate with her, he promptly changed the subject. “You realize, don’t you, that abducting me constitutes treason?” 
 
    “As I recall,” Raven said with a sly grin, “You were the one who absconded with me. Remember?” 
 
    Dakroth looked away. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Raven held up a small holovid projector in the palm of her hand and an image of Dakroth seducing her in the transportation room lit up in 3D, filling the space between them. “Maybe this will help jog your memory.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Dakroth growled, noticing that the disguise Raven had tricked him with didn’t show up on the video. It was just him and her, as she appeared to him now. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? It’s you seducing me, right before running off with me.” 
 
    And by the evidence playing on the video, it really did appear as though it was he who had seduced her. Conveniently enough, the two of them slipped off camera before it could show her dosing him. Then the image was filled by the golden flicker of the transportation beam dancing about the room. It all fit his modus operandi so well that he knew she was right. Nobody would believe him. Still, he couldn’t let her know she’d beaten him. 
 
    “Nobody will fall for that fabricated nonsense!” 
 
    “Maybe. Then, again, maybe not. But if anyone is tempted to look for you, they’ll quickly discover this holovid feed and will know exactly what happened. You seduced me and then whisked me away to your secret bedchamber for a more discrete liaison. And the wonderful thing about it is, nobody will think twice about it. They’ll merely say to themselves, there goes Lord Dakroth again, on another one of his many dalliances.” 
 
    Dakroth frowned, but managed to squeeze out a smile. “Well played, Ms. Nightguard, well played indeed.” Raven bowed her head, accepting his compliment and then turned as though she were going to leave. “Just one question,” Dakroth said, stopping her and bringing her attention back around to him. “How in the galaxy did you tap into my ship’s video feed, anyway? Military encryption is impossible to break.” 
 
    Raven smiled yet did not respond. She brushed the white tuft of hair back between the layers of her purple ombre and tucked it behind her ear. Then, taking out the hyper-air-spray from the side pocket of her vest, she looked down at Emperor Dakroth and said, “I’ll wake you again when I need you.” 
 
    “No, wait!” Dakroth pleaded, but it was too late. The hiss of the medical spray shooting into his leg silenced his protest. His eyelids fluttered and then, with one last heavy breath, he fell into a drug induced sleep. 
 
    “Now, to get out of these ridiculous clothes and take that hot shower,” she said, looking down in disgust at the skimpy nurse’s outfit she was still wearing. Tucking the hyper-air spray back into her pocket, she looked back at the lightly snoring emperor one last time and, then, turned to leave, the doors whisking open before her. 
 
    Once she was out in the corridor, she turned and secured the doors behind her. Pressing her purple finger onto the biometric scanner, the circuitry under her skin in her forearm lit up bright pink as she input an asymmetric encryption key that not even Skuld or Gyllek could crack. 
 
    Because, the truth of the matter was, if her and Jegra’s plan was going to work, she couldn’t risk anybody learning that she was holding the emperor captive aboard the Skywend. Not even her own crew. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    35 
 
    A clear blue sky hung over the gladiatorial stadium in Arena City like a soothing blanket. Thorn birds, the only indigenous bird on the desert moon, flew across the sky and the steady buzz of Angorian cicada could be heard in the distance. From down in the arena, however, rose a cry so tortured that it ruined the peaceful scene with its dreadful shriek. 
 
    When Danica reached Jegra’s position she leapt into the air, roared out in rage, and thrust the arrow forward with all her strength. 
 
    In her mind she screamed for herself to stop, yet her body would not listen to her mind. It was as though she were possessed by some terrible force, and all it wanted to do was kill Jegra. 
 
    “Danica, stop!” Jegra said, leaping out of the way. “This isn’t you. It’s the poison. It’s poisoning your mind.” 
 
    Jegra’s pleas fell on deaf ears, however, and Danica merely took another swipe, aiming for Jegra’s neck. Jegra leaned back and then sidestepped Danica and slapped her on the ass, hard. 
 
    Danica stumbled forward, surprised by the familiar swat. Although it had nearly sent her toppling to the ground, she caught herself and spun around to face her opponent. 
 
    “I don’t want to have to hurt you, babe,” Jegra said, her hands raised defensively as she slowly eased away from Danica. 
 
    In the distance, Angor bleated and cackled as if he’d just heard the world’s funniest joke. Annoyed, Jegra shot him a menacing look over her shoulder and growled, “I’ll deal with you next!” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” he laughed, slapping his leg. 
 
    The twins began to rouse and sat up to see the red-skin woman, Ishtar, pinned against the far wall by both Salamandarians, the satyr rolling around in the dirt laughing hysterically, and the blue-skin, who was the empress’s best friend, fiercely attacking the empress. Helping his sister up, Apex asked, “What is going on here?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Pallis answered, a slight frown settling onto her face as she tried to follow the chaos tearing up the battlefield. “Do you think we should intervene?” Pallis finally asked, turning toward her brother for confirmation. 
 
    Apex shook his head and then replied, “No, we’d best sit this one out until there’s a clear winner.” 
 
    Almost as soon as he finished saying it, he locked eyes with Angor. “Don’t even think about it!” he shouted, as the satyr snatched up his crossbow. 
 
    Apex began dashing straight for the goat, hoping to intercept him before he could get a shot off. But he was a few seconds too late. The arrow flew from the flight groove and streaked through the air. Apex raised his hand defensively, the arrow piercing his hand. Yelping from the pain, he stopped in his tracks, clutching his wrist. “You backstabbing little prick,” growled Apex. “We’re supposed to be on the same side!” 
 
    Angor simply kicked back his head and laughed. It was clear he’d lost his mind. Probably the trauma of losing his longtime companion. Either way, sane or not, Apex didn’t have time for games. But he suddenly felt weary. 
 
    “W-what is happening?” he asked, his vision beginning to blur. 
 
    “Same mind-control serum that I hit the blue-skin with.” 
 
    “But I’m already trying to kill the empress…” he said, staggering sideways, as if he lost his footing, before catching himself. 
 
    “I don’t want you to kill the empress,” Angor said placidly, a sinister grin curling onto his goat face. “I want you to fuck and kill your sister. Strangulation sounds nice. Who knows, knowing you two, she might even enjoy it.” 
 
    A horrified look came over Pallis’s face as her brother tore the arrow out of his hand and turned toward her with that hungry look in his eyes. 
 
    “No, Apex. Don’t!” she pleaded. 
 
    But Apex moved so fast she barely had time to react. He pounced on her and they tumbled to the ground. She scrambled back, trying to get out from under him, but he threw himself on top of her and prevented her from getting away. Soon enough, one hand clutched her throat and, at the same time, she felt his other hand pull away her loincloth. 
 
    “Apex, no,” she wheezed, clutching his forearm to prevent him from crushing her larynx. But even though she struggled against her brother’s grip, his hand squeezed her neck so tightly she couldn’t breathe. 
 
    If fighting to breathe wasn’t difficult enough, Pallis cringed when she felt a different pain. She groaned out loud when her brother forced himself inside of her. It wasn’t the first time they’d made love, but it was the first time it was done in such a humiliating fashion. Still, she let him do it. There was no point in resisting. Not now. 
 
    She looked over at Jegra, a fleeting glance that almost seemed apologetic in nature, then, grasping her brother’s other hand, she brought it up to her neck and helped him place it around her throat. 
 
    “Do it,” she whispered, her voice coming out raspy through a strained larynx. If it had to be this way, then she was glad it was him. 
 
    Angor began laughing even more as he watched the madness he had sewn. Reloading the crossbow, he turned toward the Salamandarian girls and, without so much as a moment’s hesitation, shot the red one in the back of the head. 
 
    The blue girl cried out in shock, seeing her sister go down. She turned to see who had shot her teammate but took an arrow in the neck before she could turn all the way around. 
 
    Stunned, she reached up and tried to catch the torrent of blood gushing out of her neck wound in her hands, but it just flowed between her fingers like a sticky crimson waterfall. Gurgling, she tried to speak, but her words were inaudible. 
 
    Ishtar watched her fall face first into the dirt next to her partner and almost laughed at the stupid look frozen on the girl’s face. Refocusing her attention on the chaos happening around her, she looked up in time to see an arrow arcing through the air for her. She reflexively leaned to the side and watched it impregnate the wall with its poisoned tip. 
 
    Ishtar bent down and slid the spiked morning star tail-guard off the dead combatant at her feet and fixed it to her right hand. “I’ll be taking this, if you don’t mind.” Swiveling around, she eyed the satyr with a ravenous look and licked her lips. 
 
    Startled by the wild look in her eyes, Angor reached back to pluck another arrow from his quiver but came up empty. “Graddack!” Not waiting for Ishtar to bash his skull in, he turned and loped away. 
 
    Ishtar ignored the satyr, who was already racing toward the weapons rack to fetch himself something to fight with, and ran straight up to the weak-minded green-skin asshole raping his own sister. 
 
    She unfastened the spiked ball from the fixture in the gauntlet and let the chain rattle out until it stopped just above the ground. Slowly, Ishtar began to swing her arm in steady arcs until the morning star picked up momentum and began spinning in full circles. Getting her hips into the act, Ishtar gyrated and tilted with the spiked ball as she swung it in a wide arc, spinning with it like a pirouetting ballet dancer. And with a powerful swing of the spiked ball she whipped it around so fast that if anyone blinked, they would have missed it. A tortured sounding scream rose from the back of her throat and she dug in her feet, took the chain in both hands, and drove a four-inch spike right into Apex’s temple. 
 
    The young man’s eyes widened with astonishment, the thought of what had just transpired not seeming to register due to the amount of damage done. A gurgle escaped his lips and then he slowly slumped to the side, falling off his sister. 
 
    Pallis scurried to her knees and then crawled over to her dead brother, ignoring the trauma he’d just inflicted on her. Gore oozed from the hole in his head and began to puddle at his sister’s green knees. 
 
    “Nooo!” she screamed in a hoarse voice. Then, her head hanging between her shoulders, she began sobbing deep, painful sobs. As a torrent of tears streamed down both cheeks, she sniffled and said in a meager voice, “Don’t leave me, brother. Not like this.” 
 
    As she wept for her dead brother, the spiked morning star landed directly on top of her head with a bone fracturing crack. Her eyes rolled back as it tore out of her skull and, losing the back of her skull in the process, she fell across her brother’s chest. A final embrace before their souls were ushered into the afterlife. 
 
    Ishtar brought the red dripping ball to her mouth and licked off Pallis’s blood. Grinning, her white teeth mottled with crimson, she turned toward the remaining contestants. Noticing Angor pick up a spear, Ishtar leaped over the twins and sprinted for the goat. 
 
    Angor turned in time to see the wild-eyed red-skin racing toward him. Launching the spear, he grinned as it grazed her left arm. But she ignored the scrape and continued for him, full speed ahead. 
 
    “Shit,” he grumbled, scouring the weapons rack to try and find something else he could use before the psychopath could pick him off. Fetching a dagger from off the rack, he spun back around just in time to take a mouthful of spiked ball. 
 
    Angor flew up into the air, teeth and blood exploding out of his face. His tiny goat body crashed to the ground with a thud, and he fought off the blurriness best he could. All manner of shapes and colors came in and out of focus, until, finally, he looked up to find Ishtar standing over him. An excited grin pulling her thin lips tight across her blood-soaked teeth as she stared down at him. She wasn’t a warrior. She was a rabid animal. Chuckling, he spat at her feet and then hissed through his remaining teeth, “Go ahead, you insane cunt.” 
 
    Ishtar’s already impossibly tight grin tightened even more. “My pleasure,” she growled in a disturbingly deep voice. 
 
    A wet crunch sounded as she brought the morning star down on Angor’s face. The crowd let loose a round of cheers for the gruesome deathblow. 
 
    Four down and two to go, Ishtar turned and flung the morning star to the ground. Looking up, she watched Jegra put Danica in a choke hold. 
 
    Danica kicked her legs and scratched behind her head in a desperate attempt to try and break free of Jegra’s sleeper hold, but it was no use. Jegra both outweighed and out powered her. Soon enough, her body grew lethargic and she felt herself gradually slipping away. 
 
    “Sorry, my love,” Jegra whispered, gently laying Danica’s limp body onto the arena sands. Putting her ear to Danica’s chest, she checked to see if she was still with her. The sound of a heartbeat and soft breathing confirmed the good news and Jegra let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Now it’s just me and you,” Ishtar said, pointing her finger at Jegra as though she were issuing a challenge. 
 
    Jegra slowly stood up, holding Ishtar’s gaze the whole time, and watched as the televid drones swooped in to get a closeup of the inevitable showdown between the two most vicious warriors the arena had ever seen. 
 
    “If you’ll recall,” Jegra said, “the last time we faced off, I handed you your ass.” 
 
    Ishtar laughed. “Last time, I didn’t have this.” Throwing out her arm, Ishtar’s bio-organic limb changed shapes and transformed into a long sword. Whipping her arm back, the sword separated into a series of segmented blades all strung to a chord. Swinging her giant razor whip about in a figure eight, she let it go with a crack so loud it sounded like thunder. 
 
    With no time to react, Jegra leaped out of the way and tumbled to the ground. When she looked up again, she saw the series of blades grating through the sand as Ishtar reeled them back in. 
 
    Worried about Danica’s safety, Jegra pushed up and charged Ishtar. She arrived within striking distance at the same time Ishtar had fully retracted her blade. The sword changed forms and a battle-axe appeared on the end of Ishtar’s forearm. 
 
    Barely skidding to a stop in time, Jegra leapt back just as Ishtar swung her axe-hand. Ishtar moved too quickly though, and Jegra yelped as a deep gouge opened up along her abdomen. 
 
    “Ha!” Ishtar laughed. “Whose ass is getting handed to them now?” 
 
    The empress looked down at her bleeding gut and pressed her hands against the wound. Removing her hands a few seconds later, revealed that the wound was already beginning to mend. “You’ll have to do better if you want to best me,” Jegra taunted. 
 
    Ishtar laughed. Then, through gritted teeth she answered, “Challenge accepted.” 
 
    Not wanting the royal pain in her ass to get the upper hand, Ishtar launched a series of relentless attacks. But for every move, Jegra had a counter-move. After several minutes of lacerating blows, she began to tire. Jegra was just too fast and too strong to take down with brute force. 
 
    Ishtar had never seen anything like it. The empress was maddeningly difficult to kill. Growing frustrated, she threw out her arm and it transformed into a crossbow. A series of red arrows launched in rapid succession. 
 
    At close range, Jegra wasn’t able to avoid the arrows, so she used her forearm to catch them all like a pin-cushion. “Ahhg!” she cried out in agony, as five arrows jutted out of her arm like porcupine quills. 
 
    All of sudden the arrows exploded one-by-one. Jegra screamed and turned her face away as her flesh sheared from bone in a terrible blast of fire and smoke. By the time the smoke dissipated on the breeze, from the elbow up, only her skeletal limb remained. 
 
    Unable to fire any more explosive tipped arrows, and unable to change her arm again due to the fact that each arrow used up a portion of the mass of her prosthetic, Ishtar reached up and twisted her fake arm just below the shoulder. It unhinged with a click and she dropped it to the ground. 
 
    Stunned by the injurious blast, the blistered and scorched skin on Jegra’s face slowly began to heal, the burns erasing themselves as her hyperactive healing factor mended her wounds in real time. 
 
    Both women stood across from each other. Both women with an arm missing or mangled beyond repair. 
 
    “You know something,” Jegra said, her voice full of disdain. “I’ve had it up to here with you.” She raised her good hand to her chin gesturing how full up she was with Ishtar’s nonsense. 
 
    Ishtar laughed. “The feeling’s mutual, bitch.” 
 
    “Well, you better say your prayers, little girl, because I’m about to spank you so hard your long-lost ancestors will feel it.” 
 
    “Very amusing, Jegra. You always have some smart-ass quip in your quiver of come-backs.” 
 
    “Why, thank you,” Jegra said, taking it as a compliment. She smiled subtly, simply to annoy Ishtar, and then sighed and looked across the carnage they’d wreaked. “Well, it seems that we’ve both played right into his hands.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Ishtar snarled. 
 
    “The Lord Emperor. Clearly, he wanted it to end like this. The two most lethal women in the galaxy fighting to the death. If you win, he gains his pawn back and is rid of his pain-in-the-ass wife. If I win, he loses this round but will have the ratings he so desperately chases after. Either way, he wins and we lose. Surely, you can see that by now.” 
 
    “You think I do this for him? I don’t do it for him,” Ishtar sneered. “I do it because before you, he didn’t care about anybody or anything. He was everything I wanted in a man. Unfeeling. Powerful. Full of ambition. But then you came along and Dakroth lost sight of his true self. He became corrupted by you. The only man I’d ever known to be like me, became weaker the moment he became involved with you. You ruined the once great Emperor Dakroth, made him into something I despise. And for that, I can never forgive you.” 
 
    “What in the galaxy is wrong with you? Dakroth never changed. He’s the same old vicious, power-hungry, war-mongering cock-wart he’s always been. The only difference is he stopped slumming it with you and graduated to a real woman. One who could fulfill all his needs.” 
 
    “You lie!” Ishtar screamed, and she charged Jegra, her eyes full of a fiery rage. 
 
    Their hands locked in a grapple and they leaned into one another. Nose to nose, Ishtar spat at Jegra’s eye but missed and hit her cheek instead. It dribbled down her cheek and gathered at the corner of the empress’s mouth. 
 
    Jegra ran her tongue across her lips, catching some of Ishtar’s saliva on her tongue, and licked herself clean. “Mmm,” Jegra said, a spiteful grin curling onto her lips, “Tastes like grade-A, one-hundred percent bitch.” 
 
    Crack! Jegra staggered back as Ishtar headbutted her. Disoriented slightly, she looked down to find Ishtar’s fingers still interwoven with hers. Feeling a tug on her arm, she lurched forward only to get rammed again with another powerful headbutt. 
 
    “I’ll show you what a bitch I can be, your highness!” 
 
    “It’s…” Jegra began, rearing back and launching a headbutt of her own, “Your Majesty!” 
 
    CRA-KOW!!! 
 
    The two combatants stumbled backward, both befuddled by the string of unyielding blows they’d administered to one another’s skulls. 
 
    Light-headed, Jegra fell onto her ass with a thump, and sat in the sand trying her best not to black out. 
 
    Ishtar, meanwhile, staggered forward in a haphazard zigzag pattern, but was too dizzy to attack. Instead, she crashed face first into the dirt beside Jegra. Rolling onto her side, she pushed herself back up, and spat out a wad of sand. “I’m going to kill you, if it’s the last thing I do,” she growled, refusing to give up. Even though she could barely get her arms and legs to move, she fought through the exhaustion and began crawling toward Jegra at a snail’s pace. 
 
    “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Jegra griped, throwing up her hand and catching Ishtar by her face, holding her at bay like a big sibling fending off a zealous smaller sibling. “Let it go already.” 
 
    “Not till you’re dead,” Ishtar growled. 
 
    Unable to shove the persistent wench off of her, Jegra fell onto her side. Still persisting, Ishtar climbed on and straddled Jegra’s waist. Picking up a large rock with one hand, she raised it high above her. “Die already!” 
 
    The first blow struck Jegra’s forehead so hard the whole world went out of focus. Sensing another one coming, she instinctively raised her bony appendage to block it. She heard the crack of her bones breaking under the weight of the rock, but was too out of it to do much about it. 
 
    Ishtar raised the rock again and screamed, “Why won’t you die? I just want you to die!” Again, the rock came down. And, again, it struck Jegra’s forearm. On the follow-up blow, Jegra’s radius snapped at the joint. 
 
    Ishtar raised the rock a third time. With Jegra’s skeleton hand fractured beyond repair, another couple of blows would finish her. The red-skinned assassin stretched her arm as high as it would go, her chest pushing out as her back arched. 
 
    “DIE!” she screamed with the biggest breath she could muster. 
 
    Before Ishtar could bring the rock down on the empress, however, Jegra reached over to her mangled arm, snapped her radius out with a terrible blood-curdling snap, and using the sharp end of her own bone as a shank, stabbed Ishtar through her neck. 
 
    Jegra’s enhanced, lightning quick reflexes allowed her to move so fast that Ishtar hadn’t even had the chance to react. All she could do was murmur the word, “Impossible,” as a stream of blood poured from her mouth and ran down her chin. 
 
    Jegra twisted the bone and then tore it out of Ishtar’s neck. “I’m sorry,” Jegra apologized, knowing what she had to do. She didn’t like killing. But Ishtar was too dangerous to let live. And it wasn’t like Jegra was going to win any Nobel Peace Prizes any time soon. She was a gladiatrix. But, more than this, she was the empress. And she needed to make a statement. 
 
    Sluggishly, Jegra forced herself to sit up and took Ishtar by the back of her neck and drew her into her, locking into an embrace. As she hugged the woman, she stabbed her repeatedly in the torso, twelve times. Twenty times. Possibly more. She lost count. All she knew was that she literally had bathed herself in her opponent’s blood. 
 
    As Ishtar’s mutilated body fell beside Chin stained red and eyes stricken with fear, the empress finally relinquished her blood-soaked bone and dropped it into the sand. Soaked in bright red, Ishtar’s blood coating Jegra’s entire body from the neck down, she raised her eyes to the crowd. 
 
    A hush fell across the stadium. Poetically enough, at the same moment, Ishtar’s head fell to the side, her entire body becoming limp like a child’s discarded rag doll and the life gradually drained from her eyes. Eyes that were once a fierce, sparkling topaz, were now pale and depleted. And her vibrant red skin turned to ashen pink. 
 
    Exhausted, Jegra slumped back onto the sand, and took a moment to rest on her heels. She panted heavily as she scanned the agape expressions of the various alien species that made up the crowd. Her mangled arm dangling limply by her side, she saw something she had never seen during her entire tenure as a gladiator. Awestruck admiration. 
 
    No jeers were made. No lewd catcalls. No shrill whistles. No booing. No shouts for more blood. No unwanted propositions. No complaints or gripes of any kinds. Just a suffusing silence that nobody wanted to break for fear of ruining a near perfect moment. 
 
    Finally, after what seemed a near eternity of silence, somewhere in the distance, a lone voice screamed out, “Long live the Empress!” There was a pause, then another voice shouted the same. And then another. And another. 
 
    Voices continued to join the chorus until the entire stadium was chanting those rejuvenating words. They filled Jegra with a newfound confidence and the realization that Dakroth was just one man who ruled but one world. She, on the other hand, had the entire galaxy behind her. 
 
    At long last, the sign she’d been waiting for had arrived. A unification of all the alien races, under one common cause, their faith placed in someone who’d fight on their behalf and never for selfish ambitions. Jegra smiled. This was just the beginning of a much bigger revolution. A revolution against Dakroth’s tyranny. A revolution she’d see through to the end. 
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    “Unacceptable!” Senator Targon Van Morgan barked as Captain Lianica Blackstar stood before the Council, her nerves tighter than freshly tuned guitar strings as she conveyed the bad news. “What do you mean the emperor’s missing, again? Am I mistaken, or didn’t your team just recover him less than a month ago?” 
 
    “You’re not mistaken, your excellency. But this seems to be a new, different matter.” Captain Blackstar paused, glanced around at the stern faces of the senators sitting up on their lofty bench, and then added, “He has a penchant for getting himself into trouble.” 
 
    “Then attend to it!” Targon shouted, throwing his hand in the air and then slamming an angry fist down on his podium, which stood at the center of a long bench seating all twelve senators representing the twelve provinces of Dagon Prime.  
 
    “Yes, sir. As the senate wishes.” Captain Blackstar crossed her heart with her right fist and bowed humbly. Then, returning to her rigid posture, she clicked her heels, spun, and marched out of the senatorial chamber. 
 
    Senator Mykos leaned over and whispered into Targon’s ear, “Dakroth is becoming increasingly unreliable.” 
 
    Targon frowned, the corners of his mouth pulling downward and his fingers rapping at his podium. “I hate to say it,” he finally agreed, “but perhaps it’s time.” 
 
    A pleased grin spread across Senator Mykos’s face as he leaned back in his chair. The other senators all looked to Senator Targon to clarify himself. 
 
    Senator Targon ran his fingers through his short, spiky tufts of white hair and, then, clearing his throat, he addressed the Council. “My fellow council members, as you well know, the emperor’s behavior has been growing increasingly erratic ever since the human female’s arrival. And although not all of you agree with me that Jegra is the root cause of this questionable behavior, the fact remains that the Lord Emperor’s judgement has been compromised.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Senator Tivian, a young but ambitious and extremely loyal Dagon woman, asked. 
 
    “A vote of no confidence!” Mykos blurted. 
 
    Targon lowered his eyes. It wasn’t shame so much as disappointment. The young Rhadamanthus Dakroth had been the leader he’d always hoped for. But the recent Dakroth was becoming something of a threat to the stability of the Empire. 
 
    “I’m afraid Senator Mykos is correct. We have no recourse but to take a vote of no confidence.” 
 
    “But won’t that mean the human will become the reigning sovereign over all of Dagon Prime?” Tivian asked, a frown forming on her face. “Like many Dagons,” she added, “I too am a purist. Allowing an outsider full reign of the Empire, let alone our homeworld, is unthinkable.” 
 
    “Here, here!” another senator chimed in, praising Tivian’s devotion to Dagon heredity. 
 
    “Which is why, in addition to a vote of no confidence, I am going to issue a decree of martial law. The Imperial forces will fall under the command of our newly instated fleet admiral, Admiral Callestra Van Morgan,” informed Senator Targon, clasping his hands behind his back as he scanned the surprised reactions of the senate council. 
 
    “Your daughter?” one of the young senators at the far end of the council bench asked, raising a curious eyebrow. 
 
    “We will be in good hands, then,” Tivian interjected, reassuring the senate of her confidence in Callestra’s capabilities. Seeing that not everyone was convinced, however, she quickly added, “I, for one, will sleep well knowing we have a Morgan as the guiding force of justice in the Empire.” 
 
    “And justice we shall have,” Mykos added, his crow’s feet wrinkling around the corners of his graying eyes as he smiled at Tivian and then nodded reassuringly for the rest of the council. 
 
    “But martial law can only be declared if there is an imminent threat to the Empire and the emperor is deemed unfit to continue to lead the Empire. What threat, pray tell, my esteemed senators, do you suggest we tell the people is the justification for this extreme shakeup?” 
 
    All faces turned toward Senator Proxima Cortana, a full figured, if not stout, Dagon woman with a tight ponytail and dark painted eyebrows that gave her a permanently critical appearance. 
 
    “Maybe I can be of some help answering that,” a voice said, reverberating from down the chamber corridor. The faces which had been locked on Senator Cortana now quickly turned themselves to the entrance. 
 
    Gasps rang out when the dark silhouette of a woman stepped into the light streaming down from the glass domed ceiling. Senator Targon, the only one not taken by surprise, smiled and slowly rose to his feet. 
 
    “Respected members of the Dagon Council,” Targon proceeded, “allow me to present to you, her Eminence, the Administratrix of Nyctan, Anaïs Nin!” He fanned his hand across the room and gestured for them all to behold the tall, pale figure with elongated skull and black eyes sauntering up the isle toward the council bench. 
 
    Hushed whispers broke across the council and even Tivian, who was on Targon’s side, gave him an astounded look. It was one thing to think up a valid excuse to declare martial law, but to invite the Empire’s longest enemy was a different matter entirely. “What is she doing here?” Tivian asked. 
 
    Anaïs Nin, composed and regal, addressed the chambers. “What I am about to reveal to you, many will find shocking. I swear upon the Enchiridion of H’aaztre that my words are true; believe me or not, it makes no difference. It was your Lord Emperor, Rhadamanthus Dakroth, who lured me here, to Dagon Prime, under false pretenses.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Madam Administratrix?” Senator Cortana asked in a sympathetic, almost motherly tone. 
 
    Anaïs Nin looked away from the curious faces gazing down at her from their high perch upon the Council bench and stared down at the floor, appearing to feel ashamed or embarrassed about something. “Emperor Dakroth convinced me to perform the Ceremony of the Chosen One with him. But, I see now, his intentions were less than honorable.” 
 
    “Just to set the record straight, are you saying that the emperor tricked you so as to lure you into his bed?” Tivian asked, her scowl tightening. “Before you answer that, let me remind the administratrix the serious nature of these accusations.” 
 
    “Yes,” Anaïs Nin answered. “That is correct. Emperor Dakroth raped me.” Her answer was followed by an eruption of astonished gasps and an exchange of concerned whispers. 
 
    “A criminal offense if there ever was one,” Senator Targon said. He tried to hide his smirk, as his plan was unfolding exactly as he’d hoped. Inviting the administratrix to convince the council that Dakroth has not only committed a heinous crime but had also put the Empire in danger meant he could wrangle power away with a vote of no confidence. 
 
    The only thing he hadn’t anticipated, however, was how willing Anaïs Nin was to perjure herself. She really must, he mused, hate the Lord Emperor with every fiber of her being. 
 
    “The defilement of the royal head of a neighboring empire is nothing to take lightly. We cannot overlook this grave offense,” Senator Mykos added, piggybacking on Targon’s point. 
 
    “What is it you suggest the Council do, Senator Targon?” Tivian asked, scanning the faces of the other senators who were all thinking the same thing. 
 
    “I believe I can answer that,” Anaïs Nin replied. “If Nyctan and Dagon Prime go to war over my defilement, a war to regain my honor, then not only will a vote of censure be most reasonable, it allows you the justification you need to declare martial law.” 
 
    “It is settled then!” Targon said, slamming a wooden mallet on his bench. “We shall take a vote. All those in favor of removing Emperor Dakroth from sovereign reign, thus issuing a vote of no confidence, say ‘aye.’ Those not in favor, say ‘nay’” 
 
    The ayes were unanimous. Senator Targon grinned and slammed the mallet twice then held his hand up to silence the murmurs filling the room. “Now, those in favor of declaring martial law and handing gubernatorial power over to Admiral Callestra Van Morgan, say ‘aye;’ those not in favor say ‘nay.’” 
 
    Again, the ayes won by a large majority. With a whack of the hammer, Senator Targon announced, “The ‘ayes’ have it!” 
 
    Anaïs Nin bowed reverently, and Senator Targon returned the gesture in kind. Having no more pressing business on Dagon Prime, she turned and stormed out of the council chambers. Her first issue of business–return to Nyctan and make a declaration of war against the Dagon Empire. 
 
    Senator Targon convened the Council and dismissed the council members, himself leaving the senatorial hall with the rest. On his way back to his chambers, however, he heard a voice call out his name and turned to see Senator Tivian hurrying toward him. 
 
    “Senator Targon,” she repeated, panting lightly as she tried to catch her breath, “may I have a word with you?” 
 
    The senator paused briefly and looked up and down the long passageway to see if there were any eavesdroppers. Confident they were alone, he turned back to Tivian. “Why, yes, of course,” he said in his rigid, senatorial, voice. “Anything for a fellow senator.” 
 
    “In private,” she said, grabbing Targon by the elbow and pulling him into the ladies’ restroom with her. 
 
    The moment they disappeared into the women’s bathroom, Targon and Tivian’s lips mashed together and they fell into the tiled wall, clawing at each other’s clothes with carnal desire. 
 
    “I’ve wanted you so badly since the Council convened this morning. I could barely contain myself.” 
 
    “I felt the same way,” Tivian said, letting Targon slip off her panties from under her black miniskirt. Grabbing his hand, she guided it back up between her glistening thighs. “See?” she said in a seductive voice, letting him feel her for himself. 
 
    He kissed her mouth again and then pulled away. “As much as I’d love to finish this, I’m afraid another matter has come up.” 
 
    Upset by his sudden rejection of her, Senator Tivian reached down and pulled her underpants back up. “More important than us? What could be so urgent?” she asked. 
 
    “It seems the empress has a mole in the senate. Someone has been feeding her inside information.” 
 
    “In that case, we shall root them out together,” Tivian said. Leaning in, she stood on her tiptoes and kissed Targon on the lips. Then, taking his face in her hands, she said, “Let me handle this. I’ll discover the traitor and take care of them. You have my word.” 
 
    Senator Targon smiled. Tivian smiled back, then spun on her heels and, still buttoning her blouse back up, started heading toward the exit. 
 
    All of a sudden, a pink laser blast flashed from behind and the sound of a plasma bolt scorching the wall stopped Tivian in her tracks. Her eyes went wide with shock as she saw the scorch mark on the bathroom door directly in front of her. Then, her eyes rolled back in her head and she collapsed to the floor. Dead. 
 
    “Consider it taken care of,” Senator Targon said in a contemptuous tone. He looked down at Tivian’s lifeless body with disgust and stepped over her, exiting the women’s restroom. Outside he brushed down his uniform and took a deep breath to compose himself. 
 
    He would never have believed it could possibly have been Tivian, if it hadn’t been for the bug that Senator Mykos had planted in her personal transport shuttle. Sure enough, she’d been feeding Jegra Alakandra inside information ever since Jegra had become imperatrix. 
 
    In the end, Senator Tivian’s puritan line was just an act. She, like many who followed the empress, wanted change. Wanted a revolution. But Senator Targon had other plans. 
 
    At least now, Tivian’s double-dealing and playing both sides was over. Now, Senator Targon had complete control of the senate and his daughter, Admiral Callestra Van Morgan, had control of the military. Together, they’d usher in a new era of prominence for the Empire. 
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    The EKG monitor chirped with the steady pulse of Jegra and Danica’s heartbeats. With an aching groan, Jegra sat up in bed, finding herself in a medical suite next to Danica. The suite, she recognized, was on the third floor of her palace on Thessalonica. A cute Dagon nurse attended them both. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked Jegra, yawning at the same time. 
 
    The nurse rushed over to her bedside and gently pressed upon her shoulder, easing her back down onto the double layer of soft pillows. “My name is Amora Van Gogh,” she said, smiling softly. “I’m part of the Imperial medical staff and have been personally assigned to you.” 
 
    “What did you do to mess up?” Jegra smiled, giving Amora a knowing look. 
 
    It was Dakroth’s twisted rule that if you royally screwed up serving him, you were reassigned to the empress’s personal detail. It was partly a punishment, as serving someone other than a Dagon was seen as a kind of humiliation, but because Jegra was the imperatrix, technically, there was no shame, though everyone knew the emperor’s backhanded slams. They still were obliged by both custom and law to fulfill their duties; it was merely a snub to be assigned to Jegra. So, if someone new showed up on her staff, she knew they’d likely messed up. 
 
    “I sort of failed to treat the emperor.” 
 
    “Oh, did something happen to dear Rhadamanthus?” Jegra asked wryly. Of course, she knew exactly what had happened. She’d cold-cocked the scheming bastard and then had Raven handle all the messy cleanup. But she wasn’t going to share all that just yet. 
 
    “It wasn’t my fault, I promise. I just—” 
 
    Jegra laughed, cutting off the hesitant girl before she could finish what she was saying. “It’s no problem, I assure you. Rhadamanthus has a way of blaming everyone but himself for the trouble he raises. But that’s neither here nor there, my dear.” 
 
    Jegra groaned and sat up again. She looked down are her arm which was perfectly mended. It wasn’t a prosthetic, she could tell. Somehow, her enhanced healing factor combined with cutting edge medical science gave her her arm back. She sighed with relief but the sigh quickly turned into another aching groan. 
 
    When Amora saw her struggling against the pain, she reached over to gently nudge her back down, but the empress’s hand flew up and caught hers, stopping her. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Jegra responded. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Amora said. “I didn’t mean to…” She trailed off when she realized Jegra was still holding her hand. Looking back up at the empress, she saw a hard gaze like nothing she’d ever encountered before and felt as if she’d wither away to nothing beneath the weight of the hard stare. 
 
    “When you serve me, you serve only me. If you betray me, I’ll deal with you personally. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Amora gulped. “Yes, Your Majesty,” she said, looking down at her feet and curtseying. 
 
    “If you abide by my rules, then you’ll be safe here. Even from the emperor.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Maj—” 
 
    “Now,” Jegra said, changing the subject, “How is she doing?” 
 
    Amora followed Jegra’s gaze and saw that she was looking at Danica. “She’s been through a lot. Not only that, but apparently her entire bottom half was severed and then genetically rebuilt.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Jegra asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. If I had to guess, I’d say someone removed her legs, pelvis, and lower part of her internal organs then, for whatever reason, made genetic copies and pieced her back together.” 
 
    Jegra swung her legs over the edge of her bed and slid out. Her feet slapped softly against the cool, tile floor of the medlab, and she strolled over to Danica. Taking Danica’s hand in hers, she squeezed softly and whispered, “What did he do to you?” After brushing a rogue tear away from her eye, she turned to Amora. “Will she be all right?” 
 
    “She’s recuperating well and, with the accelerated healing process, should be healed up in another day or two. We’ll have to keep her in an induced coma until then, but otherwise, she should make a full recovery.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jegra said, keeping her eyes fixed on Danica’s lavender face. Reaching down, she gently stroked Danica’s cheek and then bent down and kissed her on the forehead. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the door chimed and Jegra called out, “Enter.” 
 
    Whispering apart, the doors opened to reveal Raphine Agnar standing in the entrance. Stepping into the room, she said, “Someone wanted to see you.” 
 
    The baby squid entity came floating in behind her and then wafted forward and wrapped its little tentacles around Jegra’s hand. 
 
    Amora screamed and drew back, bumping into a medical cart. “What is that thing?!” 
 
    “This is La’Garren,” Raphine said, smiling ear to ear. 
 
    “Where have you been, little fella?” Jegra asked, letting the squid feel her energy pulses. Pulling him into her bosom and squeezing him so tightly that he got comfortably wedged between her breasts, she said, “I owe you one for saving my life.” 
 
    “But it–it’s a s-su-squid monster.” 
 
    “Just a baby one,” Jegra said, breaking into baby-talk. She stroked the little glowing squid creature until it finally broke free of her embrace and floated back over to Raphine. 
 
    Raphine raised her fingers and snapped. A couple of Bre’lal servant girls rushed in and brought the empress two selections of clothes. Jegra mixed and matched them, picking a copper wrap skirt and a black see-through lace halter top with a Queen Anne style neckline. 
 
    Immodest and completely comfortable with her perfectly formed body, Jegra stripped off her medical gown in front of everyone. Standing before all four women naked, discounting Danica, who slept, Jegra handed the extra clothes back to the servant girls and dismissed them. They bowed and quickly took their leave. Raphine, meanwhile, just smiled and watched Jegra as though this were a common occurrence, but Amora blushed, her cheeks turning a deep purple. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you get used to it,” Raphine said with a soft chuckle. “The empress isn’t exactly shy.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Amora said, glancing at Jegra’s naked form out of the corner of her eye. She still couldn’t bring herself to make direct eye-contact with the nude empress. 
 
    “She has a way of upsetting one’s expectations,” Raphine informed the nervous looking nurse. “By shocking people’s sensibilities, she can get a better read on you. Figure out what your true intentions are.” 
 
    “I see,” Amora said, finally managing to look up. When she did, she saw Jegra reaching under her lace shirt with her hands and taking a handful of boob, adjusting everything so it would settle into place with just the perfect balance. 
 
    “Raphine is right,” Jegra said. “Even now, I was able to get a read on you.” 
 
    “Really?” Amora asked. She was genuinely terrified of what Jegra might have discovered about her. But at the same time, her curiosity overwhelmed her timidity. “What did you learn?” 
 
    “I learned you’re not like other Dagon women. You’re not a trans; you are fully female. You’re bashful around anything sexual. You glanced away from my naked body where most Dagons would literally be trying to figure out how best to win my favor so they could fuck me.” 
 
    “How’d you know I was fully female?” Amora asked. “Nobody knows that but the doctor who birthed me.” 
 
    Jegra twisted the waist of her dress around so the slit between the two folds appeared in front, revealing the tan flesh of her inner thighs. Then, looking up at Amora, she tapped her right ear. “I can hear the pulse of your heartbeat. In most Dagon women, there is a loud, throbbing pulse that emanates from their vestigial member when they get excited. But not you. I don’t hear anything. Which would indicate you’re without the vestigial organ. And since surgery would make you a mod, yet you are not shunned as a mod, I’m assuming it’s a natural consequence of your birth.” 
 
    “See,” Raphine said, smiling at Amora. “She got all that from your lack of a dick-heartbeat.” 
 
    Amora laughed out loud and then covered her mouth and stopped herself. 
 
    “And this one,” Jegra said, throwing her arm around Raphine and getting her into a playful headlock, “Says whatever thing pops into her pretty little head.” Making a fist, Jegra gave Raphine a noogie, messing up her hair. 
 
    “Ah, come on!” Raphine protested, struggling to break way. “You know I hate it when you do that.” 
 
    Jegra laughed and relinquished her hold on the poor girl who quickly went about trying to straighten her disheveled hair. 
 
    Amora giggled as she watched Jegra play and jest with Raphine as though she were her own sister. And, in a way, she was. Jegra was virtually alone in this part of the galaxy. Her species hadn’t made it this far out yet, and so all the family she had was adopted. She made her own family wherever she was. 
 
    Raphine stuck her tongue out at Jegra then turned to Amora. Sticking out her hand, she said, “It was nice to meet you, Amora.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Amora said, shaking Raphine’s hand. With that, Raphine turned and departed the medlab. The small squid creature followed after her as though it were a balloon tethered to a small child. 
 
    “You two seem close,” Amora said. 
 
    There was a long silence as Jegra stared at the door through which Raphine had exited. “I killed her sister,” Jegra finally confessed. 
 
    “Oh,” Amora answered, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    “I feel I owe her so much. Yet she never makes any demands of me. But, as long as I draw breath, that girl will be under my protection and care.” 
 
    “And what about the squid entity?” 
 
    “His name is La’Garren,” Jegra stated, turning toward Amora with a stern look on her face. 
 
    “Isn’t it…I mean…is La’Garren dangerous?” 
 
    “Probably,” Jegra answered. She then shrugged. “But that little guy has already saved my life on more than one occasion, and until I can repay that debt I’ll protect him with my life.” 
 
    Amora gazed admiringly at the empress. She’d never met anyone so noble and just before. And more than that, it seemed like Empress Jegra Alakandra genuinely cared about her subjects. The Lord Emperor cared about no one but himself. So, it was refreshing to see how Jegra could still maintain her integrity as a fearsome warrior and retain her obvious abundance of compassion. A strange combination if there ever was one. 
 
    “And I’ll do my best to take care of your friend here,” Amora said, turning toward Danica and picking up her chart off the end of the bed. 
 
    “She’s more than my friend,” Jegra said, her smile growing bright. “She’s my love and my best friend. If anything should happen to her…” Stopping, Jegra took a breath. “I don’t know what I’d do.” 
 
    “And that’s why I’ll give her my utmost attention and care,” Amora said, putting the chart back after making some small notations. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Jegra replied. Then, turning to leave, she added, “If you’ll excuse me, I have other business to take care of. But if there are any updates, any updates at all…” 
 
    “You’ll be the first to know, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Jegra smiled once more at Amora, and then exited the medical lab. Once out in the hall, she gripped her ribcage and groaned. Although not yet back to a hundred percent, she couldn’t waste any more time lounging in bed. 
 
    After returning to her quarters, Jegra locked her door and opened a secure channel to Senator Tivian on the holovid. But there was no answer. Feeling it odd she wouldn’t answer her encrypted channel, she called the senator’s office, since she sometimes stayed after hours. 
 
    Senator Targon Van Morgan’s face appeared on the holovid in 3D and answered, “This is Senator Tivian’s office, who is this?” 
 
    “This is the Empress Jegra Alakandra,” Jegra said in her most regal sounding voice. “What is going on? Where is Senator Tivian?” 
 
    “I’m afraid the senator has had a terrible accident.” 
 
    “Accident?” Jegra repeated, not believing the words. Senator Tivian was careful. Accidents didn’t just happen to overly cautious types like her. “What kind of accident?” 
 
    “I’m afraid,” Senator Targon added, shaking his head remorsefully, “it was a suicide.” 
 
    It was Senator Tivian who’d approached Jegra in confidence and asked for her help. It had been Senator Tivian’s plan to clamp down on the corruption of the senate, enlisting Jegra’s help. It was highly suspect that she’d abandon all hope and kill herself. That just wasn’t like her. It was more likely she had been murdered and framed. 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Jegra replied, keeping a stately composure. 
 
    “Yes,” Targon answered. “She will be missed.” His words rang hollow and Jegra eyed him suspiciously. Noticing Jegra’s skepticism, Targon asked, “Is there anything that I can help you with, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Maybe another time, perhaps,” Jegra said, smiling artificially. 
 
    “Well, then, until we speak again. Sorry about the bad news.” 
 
    “Yes, please send her family my deepest condolences.” 
 
    “Of course,” Targon said, still grinning like a fool. 
 
    Jegra cut the feed and shivered. Something was seriously wrong with that man. All she ever got from Targon was bile and hate, but amid the scandal of Senator Tivian’s mysterious suicide, he was nothing but roses and kindness to her. It almost seemed as if he were hiding something. 
 
    Her gut told her he was likely the one who sniffed out the alliance between Tivian and Jegra and then had Tivian killed. But how could she prove it? Without any allies among the Council, she was facing an uphill battle that she didn’t believe she’d win. Politics weren’t exactly her thing. 
 
    Worse still, Dagon politicians loved nothing more than to get embroiled in meandering displays of maddening rhetoric where they talked in circles, slinging insult after insult at one another, trying to see who could make the biggest mockery of the other. If she came at him with unfounded accusations, he’d eat her alive and spit her out. 
 
    “Dammit,” she cursed, slamming her fist down on the console at her desk. The console sparked and then fizzled in protest to the abuse and died. Jegra frowned at the wisps of white smoke curling into the air and then let out a pent-up sigh. 
 
    The cry of a thorn bird just outside her balcony caught her attention and she swiveled around in her chair, crossed her long, bronze legs, and peered outside. 
 
    The blue sky was unexpectedly disrupted by a flock of thorn birds taking flight, their murmuration so dense it blotted out the sun and cast a shadow across the entire palace. Jegra slowly rose to her feet and, throwing open the tall glass doors, stepped out onto her balcony. 
 
    Whatever it was, the birds weren’t the only ones reacting peculiarly. The sand worms were cutting through the sands at random angles and zagging back and forth as though they were trying to escape some terrible calamity. 
 
    In the distance, Jegra heard the sandstorm alarm blaring on the palace comm system and she turned toward the west to see the largest, darkest sand front she’d ever seen. 
 
    Burnt orange sand plumes merged into dark purple pockets. In the darkest part, lightning flickered and the rolling sandstorm was heading right for them. 
 
    Something was wrong. She could feel it in her bones. And it wasn’t just the last few days. It was the whole year. It seemed the very moment she’d taken care of one problem ten more arose in its place. And now, with Senator Tivian’s suspicious death, here she was, met with the worst sandstorm she’d ever experienced during her entire time on Thessalonica. It was too much to be coincidental. 
 
    Jegra hopped up onto her balcony, and crouching down, she leapt high into the air. The empress sailed across the pond and gardens below and landed on the very edge of her property. Rising back to her full six-foot-five height, she stood firm as she stared down the sandstorm. She watched it with great intensity, trying to spot anything out of the ordinary as it raced toward her. 
 
    A sand plume thirty stories high smashed into the energy shields inches away from Jegra’s nose. She didn’t even flinch as the sand blast crackled along the energy field that protected the palace. Blue flickering swirls formed all across the dome, giving the palace a kind of snow globe effect, and Jegra turned and, tossing her long brunette hair, began her march back toward the palace. 
 
    Meleh’Kendar, her chief of security, met her at the main entrance of the palace. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, realizing that Meleh’Kendar wouldn’t burden her with anything unless it was absolutely vital. 
 
    “The senate has just voted in favor of a vote of no confidence regarding Emperor Dakroth. Also, Senator Targon has just declared martial law and instated his daughter, Callestra, as Admiral of the Fleet. He has effectively taken control of all of Dagon Prime.” 
 
    “A coup then?” 
 
    “A coup to arrest power away from you, your grace. Without the Lord Emperor to contest the ruling, the reign of the empire falls to you.” 
 
    “Suspicious, I’d say, that the Lord Emperor goes missing just before a coup.” 
 
    “Indeed. But that’s not the worst of it.” Jegra raised an eyebrow as Meleh’Kendar briefed her on the shocking details. “They’re saying the Nyctans have made a declaration of war for Dakroth performing the Ceremony of the Chosen One under false pretenses.” 
 
    “The Ceremony of the Chosen One…” Jegra repeated, rubbing her chin in contemplation. “But that means Dakroth would have had to impregnate the administratrix with his seed.” 
 
    “You are familiar with the ritual, then?” 
 
    “I’m familiar, but I never dreamed he’d actually go through with it. Anaïs Nin is everything he despises. Self-righteous. Hyper religious. Tight lipped and even tighter legs that open for no man.” 
 
    “She is claiming he lied to her about his reasons and impregnated her. The ritual ended in the termination of her fetus. Because of this violation and crushing loss, she blames Dakroth and has sworn to get her vengeance on him.” 
 
    “It’s a ruse,” Jegra said, clutching her fist. “It has to be.” 
 
    A static discharge as loud as a clap of thunder sounded and Meleh’Kendar and Jegra startled in fright and glanced up at the sandstorm raging against the energy shield. Putting his hand on the small of Jegra’s back, he ushered the empress toward the entrance. “Come Your Majesty, we’ll be safer inside.” 
 
    Once inside the palace, Meleh’Kendar touched a wall panel and said, “Computer, secure the palace.” 
 
    A loud clanking could be heard as the blast shutters all rattled into place. As the grand hall darkened, the automated lighting kicked on. 
 
    After giving it some thought, Jegra looked at her chief of security and said, “Find out everything you can about this coup. In the meantime, let’s weather out this storm.” 
 
    What she left out, however, was that she had a bad feeling about all of this. Not just the storm, but the bad omen it represented. The likely assassination of a senator; a coup from two fronts. The Empire was being destabilized from the inside out. But to what end? Was it just a power grab by Targon and his acolytes? Or was something more sinister going on here? 
 
    Determined get to the bottom of it, however, she swore she wouldn’t rest until she had the truth. Even if it meant defying the senate and going against the expected customs of Dagon traditions, the main one being never give up power at any cost. She was willing to let her enemies think they had the hand up on her. Meanwhile, she’d sow the seeds of rebellion. Show them a thing or two about good old-fashioned grass-roots resistance and perseverance. 
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    Stormbreaker, the flagship of the Galliforn Space Defense Fleet, GSDF, jumped into the system at the coordinates of the anomaly simply known as “The Rift.” The rift contained a dark space, a gravity well that often sucked unsuspecting ships in. Ships that were never seen again. It was a place that was to be avoided at all costs. And yet, one had escaped it. And ever since Empress Alakandra’s harrowing escape from this theoretically inescapable void, there had been a mysterious signal emanating from the rift. A signal that Captain Lodbrok was tasked with investigating. 
 
    Captain Lodbrok stroked his coarse black beard and leaned forward in his chair. “Hold her steady here, Quartermaster Oddgrim.” 
 
    The massive ship slowed to a stop, the giant horns of a bighorn sheep curled elegantly around the head of the ship and subtly blended back into the architecture of the bovine face that made up the bow of the vessel. 
 
    The hull of the ship, which looked like a massive sledge hammer, had an elongated tail-wing that, like a whale fin, fanned out horizontally, extending away from the ship’s eight aft thrusters situated both above and beneath. 
 
    All along the hull of the ship were interwoven patterns, mostly the geometric shapes of bones and rams, etched in a Nordic jelling style that spanned from bow to stern. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Oddgrim shouted with robust enthusiasm. Although the chocolate colored satyr was the oldest officer aboard the ship, he approached his job with the energy of a faun half his age. 
 
    Oddgrim, it turned out, also happened to be blind. But his whitewashed eyes didn’t detract from his performance as ship’s navigator, since he had most of the star charts devoted to memory. And navigating a warship like the Stormbreaker had more to do with calculating speeds, trajectories, and inputting the correct coordinates than it did the agile by-the-seat-of-your-pants piloting of something like a split-wing fighter. 
 
    A starfighter, the ship was not. Whereas smaller vessels may need to navigate delicate paths through asteroid fields, the Stormbreaker smashed through anything in its way. Including, but not limited to, asteroid belts. It was a battering ram in space, after all. 
 
    In a way, having a blind helmsman was sort of fitting. It reflected the Galliforn philosophy of life: Strength in the face of weakness. Honor over cowardice. Kindness in lieu of selfishness. Practice the old ways over the new. And always honor the Moon Goddess, Selene. 
 
    “Sir, we’re picking up strange readings,” ensign Phobos informed the captain. 
 
    Captain Lodbrok stood up and clasped his hands behind his back. His classic naval uniform looked more like that of an ancient mariner than the captain of a state-of-the-art starship, but it all went back to the adage about practicing the old way over the new. If it wasn’t broken, then there was no reason to fix it. The Galliforn people prided themselves in honoring the ancient while, simultaneously, embracing the new. As such, everything new, though incorporating the most progressive technology, had an almost antique aesthetic about it. 
 
    “Precisely what kind of readings are we picking up, ensign?” Lodbrok asked. 
 
    “There seems to be an energy surge building up on the other side of the rift, captain.” 
 
    That didn’t make any sense. After all, the gravity well should swallow up anything that was there. Unless… the captain thought, something that registered high energy readings is gathering inside the gravity well. But, then, that would mean…  
 
    Lodbrok’s eyes grew wide as the revelation of what was about to happen set in. “Quickly now, open an emergency channel to our sister ship, the Chiron.” 
 
    Up on the viewscreen the aged face of the most infamous satyr in the Commonwealth appeared, Grendok of Galliforn. 
 
    “Ah, Captain Lodbrok, what an unexpected surprise. I pray all is well with you and your lovely family.” 
 
    “Apologies, old friend, but I must dispense with the pleasantries as this call is regarding a matter of utmost importance.” 
 
    Grendok raised a hoary eyebrow and stroked his fleece beard pensively, pulling it into a long funnel and twisting it before repeating the process all over again. “A security issue then?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s worse than that, even. I’m issuing the De Defectu Oraculorum protocol.” 
 
    A heavy silence fell across the bridge crew and everyone turned to their captain with stunned faces. The De Defectu Oraculorum was the name of the ancient text of death, the final chapter in the Enchiridion. It prophesied the end times of Galliforn. Not just Galliforn, though, but the entire galaxy. 
 
    “So, it begins,” Grendok said in a solemn tone. 
 
    “Please,” Lodbrok beseeched of his fellow countryman, “I need you to—”  
 
    A burst of static interrupted the captain’s words and one of his officers began shouting that the rift was opening up. More static was followed by the garbled shouts of the crew and, finally, Captain Lodbrok could be heard barking orders. 
 
    The video feed came back on and revealed the captain’s fear-stricken face. A strange, ethereal golden light of unknown origin cast itself over the entire bridge of the ship. 
 
    “They’re already here!” shouted Captain Lodbrok. Turning back to the vidcom, he leaned in, his bovine snout and slatted eyes taking up the entire frame. “You must warn her, Grendok. You must warn Empress Jegra Alakandra. The—”  
 
    Another burst of static interrupted his speech. In the background, the mysterious golden light intensified. It continued to do so until Grendok could no longer make out any of the details. A nano-second later, the crew began screaming out in agony as the brilliant light grew so intense that Grendok was forced to look away from his vidscreen. 
 
    Amid the crew’s screams, Lodbrok’s panicked voice broke through. “I repeat,” he intoned with utmost urgency, “the invasion has begun! The invasion has begun.” 
 
    Just then the televid feed cut out. Saddened by what it meant, Grendok lowered his head in a moment of silence. The Stormbreaker, along with his friend, had been destroyed. 
 
    Nevertheless, Captain Lodbrok had not died in vain. Far from it. It was because of his dying message that Grendok would be able to get word to Empress Alakandra in time. 
 
    With any luck, she would be able to use both the combined might of the Dagon Imperial Navy as well as the Knights of Caelum to mount a defensive. In the meantime, he’d have to round up every remaining Galliforn warrior he could find as well as call in a few favors of some unruly space pirates. 
 
    “You there,” Grendok hollered, pointing at a younger clone of himself who was busy tidying up an ornate office decorated with the finest artifacts from every corner of the Commonwealth. Prized among his treasure was a bronze statue of Jegra’s naked body standing upon a pile of defeated warriors. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” the young Grendok replied. 
 
    “Prep the ship for immediate launch. We have much to do and very little time to do it in.” 
 
    “As you wish, sir. Any particular destination?” 
 
    “Thessalonica,” Grendok said. Before the young faun could prance off to do his elder’s bidding, the graying Grendok shook his head, as if he’d changed his mind, and called out, “No, wait. I’ll send the message personally. You get dressed and take command. Make haste for Galliforn.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the satyr replied. 
 
    “And get me Raven Nightguard on the comm. I’m going to need all hands on deck for this. And be quick about it my, boy! The very fate of the galaxy is at stake.” 
 
    The young satyr nodded and quickly skipped away. Grendok turned back toward his desk and fixed his gaze on the battle-axe hanging on his wall above it. It was his from the campaigns and the war against Loki’Alloran Rhadamanthus Dakroth. One which Galliforn had narrowly won. 
 
    But if Grendok’s hunch was right, this battle would take the entire Commonwealth of planets working together to win. If not, they’d most certainly be doomed. 
 
    Grendok typed a few keys on the touch display surface of his desk and a computer’s voice chimed on. [*Satellite coming into range now.*] 
 
    “Show me a visual,” Grendok said. 
 
    Up on the wall, a large televid lit up with the image of sparking debris. By the patterning of the shards floating through space, Grendok knew it was what remained of the Stormbreaker. 
 
    “Zoom out,” he said, eyeing the image suspiciously, waiting to catch a glimpse of whoever, or whatever, was capable of destroying the galaxy’s toughest warship. Suddenly, a golden tentacle whipped by. “Zoom out seventy percent,” he added. 
 
    The satellite image zoomed out, capturing a wide panoramic view. The horizon came into view and a long slender tear in space, emitting golden light, filled the viewscreen. Also pouring out of the rift were thousands of cosmic squid entities, of all different sizes. 
 
    Some of the creatures were as massive as small moons. Others were the size of large starships, while many more were the size of shuttles and smaller transports. 
 
    He stared at the squid invasion for a long time and then narrowed his eyes. “Zoom in on the entities of light,” he said.  
 
    The computer complied. In the spaces between the squid creatures’ massive bodies were warships unlike anything he’d ever seen before. They seemed to be made out of the same glowing, radiant material as the bodies of the squids. But there was no mistaking them. They were ships of war. 
 
    The warships, the size of dreadnaught class battlecruisers, had elongated frames and barbed, spear-like, tendrils that extended past the bow of every ship like thorny sea urchins. The sterns of the ships were no less intimidating since trailing behind them were tentacles of a mechanized nature. 
 
    Attached to the end of each of the robot tentacles were massive laser cannons more powerful than anything in the Galliforn fleet. The tentacles coiled around huge thrusters that guided the destroyers toward their final destination. And, it just so happened, Grendok had an idea of where that would be. 
 
    As bad as things seemed, luckily enough, Grendok knew a thing or two about thwarting invaders. That said, this time they weren’t going up against blue-skins. They were dealing with an entirely different kind of monster. Something ancient. Something sinister. 
 
    Determined not to give in to his fears, Grendok cleared his throat and, then, with the swipe of a finger, flicked off the monitor. Turning to leave, he paused, turned back again, and retrieved his battle-axe from off the wall. 
 
    “It seems we’ll be back in the fray very soon, ole chap,” he said, kissing the axe on its head. 
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    “At long last, there she is,” Angellyk said with a smile, looking up to find Raven enter the brig. Angellyk eyed her up and down, admiring her figure complimenting outfit–a tight, charcoal gray tank top that hugged her figure so tightly that her nipples budded underneath the fabric. She also wore black jeans with tears in them that showed off patches of indigo skin. Her belt was tactical in nature but had an elegant salmon colored, single-plate buckle that added a bit of flash to her otherwise drab attire. Rounding off her ensemble were her patent black military issue boots, which she kept her pant legs tucked into at all times. 
 
    “Apologies,” Raven said, “things have been so hectic lately I haven’t had the time to work through whatever…well, whatever this is.” She pointed at Angellyk and then to herself. 
 
    Not waiting for a response, Raven’s heavy, black leather boots clomped across the metal floor as she marched over to the locking mechanism on the outside of Angellyk’s cell and, leaning over the retina scanner, input her biometrics. 
 
    “Stunning as always,” Angellyk said warmly, leaning against the glass barrier as she let her eyes linger on Raven’s ass long enough for Raven to shoot her a scornful look. She shrugged it off and smiled coyly, still impressed by how the tight-fitting denim really did hug her every curve on Raven’s perfectly sculpted figure like a second skin. 
 
    Finished at the console, she stood up just as the red light above the door flickered to green and the glass plate slid open. Raven stepped aside, gesturing with a casual nod for Angellyk to pass through the opening unobstructed. 
 
    Angellyk stepped out of her cell, tossed her forest green hair across her avocado colored shoulder, and faced Raven. “For a while there I thought maybe you had forgotten about us.” 
 
    “I’ve been busy,” Raven replied. “I take it Skuld has taken good care of you, though?” 
 
    “He has,” replied Angellyk. 
 
    “Good. That’s good,” Raven said. She shot her ex-wife a quick but fleeting smile and then turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait a nano-second,” her ex said, stopping Raven with a hand on her shoulder. “Is that all? Just, ‘you’re free to go’ and then goodbye?” 
 
    Raven paused. “It’s not like that. It’s just…I’m a bit preoccupied. I have other things on my mind.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help?” 
 
    Raven looked back at Angellyk and took her hand in hers. “I wish that were possible. But this is something I must do alone. You understand, right?” 
 
    Angellyk’s teal eyes held Raven’s purple eyed gaze for a long time and then she nodded silently, motioning that she understood. She understood Raven was a lone wolf and would rather struggle in vain than ask anyone for help. “Same old Raven,” Angellyk laughed. “You haven’t changed a bit.” 
 
    “Hey, as much as I love to see a good old-fashioned reunion,” came the disgruntled voice of Onelle Agnar, who stood glaring at them from behind the glass of her enclosure, opposite the one Angellyk had occupied. “Do you think you could, maybe, wrap this up sometime in the next century and let me out of this place? I have places to be too, you know.” 
 
    “And yet nobody has even bothered to wonder where you disappeared to,” Raven said coldly. “If I were you,” she added, “I’d see to it about getting myself some new friends.” 
 
    Onelle had been missing for months and not a single person had come looking for her. In fact, Raven had a hunch that everyone in her life was properly celebrating the insufferable woman’s disappearance. But until the empress decided on what to do with her, Onelle was her problem. 
 
    Irritated that nobody would listen to her, Onelle went over to the corner of her cell to sulk. Sitting on her cot, she put her leg up on the edge and smacked the back of her teeth, looking away from the two love birds with disgust. 
 
    Angellyk and Raven’s eyes locked. “It’s about Jegra, isn’t it?” asked Angellyk. But she was fairly certain she already knew the answer to her question. 
 
    “What is about Jegra?” 
 
    “The thing that has you so tight lipped.” 
 
    “You were always good at reading people, Angie,” Raven replied. “But I’d rather not talk about it, given our current company.” 
 
    Both women slowly turned and looked over at Onelle and stared at her with blank faces. Onelle caught their judgmental expressions and she scoffed, folded her arms, and turned away. 
 
    “No, it’s not just Princess Pleasantries over there…it’s a sensitive matter. I’m sorry, that’s all I’m at liberty to say.” 
 
    “You love her, don’t you?” 
 
    “What?!” Raven laughed. “Onelle?” 
 
    “No, silly. Jegra,” Angellyk replied. 
 
    Raven laughed again. It sounded so absurd. But the look on Angie’s face suggested she was being sincere. “Oh,” she said, her tone softening, “you’re serious.” 
 
    She was fond of Jegra and would go to the ends of the galaxy and back to make sure she was safe, but it wasn’t love. At least, she didn’t think so. 
 
    “I wouldn’t joke about your love life, hon. There’s nothing funny about it. In fact, it’s pretty dang sad, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Ha-ha,” Raven replied, narrowing her eyes at her. “But Jegra’s my empress. We’re friends. That’s all.” 
 
    “Mmm-hmmm,” Angellyk said skeptically, folding her arms over her chest. “Just friends.” 
 
    Raven blushed. “That’s right. Just friends.” 
 
    “I’m not the one blushing,” Angellyk teased. 
 
    Raven’s cheeks darkened even more, but this time with a hint of anger. “I forgot how frustrating you can be sometimes,” she said, storming out of the brig. 
 
    Angellyk raced out after her. “Don’t be like that! I didn’t mean anything by it. Just that…” 
 
    Raven stopped in the middle of the corridor. “Just…what? 
 
    “It’s just that you’ve not let many people in close to you. But I see you and Jegra are very close. I guess what I’m trying to say is, I don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Raven said, reaching out and brushing Angellyk’s face with the back of her hand. “But, like I said, we’re just friends.” 
 
    “In that case,” Angellyk said, throwing her arms around Raven’s waist and reeling her in. “I’ve been dying to do this since I came aboard.” 
 
    Her lips crashed into Raven’s and they shared a hot, mouth-watering kiss. Midway through their make out session, the doors parted and they quickly pulled apart, trying their best to pretend nothing had happened. 
 
    Skuld was standing in the entrance holding a tray of food for the remaining prisoner, Onelle. “Sorry to interrupt, but I have to…” he nodded down at the chow and then glanced nervously back up at the two women, “you know.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Raven said, motioning for him to continue on with his duties. “We’re done here anyway.” 
 
    Not waiting around long enough for Angellyk to try and talk her into something she’d likely regret, she scurried up the corridor and disappeared out of sight. 
 
    “Apologies,” Skuld said, glancing timidly at the sad looking green-skinned woman standing before him. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t you. I was, perhaps, a little too forward.” Angellyk smiled at Skuld and then turned to go roam about the ship, clear her head, and maybe take a cold shower. 
 
    Raven entered the bridge to find Kregor and Gyllek both busy on the comm. “Do you read me?” Kregor asked. “I repeat, this is the Skywend responding to the Chiron distress call, do you read me?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Raven asked. 
 
    “It’s the Chiron, ma’am, they issued a system wide distress call.” 
 
    “Where’s the call coming from?” 
 
    “Galliforn, Captain,” Kregor replied. He looked at her, awaiting her orders. His nictitating eyelids blinking twice as he watched her mull over their next course of action. 
 
    “Set course for Galliforn, maximum speed,” Raven informed. Turning to leave, she glimpsed Gyllek and Kregor both giving her a curious look. She knew they had questions, but until she knew more, it was best just to keep her assumptions to herself. “I’ll be in my quarters sending an encoded communiqué to Empress Alakandra. If this is what I think it is, we’re all in a pot of boiling water and the only way out is going to be by jumping into the fire.” 
 
    After Raven exited the bridge, Gyllek turned in her chair and looked at Kregor with a confused expression on her face. “What in the galaxy was the captain on about? Pots of water and jumping into fires?” 
 
    “Bad news, I’m afraid, kid. Just your average all around bad news.” Settling into his seat, Kregor leaned forward, flipped on several switches, and dialed up the ship’s FTL drive. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Gyllek replied. 
 
    “Strap in, kid,” he said, pushing the throttle all the way up to maximum. Outside the main view portal, the stars all around them began to stretch into a kaleidoscope of different colors, “and settle in for the long haul. B’cuz this adventure is just getting started.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” Gyllek replied in her cutesy voice. Giving Kregor a playful salute, she winked and then sat back and buckled in for the ride. 
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    The Chiron passed through the stream at maximum speed making its way toward the satyr homeworld, Galliforn. Outside the window of Grendok’s quarters, a rainbow kaleidoscope of colors whisked by. The colors, like a psychedelic light show, danced along the hull in a hypnotizing blur. It was beautiful, but staring at it too long could give you a headache. Or a bad case of vertigo. 
 
    A sense of lightheadedness overcoming him, Grendok turned away from the hyperspace vista to face the mirror and stared at his solid reflection. Having put on his admiral’s uniform, he finished fastening his collar and then tugged at his sleeves, popping them out so he could clip on his cufflinks. 
 
    Lost to his thoughts, the time had come, he felt, to utilize every asset he’d been building for the past one hundred and forty years. Arms dealer, black market trader, illegal clone provider, renowned war hero, all of it had come to a head. 
 
    Before exiting his room, he fetched his battle-axe and slung it across his back. The magnetic clamps locked it into place and, taking a deep breath, he strolled out into the corridor. 
 
    The short walk from his quarters to the bridge only took a few minutes but he used the time to clear his head. He’d need a clear head to think through the next step of this shit storm. Not only had a coup been executed on Dagon Prime, but Senator Targon’s daughter, Callestra, now led the Dagon Imperial fleet. And for some strange reason, they were holding on the Southern Rim of the Empire, as if they were waiting for something. 
 
    But that position held no strategic value and it left Dagon Prime wide open to attack by the Nyctans. What did Callestra know that he didn’t? Not being privy to such information got his goat, but he already had an idea about how to obtain such sensitive information. 
 
    Upon arriving on the bridge, Sub Commander Tabitha looked at him, straightened up, and announced his arrival. “Admiral on deck!” she hollered. The bridge crew all stopped what they were doing and rose to their feet and saluted, holding their salutes until their captain returned them with one of his own. 
 
    Grendok saluted and said, “Everyone, at ease.” 
 
    His crew turned back to their stations, returning to their duties. He skipped up to Tabitha, who stood before the large monitor. 
 
    “Coming out of hyperspace now,” the navigations officer informed. This prompted the crew to look up at the forward viewscreen. 
 
    The rainbow kaleidoscope of paper-thin light strands shrank into pin-points of stellar light. The blue streaks snapped into closer stars, the red into far away stars, the yellow into system stars, the green faded into invisible dark matter, and the purple, well, the few purple streaks signified black holes. 
 
    THUNK! The ship jolted as something struck the Chiron’s outer hull. “Take evasive maneuvers!” Grendok barked. 
 
    With a heavy groan, the massive ship swooped down, narrowly avoiding another, much larger, asteroid, half the ship’s own mass. More rocky debris clanked and pinged against the ship’s korridium hull and the ride through the debris became exceptionally bumpy. 
 
    Tabitha watched the thick debris outside the viewscreen crashing, ricocheting, and spinning off in every direction. It was chaos. “There shouldn’t be an asteroid belt here.” 
 
    “It’s not an asteroid belt,” answered the admiral in his grimmest tone. He raised a finger as the ship emerged from the thick of it only to reveal their homeworld, Galliforn, cracked in half like an egg, floating lifeless in the sky. 
 
    There was no grid of city lights lighting up the evening sky. No transports going to and fro as with most bustling space ports. No signs of life of any kind. Just the hot orange of a molten core bleeding out of a green world that had been cleaved in two. As the molten core cooled in the frigidness of space, it hardened, forming a metallic strand, like the severed umbilical cord of an aborted fetus that dangled lifelessly in the dead of space. 
 
    As the terrible, horrible realization set in, the crew all gasped as one, their hearts instantly breaking. Many broke down into sobs. But Grendok said nothing. It took everything he had not to break too. 
 
    The Galliforn Space Defense Front, their flag battleship Stormbreaker, and every single one of the orbital laser platforms had been destroyed. There wasn’t a ship or laser platform remaining between their homeworld and The Rift. Just an endless string of destruction and debris. The skeletal husks of destroyed vessels and the rocky remains of the planet were all that was left of the once mighty Galliforn. Whatever it was that had hit the planet had utterly decimated it. The Good Ole Girl was gone. 
 
    “What in the galaxy could do something like this?” Tabitha asked, wiping tears from the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “Not what, but who, my dear.” 
 
    Tabitha looked over at Grendok, a frown forming on her face. “What do you mean? Do you know who’s responsible for this, admiral?” 
 
    “It’s an omen,” Grendok said. 
 
    “An omen for what?” 
 
    “That all worlds will fall.” 
 
    “Fall? Fall to whom?” 
 
    Grendok turned to Tabitha and, speaking in a hushed yet equally gruff tone, his voice betraying the first signs of trepidation, he answered, “He has returned.” 
 
    “Who?” Tabitha asked. “Who has returned? What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “The one I cannot name. The one drawn back from countless eons and inconceivable dimensions. He who instills dread in the fiercest warriors and compels the most ruthless knaves to cower and hide. He who carries with him the Yellow Sign. A golden light delineated by a single and incontrovertible trait; everything it touches is laid to ruin. My dear Tabitha, you ask who has returned? But isn’t it already clear?” Grendok paused, turning back toward the viewscreen to take in the destruction of his fallen homeworld. Taking a moment to let the direness of his words take root in the minds of the men and women of his crew, he finally answered, “The Yellow King.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Administratrix Anaïs Nin entered the throne room to find all of the court assembled. Even her political and military advisors had convened. She felt rage growing within herself as the crowds parted, all of them eyeing her with startled faces. It was only when the throng parted to reveal the gleaming backside of a figure she recognized all too well that she understood their edginess wasn’t because they feared her, but because they feared Him. 
 
    A beautiful Nyctan man with silver flowing hair, skin as soft and pure as the finest ivory, and sunken eyelids gazed over his shoulder at her with sanguine eyes. It seemed as if he recognized her at first glance, but for some reason unbeknownst to her, he seemed sorry to see her. 
 
    Brilliant golden armor with what seemed to be enormous, gilded eagles’ feathers hung from his back. The gold-plated feathers swayed as he slowly turned to greet her. 
 
    “My dear daughter,” he said, his arms clasped behind his back. “I have been waiting for this day for more than seven millennia.” 
 
    The Gilded Master swept back his wings as though he were sweeping back a cape and, catching the air, they fanned out and then promptly curled back into pleats, each feathery fold falling back into place. 
 
    With slow deliberate movements, he smiled down at the administratrix with hypnotic black eyes. Eyes blacker than obsidian; all but for a golden halo that ran around the circumference of his irises which gave him an otherworldly appearance. 
 
    Anaïs Nin could hardly believe her eyes. Was this real? Had her God returned? Was it really him? What about the prophecy? What about the emissaries? If it really was her God, she needed to know. 
 
    She wanted to pinch herself just to be sure she wasn’t dreaming, but then he smiled upon her. And she knew. She knew because instead of feeling warmth or love, she felt nothing but dread and despair echoing throughout a cold and infinite void. She felt her stomach sink and a crippling sense of hopelessness come her. It must be Him, she thought. She was sure of it. 
 
    “My Lord,” Anaïs Nin said, kneeling before the feet of the Gilded Master, H’aaztre. She trembled in fear but clamped down on her nerves and hid her spine-tingling feelings deep down inside her. 
 
    “Rise,” H’aaztre said, reaching down and guiding the administratrix to her feet with a gesture. 
 
    “I too have waited for this day,” she said, taking his hand and kissing it, “my lord.” 
 
    The Supreme Lord H’aaztre raised an eyebrow. “Is this so?” he asked in a skeptical tone. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Anaïs Nin replied truthfully. “I would not lie to you. I swear it on my life.” 
 
    “Then why are the preparations not complete?” 
 
    “My lord?” she asked, confused by the question. 
 
    “The Ceremony of the Chosen One,” he answered. “Where is my chosen vessel?” 
 
    “I’m afraid a suitable vessel could not be discovered in time.” She bowed her head apologetically. 
 
    The Gilded Master reached down and gently raised her chin. “Are you barren?” he asked. 
 
    “No, my lord,” Anaïs Nin replied, her eyes watering with remorse for the awful guilt she felt for disappointing him. “It’s just that…” she trailed off. There were no excuses. She had deemed the child unworthy and sacrificed it, knowing very well the repercussions. She had failed in her sole mission as High Priestess to provide her Lord with a suitable vessel. “My lord, I am not worthy. I have failed you. I have failed my sacred duty as High Priestess and I deserve to be punished.” 
 
    Never in a million years had she expected that H’aaztre would return but a handful of days after the ritual. Yet, she got the distinct feeling that He saw right through her weakness. He knew she was a whore who had let herself be overcome with the carnal desires she’d felt for so long. He knew of Dakroth’s sickening seed being impregnated in her, and she knew that He saw through her—that she ignored all the signs of His divine return. 
 
    Unable to bear the weight of her abysmal failures any further, an unforgivable sin in her eyes, she fell to her knees before her Lord, prostrate, and burst into tears. Clutching his feet, she kissed his golden boots and begged for his forgiveness. 
 
    “Oh, my child, do not weep,” H’aaztre said, pulling Anaïs Nin back to her feet. Guiding her gently into him, he placed her head against his metal-plated chest. He hushed her like a loving mother would a weeping babe and, stroking her hair softly, said, “There, there, my child. Everything will be all right. You shall see. Soon, it will all become perfectly clear to you.” 
 
    Her face pressed to her Lord’s bosom, she felt her heart racing in her chest, the fear, the guilt, her penitence, the reverence, the excitement…all of it churning inside her like a building storm. She allowed herself to let loose, and pressing her cheek into his warm embrace, threw her arms around him and held him as he held her. 
 
    That’s when she felt the terrible agony of H’aaztre’s hand tearing through cloth and flesh as he reached into her back and tore out her spinal column. A viscous sounding splatter was the last thing she heard before the infernal darkness seized her. 
 
    The administratrix’s body crumpled to the ground and landed in a disfigured mess along with an excess of her sticky green blood. Her flayed back looked like the toothed opening of a zipper, as small bone fragments protruded from the gory wound. 
 
    Clutched in the Gilded Master’s bloody hand was the spinal column and head of the administratrix. Her dead eyes peered out across the court with a look of utter terror frozen on her face. And as though some part of Anaïs Nin was still inside somewhere, a single tear trickled down her forehead. 
 
    Not a single gasp or murmur was made. The distinguished guests of the court were beyond petrified. They dared not react in any other way than that which showed the utmost veneration of their Lord. An ancient supreme being which many of them had only heard about in the scholarly texts, but who walked among them now. A God whose namesake a large majority still prayed to daily. A God they would not question, for their faith drove them to blind obedience and servitude. For that is what the phrase “Nyctos etd’ve H’aaztre,” meant. The Slaves of Hastur. 
 
    If their God wanted their queen dead, then he must have his reasons. How could a God be wrong? 
 
    “You there,” H’aaztre said to one of the Carcosan Virgins that cowered off to the side like a frightened animal. She reluctantly stepped forward. Placing the gory skull and backbone into her hands, green globs of gore dripping from them, he commanded, “Dispose of this.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” she said, taking the remains of her queen and scurrying back. 
 
    Sir Lance Bishop, one of the top-ranking Knights of Caelum, stepped forward. His gauntleted fists clenched, a rage burned inside him as he grappled with the death of his beloved queen. He wanted nothing more than to have his vengeance, God or not. But he was abruptly halted in his tracks with one sharp glance from the Gilded Master. 
 
    “Is there something you wish to say, Sir Knight?” 
 
    “No, my lord,” Sir Bishop answered, easing back into line. 
 
    Yolkai Estan, the current oracle, brushed back her red and gold trim robes and placed her hand over the knight to let him know it was all right. 
 
    This was neither the time nor place to mount a protest. But she understood the knight’s deep-seated urge to protect the queen at all costs. It was literally programmed into his DNA. All the Knights were genetically enhanced in such a fashion. And now, the queen was dead. Slaughtered before her loyal servants as a symbol of H’aaztre’s terrible might as well as what would happen to those who dared to defy him. 
 
    “Most Excellent,” H’aaztre said, a satisfied grin spreading across his beautiful lips. Turning to the throne, he sauntered over, his wings swaying behind him, and took his rightful place. 
 
    The Gilded Master leaned back into the golden and ivory chair and gazed out across the sea of faces of his people. One by one they knelt down and lowered their wretched gazes, making themselves prostrate before their new ruler. Even the headstrong order of Knights submitted to H’aaztre’s authority, and seeing their leader acquiesce so too did the rest of the knights. The people of Nyctan and their planet were now his. And soon, the whole galaxy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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