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    In memory of my father.
The bravest man I’ve ever known.



And to all the other brave people
living with Parkinson’s disease.
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This story contains numbered footnotes/endnotes that can be clicked, tapped or ignored. Of the three options, the latter offers the lowest level of fun, which might appeal to boring people.
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Chapter 1   
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It was an age-old battle. A battle of man versus nature – a battle nature was about to win. He could feel it.

His face flushed and contorted as a bead of sweat ran down his temple and skirted his jaw. The latter clenched tight to hold back the groan threatening to erupt from deep within, but his body had reached its limits. He only had enough left in him for one final push, and as he gave it everything he had, the groan broke free from its ivory prison; a primal ode to the pain, suffering, and hopelessness faced by so many of his fellow humans.

Ploop.

He looked down.

Really?

All that effort, and his only reward was ... ploop!

Lieutenant Reginald Kleft couldn’t remember having had bricks for dinner the night before, but seeing as that’s what was trying to come out, he must have remembered wrong.

Leaning back, Reg rested his head against the wall for a short spell – not the magical kind, of course. It was more the kind you’d find online to download and listen to repeatedly because the previous ten times clearly hadn’t worked. The kind where whales croon in the background, or whatever you call the sound that whales make when they’re feeling hungry, amorous or irked.

Relax, Reg chanted to himself in the most soothing inner voice he could muster. That’s all you need to do. Close your eyes ... 

... he closed his eyes ...

... take a deep breath ...

... he took a deep breath ...

... and relaaax.

It was working; nothing earth-shattering, but he did feel better.

Yes, that’s it, he continued, keeping the momentum going. Just clear your mind ... breathe ... rela—

A knock at the door dispelled the spell.

The two-thousand-year-old Unyun Trade Federation runs its Militorate like a business, and keeping hundreds of billions of people safe doesn’t come cheap. And since elbow-room is expensive, the Unyun Militorate’s ship-construction stations are the opposite of luxury-mattress factories, and so is their slogan: Your comfort is not our priority. But some are worse off than others, and seeing as Patrol Scouts are perched on the bottom rung of the Militorate’s priority ladder, their ships are generally the most unluxurious Militor vessels in the fleet, especially in respect of decently sized sanitary facilities. 

Which is why it felt as though the knock had been knocked right against Reg’s skull. “What is it?” he said, trying to sound annoyed. This might have worked if he’d had more breath left in him, but he didn’t.

“I know you wanted some ... private time,” said a muffled voice from the other side of the door, “but there’s something you need to see.”

The lieutenant wiped the dark, damp strand of red hair from his forehead along with a mist of perspiration. Drawing another deep breath, he exhaled slowly, trying to vent some of the irritation – among other things – that had been building up inside him for some time. It didn’t work.

“Just give me a bloody minute!”

Performing the wiping ritual with a few not-so-muted curses, Reg got up and glowered into the toilet bowl, where a small round ball now lay hidden under cover of a sanitary wad. With some additional choice words, he cleaned his hands with another wad and flushed the cursed bundle from view.

Exiting the facilities, Reg paused to adjust his tight, grey uniform; not because it was necessary, but because it felt like the appropriate thing to do in the circumstances.[1]​ Reaching the pilot’s chair, he eased himself into it, fearing that hard contact would cause his innards to explode. He avoided looking at his Ronian co-pilot, who fortunately did the same by fiddling with controls that didn’t need to be fiddled with at that exact moment.

“Uh, everything okay?” Ensign Spence Jensis asked in a way that said he needed to say something but didn’t particularly want to.

“I’m fine,” Reg muttered, and proceeded with his own fiddling while forcing his face to stay calm. As the ensign’s superior, he had to keep up appearances on the outside, no matter how ... pressing things got inside.

“You really should see a Medicor, Reg.”

The lack of decorum in being addressed by name instead of rank was nothing new. Reg and Spence were friends, and usually called each other by name when they were alone or off duty; a welcome break from the formalities of Militorate life.

The lieutenant snorted. “Medicors; you know how full of crap those a-holes can be.”

“And, yes, Spence,” he added, holding up a pre-emptive finger, “I see the irony in that. But I’ve struggled with this for years, and it’s not going to change. I’m done being poked, prodded, and swallowing whatever new meds those whitecoats deem fit to jam down my throat.”

“But it’s getting worse, Reg. You cannot go on like this. When’s the last time you had a decent ... purge?”

“I said I’m fine, Ensign!” Reg snapped, signalling an end to the informalities and the topic under discussion.

“Yes, sir,” Spence said, picking up on the signal. 

He was one of the few people who knew of Reg’s digestive issues. It was difficult not to, having shared quarters at the Academy and aboard several Militor vessels. Some things are impossible to hide, no matter how hard you try. 

However, while he was used to Reg’s moods – which were about as consistent as a bag of trail mix – Spence didn’t have to like it, and he wasn’t afraid to show that this was still the case.

To avoid the sulky look painting the ensign’s pale face, Reg fixed his eyes on a monitor without paying it much attention. The scrawny, rusty-haired, rusty-eyed Ronian next to him was, by all accounts, too timid to be in the Militorate, and likely would have dropped out of the Academy if Reg hadn’t pushed him as much as he had. 

But with his human friend’s help, Spence had scraped through, and now stood out among his peers like a drop of water in a glass of water. Reg, however, had faith that his friend could achieve so much more in his career than merely blending in. To boost Spence’s CV, Reg had taken the ensign under his wing on his first assignment as a Patrol Scout; to mould the Ronian into something more. Something ... better.

They’d been patrolling the area around a Dumb Planet for weeks now, with nothing much to show other than Reg’s ration-packed colon. Even scrubbing toilets[2]​ on a Caynin-crewed Academy training vessel would have been more exciting than this!

However, Reg knew you had to start somewhere, and although his family had produced a long line of accomplished individuals in service of the Unyun Militorate, he wanted to make a name for himself.

In stark contrast, Spence just wanted to belong ... somewhere, even if it was only in a small Scout ship patrolling a small patch of space. Unlike Reg, the Ronian was content with flying about aimlessly.

Reg sighed. “I take it you didn’t interrupt my private time to give me unsolicited advice?”

“No ... sir,” Spence said. “I picked up a flagged vessel on the sensors and plotted a course to intercept. I didn’t think you’d mind.”

“Are you kidding?” Reg beamed, glad for the break in routine. “Of course I don’t mind! Good work, Ensign. Uh, what are we looking at?”

Spence’s face picked up somewhat. “Let’s just say it’s something you’ve been waiting for since the day we boarded this bucket. See for yourself.”

Scanning the monitors properly this time, Reg whistled. “You know what this means, right?”

“I do,” Spence said, “but shouldn’t we call it in first?”

“No,” Reg said, grinning. “This one’s mine.”
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With plenty time left before her shuttle rendezvoused with the Jolly Dodger, Captain Phealix raised the temperature of her specially installed hot tub.

Normally, cat-like Faylins don’t enjoy any body of water reaching higher than their toes, but Phealix never saw herself as a “normal” Faylin, and her love for water cemented this fact. Taking a sip of wine, she rested her head on the tub’s rim while the bubbles massaged her light-blue skin. 

This is more like it, she thought. No more squabbling with those knobheads at the Annual Pirate Colloquium. Every year, the same problems. Every year, the same arguments. It was such a mission to get them to agree on ... well, anything!

At least this year the crews had agreed on serving rum instead of beer with dessert at the Last Supper; the main gala dinner that marked the end of the Colloquium. Other than that, nothing much had been achieved except for a few more ships pledging to adhere to The Code; a new set of rules that had already brought a semblance of ... civility to the pirating community – even if the semblance was more of a second cousin once removed.

Still, The Code had been accepted at the previous Colloquium, for which Phealix was grateful. And while pirates moved slower towards change than bunnies could leopard-crawl over a Velcro mat, at least they were moving in the right direction.

Taking another sip, Phealix placed her wineglass on the hot tub’s rim and rested her head to the side. She was about to drift off when the shuttle shuddered, and an alarm started blaring as if it had something important to say. She hoped, for the crew’s sake, it was important, because they knew better than to disturb her during me-time unless there was a bona fide emergency.

Before she could get up, a violent jerk sent a wave of water splashing onto the floor, while her wine toppled into the tub. Watching the bubbles turn red, her face turned a darker shade of blue. If Franki had steered them into another asteroid belt, she was going to lose her—

As if summoned, Franki’s voice echoed over the comm system of the small, private bathroom. “Er, sorry to disturb you, Captain, but we’re ... uh, under attack.”

“Under attack?” Phealix said as she shot to her feet. “By whom?”

“I’m not sure, sir, but at this rate, we won’t last long.”

“Well, try to hold them off. I’m coming.” 

Stepping from the tub, Phealix’s perfectly sculptured Faylin body glistened with water, which dripped from the darker-blue, bushy tip of her tail and the colour-matched ponytail draping down her back. She cast her upward-slanted blue-green eyes at the leather catsuit hanging on the wall. No time. With a scowl, she grabbed and donned her white bathrobe instead. As an afterthought, she snatched her black boots off the floor before rushing out.

When the bathroom door swished closed behind her, Phealix’s crew eyed her awkwardly. Vahltans preferred walking around naked whenever they were alone or among their own, but with their wingless pterodactyl-like features, other species generally preferred Vahltans covering themselves completely; their elongated heads included. 

Phealix was a bit more understanding, but although the Faylin gave her crew some leeway in style, she insisted they wear black leather as a uniform. Which the Vahltans often questioned – not out loud around the captain, of course – because what was the point of covering leather with even more leather? Why not just keep things ... natural?

On the flip side, barring a few exceptions, Vahltans didn’t much care about the appearance of other species, so seeing anyone in a bathrobe shouldn’t have bothered them in the least. But, judging by their frozen looks, seeing their usually well-dressed and -groomed captain in a robe was somewhat unsettling.

As the Jolly Dodger’s First Mate, Franki felt obliged to recover first, and his throat-clearing suggested the others stopped staring too. This they did by finding alternative things to stare at while the captain plonked down in the chair next to Franki.

“Sitrep?” she said, shoving her slim feet into her boots before clasping them.

“As I said, Captain,” the First Mate reported, “I don’t know who it is, but they’ve knocked out our main engines without so much as hailing us first. Whoever they are, they seem fharking de—”

“Franki,” Phealix warned. Despite their predicament, she wasn’t prepared to let the crew run wild in the expletive department.

“Uh, yes, sir, sorry, sir. They seem, er ... quite determined to bring us down.”

“Bring us down, where?”

“There,” Franki replied, pointing at the mostly green planet rapidly growing larger in the window. “It’s marked as a Dumb Planet, but we have no choice. If we don’t set down soon, we’re toast.”

Phealix’s heart sank into her newly donned boots, and she tugged the robe tightly around her. She didn’t have to run an in-depth check to know what planet it was, because there was only one Dumb Planet on their plotted course. They might be toast regardless.

“Well, see if you can get a message out to the Dodger before it’s too late,” she said while securing her seat’s safety straps with an outer calm she wasn’t feeling. “And try keeping us in one piece, Franki.” 

When the Vahltan nodded, Phealix shouted over her shoulder, “You’d better buckle up, boys, it’s gonna be a rough one!” 

She just hoped the shuttle’s emergency thrusters would be enough to give them a chance. Then her hope transformed into an idea.

“You know what, Franki?” she said, reaching for a switch on the console between them. “Seeing as our new friends are so eager to meet us, it will only be proper to give them a nice welcoming present, wouldn’t you agree?”

Despite furiously concentrating on avoiding death, Franki’s leathery beak managed a grin. 

“Why not, Captain?” he said.

“Why not, indeed,” Phealix said as she flipped the switch, pushed a button and sat back, bracing herself for entry.
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Hitting anything from this range had been a tough ask, even for a marksman such as Reg, so when the main engines of the shuttle ahead went dark, his face lit up. Whether it was skill or just plain luck, a hit was a hit, and he kept firing until he landed another one, just for good measure.

“Good shooting,” Ensign Jensis said.

“Thanks,” Reg said, readying himself for his third hit in actual combat as he lined up the shuttle once more.

“Wait,” Spence said, “I really think we should call it in, now. They’re not going anywhere.”

“And we need to make sure it stays that way; even if it’s permanently.”

“That’s not protocol,” Spence cautioned.

“Screw protocols,” Reg grated. “Once we get these bastards, no one will give a hoot whether we played nice. Sometimes you have to improvise to get yourself noticed in life; to get ahead in life. After this, I can promise you we’ll be able to choose where we want to be stationed – no questions asked.”

Ensign Jensis shook his head. “You know, this is why you got stuck patrolling a Dumb Planet in the first place. You could already have been stationed anywhere if you’d just learn to follow orders.”

“Orders,” Reg scoffed. “Do you see anyone around giving orders? No, because we’re Scouts. We have to take the initiative when a situation calls for it.”

“Maybe, but that doesn’t give us the right to break the rules of engagement; you cannot fire upon a vessel without proper warning, much less destroy it!”

“Screw warnings too,” Reg said and pointed at the shuttle. “You know who’s probably on that thing, right? If we don’t stop them now, they might slip away before backup arrives. Then we’ll be the ones responsible for letting one of the most wanted criminals in the Charted Universe escape.”

“But—”

“No buts! We’re going after them, and that’s that! If it will make you feel better, I’ll take full responsibility for whatever happens, okay?”

“Okay, fine, but—”

“I said, no buts!”

“I know, b— just look at the screen, will you?”

Reg did so, not sure what he was looking for. “What am I looking for?” he asked, and checked again to see if his eyes and brain weren’t miscommunicating. He still couldn’t see anything.

“There,” Spence said, pointing at several barely noticeable blotches on the screen between the Scout ship and the shuttle.

“What’s that?” Reg said as his brain and eyes tried to re-establish communication.

“Not sure, but they do look familiar ... oh, no!”

“Mines!” Reg yelled simultaneously as he, too, recognised the objects for what they were. He frantically grabbed the flight stick to pull away, but it was too late.

As the nearest mine detonated, both the human and the Ronian failed to be jerked from their seats as the ship failed to jerk from the unseen, unfelt explosion that knocked the power out. In the dark, the only sound Reg could hear above his own heavy breathing was Spence patting himself to check whether he was still intact.

Satisfied that all his body parts were still present and connected, the ensign said, “What just happened?”

“Must’ve been EMPMs,” Reg replied shakily, blindly punching at everything on the dead consoles and monitors in the faint hope that something had survived the surge. His efforts bore as much fruit as a burnt bush on a desert dune.

Electromagnetic pulse mines were hard to detect and highly effective at knocking out the electronics of unprotected vessels such as Scout ships, which were designed more for speed and manoeuvrability than attack and defence.

Fumbling at his breast pocket, Reg removed a small emergency glow stick and bent it. As the chemicals mixed inside the stick, its green light bounced off Spence’s panicked face.

“What do we do?” the ensign said, his eyes bigger than their natural state, which was already big, even by Ronian standards.

“No need to panic,” Reg said, trying to hold back the panic in his own voice. “The escape pod is insulated against EMPs. We’ll just use its comms to call for aid.”

“I think we’ll need more than the pod’s comms,” Spence said.

“Why?”

“Because the last time I checked, we were following that ship towards that planet,” Spence said, pointing out the window.

“So?”

“We had engines then.”

“Of course we had en—” Reg started, before his brain finally discovered the follow-up message in its junk-mail folder. “We’re on a collision course, aren’t we?”

They both stared at the shuttle ahead, which began glowing red as it entered the planet’s atmosphere without the aid of its main engines. Without any engines, their own ship was doomed.

“Get inside the pod!” Reg ordered as he unclasped his straps and ushered Spence towards the back.

“What about extra provisions ... and weapons?”

“No time!” Reg yelled, punching a panel and shoving his friend through the hatch as it slid open. “Get in!”

Strapping himself into his seat next to Spence, Reg punched instructions into the flight panel, and as soon as the hatch sealed shut, the egg-shaped pod jettisoned from the bottom of the ship. Satisfied they were clear, Reg accessed the comms panel to send out a distress signal.

“Sure, now you want to call it in,” said Spence drily as he tugged at his straps to check if they were secure.

Ignoring the ensign, Reg sent the message and sat back. As the pod started shaking from its tussle with the planet’s atmosphere, he closed his eyes and gripped his safety straps until his knuckles turned white. He could only hope the message reached Command before it was too late. In all likelihood, it was.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4   

[image: ]


Lying on his back amid the tall grass, Isilimo gazed up at the starry sky, which was a tad less starry because the moons were out to resume their perpetual waltz – their soft-blue light masking all but the brightest specks dotting the blackness above.

While Isilimo wasn’t alone, he was the only one awake, as the other three Ja’naman tribesmen had fallen asleep earlier.

Of course, they weren’t supposed to be sleeping. They were supposed to be patrolling the village borders for signs of danger. But the local Le’us roaming the area had just fed the day before and, judging by the large carcass of the Kuhdoo they’d left behind, they would remain fed for a few days longer. And although the Night Aahps started hunting after sunset, they mostly stuck to the jungle on the other side of the mountain, making them the Teahupo’o tribe’s problem. Just as the Le’us, who preferred the open plains, were the Ja’nama tribe’s problem.

Isilimo, or Issy, as his friend called him, was a proud Ja’naman – just not a very popular one, which is why he could count his friends on one finger. Given, “friend” probably overstated his relationship with Mamella, but she was the person who tolerated him more than the others, and was therefore the closest thing Issy had to a buddy.

Mamella was also pretty, but as Issy wasn’t blessed in the looks department (having been told so many times by everyone except Mamella), he knew his boundaries. Besides, Issy didn’t want to risk their friendship, as Mamella was the only one who made village life bearable. Without her, he might have packed up and left long ago in search of adventure, just like his great-grandfather had done before Issy was born.

No one ever spoke much of Khulu, but from the bits and pieces Issy had managed to drag from his parents, his ancestor had been both a dreamer and a wanderer; just like Issy ... except for the wanderer part. Even though his heart yearned for it, there was no way Issy’s mind would permit him to set foot outside the tribe’s borders. Yet, he could still daydream about it, which is why he now used his free time to do just that.

Staring at the stars, Issy imagined the celestial dots above as other villages floating in the sky, with other villagers staring back, imagining the same thing. His parents dismissed his ideas of drifting villages as childhood fantasies, and cautioned him that blaspheming against their ancestors and the gods would land him in trouble. Village Priestesses were always looking for the next sacrifice, they warned, and if Issy didn’t want to be next, he’d better keep his childish dreams to himself.

So that’s precisely what Issy had done for years, and generally kept a low profile, which was a feat on its own among the short villagers. And even though his bubbling levels of excitement occasionally blew off the lid of self-constraint, everyone dismissed his stories as just that – stories. Needless to say, “Oddball” Issy had become used to rolling eyes, just as he’d become used to the growing number of unflattering nicknames.

As the “villages” hung silently above, Issy wondered if some of their denizens had the same problems as him – outcast because they thought differently. He was sure they did, just as he was sure there were other villages up there. The sacrificial gifts had to come from somewhere, descending from the sky in their fiery cages. Why not from a village?

As though his thoughts had been heard, processed and approved by the gods, Issy spotted two streaks of bright fire flashing by overhead. Shooting to his feet, he saw the first streak slowing down somewhat before disappearing from view behind the Fire Mountain, while the other shot past until it vanished beyond the horizon. Issy was on the verge of waking his companions, when he noticed yet another light hurtling towards his patrol, before it slowed and descended behind a nearby hill.

While Issy had seen several lights like the first two, he’d only heard about the latter. It meant something special was about to happen; something he didn’t enjoy. But he had a duty to perform, and perform it he would, whether he liked it or not. It was tradition.

With a sigh, Issy woke his three groggy companions from their unsuccessful beauty sleep and informed them of what he’d seen. They appeared keener to revisit slumberland than to act on the fantasies of “Dreamer Boy”. But when Issy grabbed his spear and ran towards the hill behind which the last light had vanished, they had no choice but to get up and follow. If something happened to Issy, questions would be asked, and they weren’t creative enough to come up with a plausible excuse.

Issy had bargained on this, and grinned as their footfalls followed him up the hill. However, the higher the small group ascended, the more his grin faded. The Ja’naman couldn’t shake the feeling that things were about to change. And not necessarily for the better.
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“Captain?”

Can’t a girl get some sleep?

“Captain.”

Really? What was so important that couldn’t wait till morning? 

“Captain!”

“What?” Phealix murmured her intended yell.

“Captain,” repeated the fuzzy figure above her. “Thank goodness. We thought we’d lost you too.”

“What ... what do you mean too?” Phealix asked as she tried to sit up, but the figure’s hand held her down.

“Franki?” she said when the figure de-fuzzed enough to recognise. “What the heck are you doing?”

“Keeping you still, sir,” the Vahltan First Mate said as soothingly as any Vahltan could manage, which wasn’t soothing at all. “Your head took quite a knock.”

Phealix tried to get her ducks in a row or, at the very least, a fuzzy clump moving in roughly the same direction. 

“What are you talki—” she began, but when the ducks slipped into the pond of full consciousness, they displaced the lingering traces of memory loss.

As the recollection of recent events flooded her mind, Phealix carefully yet firmly removed Franki’s hand from her shoulder and sat up. “I’m okay,” she said in answer to the Vahltan’s worried look. “The others?”

“Stanni and Kati didn’t make it,” Franki reported as the worry on his face deepened. And while it was indeed worry, it was more the pragmatic kind that dealt with the loss of manpower rather than the emotional loss of shipmates.

Phealix said nothing, though. It was just one of those Vahltan things.[3]​ She glanced at the two coat-covered bodies lying nearby before shifting her attention to the shuttle, or rather what was left of it. Wedged halfway up between two tall, sturdy trees, the back section of the vessel was still ablaze. She hoped the flames wouldn’t spread, although the damp jungle didn’t seem likely to facilitate a wildfire. Her eyes followed the trench of pushed-up dirt and foliage that terminated at the smouldering remains of the forward section.

“Injuries?” she asked in a business-like tone, despite her growing sense of trepidation.

“Only a few scrapes, bruises, and a severed finger,” Franki reported.

“Trigger finger?”

“No, sir.”

“Good, because we’ll need every trigger finger we have.”

Franki’s face said something his mouth didn’t want to say.

“What’s wrong?” Phealix asked, knowing the bad-news face all too well. 

“We, uh, managed to put out most of the flames, sir, but the fire ... well, it destroyed the weapons.”

As per Colloquium rules, pirates were not allowed entry to the event while armed, which is why the crew’s weapons had been locked away in a secret compartment on the shuttle, away from the prying eyes (and crowbars) of other pirates.[4]​

“This is all I could retrieve,” Franki continued, handing over a stunner gun.

“Well, it’s better than nothing,” Phealix said, keeping her face straight as she accepted the stunner. “Comms?”

“Fried,” Franki said reluctantly, as bad news wasn’t something any crew member wanted to report to a captain, especially if you were a member of a pirate crew.

His shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry, Captain,” he said, staring at the wreckage. “I just couldn’t hold her.”

Phealix rose gingerly, touching her side. A bruised rib, maybe, but nothing more. Or so she hoped. 

“I’m just glad we weren’t all burnt to a crisp, Franki,” she said, straightening with a wince. “You did well.”

Franki perked up a bit. “Thank you, sir. But, um, what do we do now?”

“See what else you can salvage from the shuttle. Then ready the men – we need to leave.”

Franki looked hesitant. “Wouldn’t it be better to stay with the ship ... for when help arrives?”

“That’s if help arrives, Franki. Besides, even if the Dodger received the signal, it might take a while to find us. We can’t wait around till then.”

“I’m sure we’ll find something to eat before then, Captain.”

“The problem isn’t us finding something to eat, Franki.”

The Vahltan frowned. “Sir?”

“You don’t know what planet this is, do you?”

Franki’s frozen frown suggested he didn’t.

With a sigh, Captain Phealix told him, soon after which the group departed with a sense of urgency, leaving behind the two bodies. To anyone else, this might have seemed improper, but to the Vahltans it was more proper to stay alive, and burying the dead wasn’t the best way of achieving this goal with the limited time they had at their disposal.

Phealix paused for one final glance at the wreckage. She was going to miss her hot tub. With another sigh, she joined her eight remaining crew members as they got swallowed by the dark jungle, which resumed its business the way jungles normally do.
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“So, now what?”

“We wait,” Reg said.

This wasn’t the answer Ensign Jensis had expected, but Reg didn’t care. He needed time to think, but Spence wasn’t making it easy.

The ensign gasped in mock surprise. “You mean to tell me you’re not going to storm out there, blasting away at everything that moves?”

Reg glanced at the empty holster strapped to his leg. “I, er ... I don’t have a flasher on me at the moment,” he said. 

“What do you mean at the moment?”

“Well, once you give me yours, I’ll have one.”

“Mine?! Where’s yours?”

“I left it in the ship’s bathroom.”

“Why in Zolt’s name would you do that?” Spence exclaimed.

“Hey, remember whom you’re talking to,” Reg warned.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Spence said, bringing his right fist to his left shoulder in a Militor salute. “Why in Zolt’s name would you do that, sir?”

Reg glared at him. “Watch yourself, Ensign.”

“Why? Going to lose your cool like you lost your gun?”

Reg was about to do just that when he thought the better of it. As per proper Militor chain of command, there were better ways to deal with those of lower rank than arguing with them. One of the first things officers were taught was that blame drained downwards.

“Well,” he said, “it wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t rushed me from the bathroom the way you did.”

“But you said—”

“Weapon, Ensign Jensis,” Reg interjected, holding out his hand, palm-up.

Spence glared at it as if it was a baby’s diaper – not the empty kind. “You cannot be serious!”

“I said weapon, Ensign,” Reg repeated, flicking up the fingers of the expectant hand to indicate where the weapon should go and when this should occur.

Spence glared at the hand for another second before he removed the flasher from its holster and handed it over with an expected measure of grumbling.

Taking the sidearm, Reg checked its battery clip before securing the weapon in his leg holster.

“Thank you, Ensign,” he said with an officer’s grin.[5]​

As Spence clearly wasn’t in the mood for talking, both Scouts sat staring at the pod’s monitor in silence for the next minute. The external camera atop the egg-shaped pod had automatically switched to night-mode to compensate for the darkness outside, but didn’t show much beyond rolling grasslands.

Tired of waiting, Reg reached for a small control stick and panned the camera anticlockwise towards the north, revealing the rocky slope of a mountain not far from their position. He continued panning until the camera once more encountered grassland. But just before the camera reached its original position, Reg panned it back. 

Was that movement he’d just spotted?

Twisting the stick, he zoomed in.

Nothing.

Not really wanting to talk to Spence but also not wanting to second-guess his first guess without a second opinion, Reg glanced at his glum friend. 

“Uh, did you also see someth—” he started, but was interrupted by a loud clang, causing him to release the control stick with instinctive startlement.

Spence, too, sat bolt upright, exchanging his look of resentment for one of alarm. “What was that?” he said.

“I don’t know,” Reg said. 

He reached for the control stick once more, but snatched his hand back as another clang rang out, upon which the monitor went blank. Just before the visuals had cut out, he was sure he’d seen an object flying towards the camera. And as he was quite familiar with rocks, he was quite sure it had been a rock.

Spence was on the verge of saying something, when another clang reverberated through the pod’s small interior, followed by another, and another, and another. The continuous noise was enough to drive Reg to the brink of madness and, judging by Spence’s face, framed by his hands covering his pointy ears, the ensign had already crossed that brink.

Reg reached for the emergency hatch-release lever, held in position by a safety seal.

“What are you doing?” Spence yelled, not only to be heard above the noise but also to convey the fact that he wasn’t on board with whatever Reg was about to do.

“Going outside,” Reg yelled matter-of-factly in sharp contrast to the look in his eyes.

“Are you insane? We don’t know what’s out there!”

“Well, we cannot wait for whatever’s out there to trap us in here!”

Spence looked ready to argue, but an increase in the frequency of the clanging changed his mind.

“Fine!” the ensign yielded, pulling his combat knife from the sheath in his waistband. He eyed it glumly, and his glum deepened as Reg removed his newly acquired flasher gun from its holster. “I hope you haven’t lost your aim since the Academy.”

“Of course not,” Reg said.

“And I hope you know that, whatever’s out there, it’s not a training drone,” Spence aimed the resentful stab at his superior.

“Yes, I know!” Reg replied as the stab hit home.

Reg wasn’t sure what waited for them beyond the hatch, but on a Dumb Planet like this, he was confident he had the upper hand – especially considering the hand held a gun. However, as he broke the seal on the hatch-release lever, his confidence downgraded itself to mild hopefulness, and further downgrading felt imminent. But he was not about to lose face by backtracking now, and pushed aside all residual doubts to pull the lever.

As the escape pod’s hatch slid open, the clanging stopped. For some reason, the ensuing silence felt even more menacing than the preceding noise. But Reg stepped out nonetheless. 

He no longer had a choice.
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Reg’s first step onto the soil of a Dumb Planet should have been a momentous occasion but, lifting his leg from the puddle of water he’d just stepped in, he had to use the moment to shake some mud off his combat boot. The fact that he’d polished his boots to perfection only a few hours earlier did nothing to mitigate his irritation.

“Fhark,” he said under his breath. 

“What’s wrong?” Spence whispered nervously from inside the escape pod.

“Nothing,” Reg lied. “Get out here.”

As the final sparks of life flew from the limp-hanging camera atop the pod, Reg glanced at the rocks strewn around the pod. Taking a few steps forward, he kept his weapon trained on nothing, as this was all he could see.

After another splash accompanied by a curse behind him, Reg smirked. He could’ve warned Spence of the puddle, but despite their situation, or maybe because of it, he needed something to smirk at.

“Thanks for the warni—” the ensign began.

“Shh!” Reg said, wiping the smirk from his face to scan the shadowy landscape for the source of the rustle he’d just heard. Something was moving in the tall grass.

As his eyes adjusted to the low light outside the pod, he couldn’t make out much except for the oval silhouette of a plant leaf steadily growing in size. He flicked on the flasher gun’s small mounted flashlight to shed more light on things. 

The plant leaf suddenly stopped growing, partly because it wasn’t a leaf, but mainly because the startled, grass-skirted man behind the leaf-shaped shield had stopped advancing and hefted the crude spear in his other hand. He was even more startled when an equally startled Reg squeezed off a green flasher energy ball that shattered the top of the shield.

Regaining his composure, Reg levelled the gun at the man clutching at his face, which was now porcupined by shards of wood pushing out blood between his fingers. Reg was about to issue the appropriate warning after the fact, when three more short, round, bare-chested men leapt from the tall grass, brandishing spears and shouting warnings of their own.

Coming from three sides, the men were spread too far apart, and as he alternated his aim between them, Reg knew he wouldn’t be able to take out all the approaching threats before being skewered by one of their pointy weapons. He also knew Spence wouldn’t have more luck, not only because the ensign just had a knife, but also because close-quarters combat wasn’t exactly his strong suit – nor any form of combat, for that matter. Spence felt more at home monitoring things from afar, and the men closing in on them certainly wasn’t far enough.

After swift calculations of death versus surrender yielded unfavourable results, Reg held up his flasher and reluctantly dropped it with the sound guns usually make when they hit wet mud. He stepped back next to Spence, who must have come to the same statistical conclusion as Reg, as he tossed his knife next to the gun without any sign of reluctance.

“You, lie down!” one of the men ordered with a downward wave of his spear. Like the others, bronze skin covered his rounded body as well as his round, bald head, which housed equally round facial features that sternly suggested the captives did as they were told. So that’s what Reg and Spence did. Reg only glanced up once, and didn’t do so again, seeing as the natives only wore grass skirts that failed to hide certain body parts when viewed from a low angle.

Yanking Reg and Spence to their feet, two of the men bound the Scouts’ wrists with crude yet effective ropes. Two more ropes were noosed around their necks; loose enough not to choke but tight enough to discourage any thoughts of escape or resistance.

The man with bits of wood still stuck in his face stepped towards Reg with a growl, but one of the other men, who Reg presumed was the leader, held him back.

“No, Gobatsha,” the leader said. “You no hurt them. We go to village. Priestess decide what we do with them.”

He turned back to the bound scouts. “We go now. You stay quiet. You no make trouble, or I let Gobatsha decide what we do with you. You hear?”

Reg glanced at Gobatsha’s pained yet eager face as he picked up the other end of the rope tied around Reg’s neck, daring the Scout to try his luck. Reg merely nodded at the leader, who gave the signal for the group to move out, tugging their hapless prisoners behind them.
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Chapter 7   
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It was the same boulder. Phealix was sure of it now.

“Captain, isn’t that the same rock from before?” Demi ventured from behind. For a Vahltan, she was a good soul. Not necessarily the brightest, but a good soul nonetheless. And she was handy in a skirmish, which was the main reason Phealix had recruited her.

“Yes, Demi, it’s the same rock,” Phealix grated at the reminder of her shortcomings. Faylins used to be better at this kind of thing! Millennia ago, you could leave a Faylin almost anywhere and they’d be able to find their way through just about any alien environment to reach their destination. They’d been masters at it! Sure, they were still better than most in terms of general navigation, but somewhere along the line they’d lost some of their magic; their ... edge. And Phealix hadn’t realised how blunt that edge had become until now.

She glared at the boulder they’d passed three times already. She knew they’d passed it three times because it wasn’t difficult to recognise the heart-shaped, moss-covered boulder nestled between the roots of a massive, moss-covered tree. Most of the jungle’s surfaces, including the soil, were covered by moss, either fully or partially, causing everything to look the same – well, more the same than without the moss. If it hadn’t been for the odd-shaped rock, they might have followed in their own footsteps for days without knowing it.

Realising it wouldn’t help getting upset with her crew, Phealix took a deep breath and calmly said, “We’re going in circles.”

“Oh, we shouldn’t be doing that, Captain,” Demi said with cheery sincerity.

Franki must have noticed the captain’s expression darkening. 

“Sir,” he said, nodding at the boulder-hugging tree, “might I suggest we send someone up there? You know, to get a better look at where we are.”

Despite knowing what her First Mate was trying to do, Phealix also knew he was right.

“Very well,” she said, turning to Demi with a look that didn’t need verbal accompaniment.

While failing to notice the mood behind the look, Demi had enough intelligence in her arsenal to translate the unspoken order. 

“I’d be more than happy to, Captain!” she saluted, before setting off.

“You know the men don’t like her very much, Captain,” Franki stated. “Not me, though,” he quickly added as Phealix’s eyebrow lifted. “I have no problem with her. I’m just saying what the men are saying. They find her too ... peppy.”

“Well,” Phealix said, watching the climbing Vahltan disappear from view among the branches, “I suggest you tell the men that, should anything ... untoward happen to her, we’ll see how peppy they feel floating out the airlock. Understood?”

Franki swallowed hard. “Er, yes, sir. Of course, sir.”

Trusting the message would indeed be delivered and understood, Phealix waited for Demi’s return, which didn’t take too long.

“And?” the captain said. “Anything?”

It took a moment for Demi to catch her breath. “Yes ... sir,” she panted. “I saw ... a glow ... fire, I think ... about three ... or four hundred metres ... that way.”

Phealix glanced in the direction Demi pointed and patted the Vahltan on the shoulder. “Good job, Demi,” she said, and turned to Franki. “Well, you heard her. Let’s go.”

“But we don’t even know what’s out there, Captain,” Franki protested.

“It beats walking around chasing our tails all night, Franki,” Phealix said. “Besides, there’s only one way to find out what’s out there, and that’s by going there. So gather the men, but keep it quiet.”

Not waiting for an answer, she started walking in the direction Demi had indicated. Taking the stunner from her bathrobe’s pocket, she hoped she looked more confident than she felt, because this jungle was getting on her nerves.
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“Who are they?” Franki whispered, peering through the brush.

Phealix didn’t answer immediately. Fortunately, with no lack of foliage to hide behind, she and her crew could spy on the men around the fire without being noticed. If indeed they were men. She’d heard stories about this planet – none of them good – but had never seen what the locals looked like, so anything was possible. However, with their loincloths and flattish chests, it was safe to presume they were of the male persuasion.[6]​ Completely hairless, the roundish natives were about half her size in height and twice her size in width, with dark-bonze skin as well as round eyes and ears. It was as if someone had taken an image of a hairless human and squashed it vertically. But despite their lack in height, whatever they were hiding under the loincloths didn’t lack in size. Phealix made a conscious decision to block that area from her mind.

Although she couldn’t make out what they said, the strange men were obviously engaged in a storytelling session, with one jumping around and waving his arms like a monkey, while the others sat around the fire, laughing at his antics.

“Captain?” Franki probed again.

“Locals,” Phealix finally replied, keeping her voice low. “We’d better follow them.”

“They look a bit ... primitive, sir,” Franki said. “Wherever they’re going, I don’t think it’ll help us much.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll agree we’re all too hungry and thirsty to worry about anything else at this stage. So unless you have rations stashed somewhere, we need to find something to eat.”

Franki’s stomach growled in agreement, earning him the universal “Are you serious?” glare from his crewmates.

Shaking her head, Phealix checked to see if the men by the fire had heard anything. Thankfully, they hadn’t, but the unseen man who’d been quietly patrolling the campsite perimeter had, and reached behind the leaf to yank out a surprised, seemingly female creature in her odd, mud-white clothing.

“Come, come!” he shouted over
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